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For my mother, Bon nie Sherr Klein, 

who teaches me more about shock re silience ev ery day.
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I’m not look ing to over throw the Amer i can gov ern- 
ment, the cor po rate state al ready has.

—JOHN TRUDELL

San tee Dakota ac tivist, artist, and poet (1946–2015)
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IN TRO DUC TION
 

Shock.
It’s a word that has come up again and again since Don ald

Trump was elected in No vem ber 2016—to de scribe the poll-de fy- 
ing elec tion re sults, to de scribe the emo tional state of many peo ple
watch ing his as cent to power, and to de scribe his blitzkrieg ap- 
proach to pol icy mak ing. A “shock to the sys tem,” in fact, is pre- 
cisely how his ad viser Kellyanne Con way has re peat edly de scribed
the new era.

For al most two decades now, I’ve been study ing large-scale
shocks to so ci eties—how they hap pen, how they are ex ploited by
politi cians and cor po ra tions, and how they are even de lib er ately
deep ened in or der to gain ad van tage over a dis ori ented pop u la- 
tion. I have also re ported on the flip side of this process: how so ci- 
eties that come to gether around an un der stand ing of a shared cri- 
sis can change the world for the bet ter.

Watch ing Don ald Trump’s rise, I’ve had a strange feel ing. It’s
not just that he’s ap ply ing shock pol i tics to the most pow er ful and
heav ily armed na tion on earth. It’s more than that. In books, doc u- 
men tary films, and in ves tiga tive re port ing, I have doc u mented a
range of trends: the rise of Su per brands, the ex pand ing power of
pri vate wealth over the po lit i cal sys tem, the global im po si tion of
ne olib er al ism, of ten us ing racism and fear of the “other” as a po- 
tent tool, the dam ag ing im pacts of cor po rate free trade, and the
deep hold that cli mate change de nial has taken on the right side of
the po lit i cal spec trum. And as I be gan to re search Trump, he
started to seem to me like Franken stein’s mon ster, sewn to gether
out of the body parts of all of these and many other dan ger ous
trends.

Ten years ago, I pub lished The Shock Doc trine: The Rise of Dis- 
as ter Cap i tal ism, an in ves ti ga tion that spanned four decades of
his tory, from Chile af ter Au gusto Pinochet’s coup to Rus sia af ter
the col lapse of the So viet Union, from Bagh dad un der the US
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“Shock and Awe” at tack to New Or leans af ter Hur ri cane Ka t rina.
The term “shock doc trine” de scribes the quite bru tal tac tic of sys- 
tem at i cally us ing the pub lic’s dis ori en ta tion fol low ing a col lec tive
shock—wars, coups, ter ror ist at tacks, mar ket crashes, or nat u ral
dis as ters—to push through rad i cal pro-cor po rate mea sures, of ten
called “shock ther apy.”

Though Trump breaks the mold in some ways, his shock tac tics
do fol low a script, one fa mil iar from other coun tries that have had
rapid changes im posed un der the cover of cri sis. Dur ing Trump’s
first week in of fice, when he was sign ing that tsunami of ex ec u tive
or ders and peo ple were just reel ing, madly try ing to keep up, I
found my self think ing about the hu man rights ad vo cate Halina
Bort nowska’s de scrip tion of Poland’s ex pe ri ence when the US im- 
posed eco nomic shock ther apy on her coun try in the midst of
Com mu nism’s col lapse. She de scribed the ve loc ity of change her
coun try was go ing through as “the dif fer ence be tween dog years
and hu man years,” and she ob served that “you start wit ness ing
these semi-psy chotic re ac tions. You can no longer ex pect peo ple to
act in their own best in ter ests when they’re so dis ori ented they
don’t know—or no longer care—what those in ter ests are.”

From the ev i dence so far, it’s clear that Trump and his top ad- 
vis ers are hop ing for the sort of re sponse Bort nowska de scribed,
that they are try ing to pull off a do mes tic shock doc trine. The goal
is all-out war on the pub lic sphere and the pub lic in ter est, whether
in the form of an tipol lu tion reg u la tions or pro grams for the hun- 
gry. In their place will be un fet tered power and free dom for cor po- 
ra tions. It’s a pro gram so de fi antly un just and so man i festly cor- 
rupt that it can only be pulled off with the as sis tance of di vide-
and-con quer racial and sex ual pol i tics, as well as a non stop spec ta- 
cle of me dia dis trac tions. And of course it is be ing backed up with
a mas sive in crease in war spend ing, a dra matic es ca la tion of mil i- 
tary con flicts on mul ti ple fronts, from Syria to North Ko rea, along- 
side pres i den tial mus ings about how “tor ture works.”

Trump’s cab i net of bil lion aires and mul ti mil lion aires tells us a
great deal about the ad min is tra tion’s un der ly ing goals. Exxon Mo- 
bil for sec re tary of state. Gen eral Dy nam ics and Boe ing to head the
de part ment of de fense. And the Gold man Sachs guys for pretty
much ev ery thing that’s left. The hand ful of ca reer politi cians who
have been put in charge of agen cies seem to have been se lected ei- 
ther be cause they do not be lieve in the agency’s core mis sion, or
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do not think the agency should ex ist at all. Steve Ban non, Trump’s
ap par ently side lined chief strate gist, was very open about this
when he ad dressed a con ser va tive au di ence in Feb ru ary 2017. The
goal, he said, was the “de con struc tion of the ad min is tra tive state”
(by which he meant the gov ern ment reg u la tions and agen cies
tasked with pro tect ing peo ple and their rights). And “if you look at
these Cab i net nom i nees, they were se lected for a rea son, and that
is de con struc tion.”

Much has been made of the con flict be tween Ban non’s Chris tian
na tion al ism and the transna tion al ism of Trump’s more es tab lish- 
ment aides, par tic u larly his son-in-law Jared Kush ner. And Ban- 
non may well get voted off this gory re al ity show en tirely be fore
long (per haps by the time you read these words). Which is why it’s
worth un der lin ing that when it comes to de con struct ing the state,
and out sourc ing as much as pos si ble to for-profit cor po ra tions,
Ban non and Kush ner are not in con flict but in per fect align ment.

As this has been un fold ing, it struck me that what’s hap pen ing
in Wash ing ton is not the usual pass ing of the ba ton be tween par- 
ties. It’s a naked cor po rate takeover, one many decades in the
mak ing. It seems that the eco nomic in ter ests that have long since
paid off both ma jor par ties to do their bid ding have de cided
they’re tired of play ing the game. Ap par ently, all that win ing and
din ing of elected of fi cials, all that ca jol ing and le gal ized bribery,
in sulted their sense of di vine en ti tle ment. So now they’re cut ting
out the mid dle men—those needy politi cians who are sup posed to
pro tect the pub lic in ter est—and do ing what all top dogs do when
they want some thing done right: they are do ing it them selves.

Which is why se ri ous ques tions about con flicts of in ter est and
breaches of ethics barely re ceive a re sponse. Just as Trump
stonewalled on re leas ing his tax re turns, so he has com pletely re- 
fused to sell, or to stop ben e fit ing from, his busi ness em pire. That
de ci sion, given the Trump Or ga ni za tion’s re liance on for eign gov- 
ern ments to grant valu able trade mark li censes and per mits, may
in fact con tra vene the United States Con sti tu tion’s pro hi bi tion on
pres i dents re ceiv ing gifts or any “emol u ment” from for eign gov- 
ern ments. In deed, a law suit mak ing this al le ga tion has al ready
been launched.

But the Trumps seem un con cerned. A near-im pen e tra ble sense
of im punity—of be ing above the usual rules and laws—is a defin ing
fea ture of this ad min is tra tion. Any one who presents a threat to
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that im punity is sum mar ily fired—just ask for mer FBI di rec tor
James Comey. Up to now in US pol i tics there’s been a mask on the
cor po rate state’s White House prox ies: the smil ing ac tor’s face of
Ronald Rea gan or the faux cow boy per sona of George W. Bush
(with Dick Ch eney/Hal libur ton scowl ing in the back ground). Now
the mask is gone. And no one is even both er ing to pre tend oth er- 
wise.

This sit u a tion is made all the more squalid by the fact that
Trump was never the head of a tra di tional com pany but has,
rather, long been the fig ure head of an em pire built around his per- 
sonal brand—a brand that has, along with his daugh ter Ivanka’s
brand, al ready ben e fited from its merger with the US pres i dency
in count less ways. The Trump fam ily’s busi ness model is part of a
broader shift in cor po rate struc ture that has taken place within
many brand-based multi na tion als, one with trans for ma tive im- 
pacts on cul ture and the job mar ket, trends that I wrote about in
my first book, No Logo: Tak ing Aim at the Brand Bul lies. What
this model tells us is that the very idea that there could be—or
should be—any dis tinc tion be tween the Trump brand and the
Trump pres i dency is a con cept the cur rent oc cu pant of the White
House can not be gin to com pre hend. The pres i dency is in fact the
crown ing ex ten sion of the Trump brand.

—

As I ex plored Trump’s in ex tri ca ble re la tion ship with his com mer- 
cial brand, and its im pli ca tions for the fu ture of pol i tics, I be gan to
see why so many of the at tacks on him have failed to stick—and
how we can iden tify ways of re sist ing him that will be more ef fec- 
tive.

The fact that such de fi ant lev els of prof i teer ing from pub lic of- 
fice can un fold in full view is dis turb ing enough. As are so many of
Trump’s ac tions in his first months in of fice. But his tory shows us
that, how ever desta bi lized things are now, the shock doc trine
means they could get a lot worse.

The main pil lars of Trump’s po lit i cal and eco nomic project are:
the de con struc tion of the reg u la tory state; a full-bore at tack on the
wel fare state and so cial ser vices (ra tio nal ized in part through bel li- 
cose racial fear mon ger ing and at tacks on women for ex er cis ing
their rights); the un leash ing of a do mes tic fos sil fuel frenzy (which
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re quires the sweep ing aside of cli mate sci ence and the gag ging of
large parts of the gov ern ment bu reau cracy); and a civ i liza tional
war against im mi grants and “rad i cal Is lamic ter ror ism” (with ever-
ex pand ing do mes tic and for eign the aters).

In ad di tion to the ob vi ous threats this en tire project poses to
those who are al ready most vul ner a ble, it’s also a vi sion that can
be counted on to gen er ate wave af ter wave of crises and shocks.
Eco nomic shocks, as mar ket bub bles—in flated thanks to dereg u la- 
tion—burst; se cu rity shocks, as blow back from anti-Is lamic poli- 
cies and for eign ag gres sion comes home; weather shocks, as our
cli mate is fur ther desta bi lized; and in dus trial shocks, as oil pipe- 
lines spill and rigs col lapse, which they tend to do when the safety
and en vi ron men tal reg u la tions that pre vent chaos are slashed.

All this is dan ger ous. Even more so is the way the Trump ad- 
min is tra tion can be re lied upon to ex ploit these shocks to push
through the more rad i cal planks of its agenda.

A large-scale cri sis—whether a ter ror ist at tack or a fi nan cial
crash—would likely pro vide the pre text to de clare some sort of
state of ex cep tion or emer gency, where the usual rules no longer
ap ply. This, in turn, would pro vide the cover to push through as- 
pects of the Trump agenda that re quire a fur ther sus pen sion of
core demo cratic norms—such as his pledge to deny en try to all
Mus lims (not only those from se lected coun tries), his Twit ter
threat to bring in “the feds” to quell street vi o lence in Chicago, or
his ob vi ous de sire to place re stric tions on the press. A large-
enough eco nomic cri sis would of fer an ex cuse to dis man tle pro- 
grams like So cial Se cu rity, which Trump pledged to pro tect but
which many around him have wanted gone for decades.

Trump may have other rea sons for up ping the cri sis level too. As
the Ar gen tine nov el ist César Aira wrote in 2001, “Any change is a
change in the topic.” Trump has al ready proven head-spin ningly
adept at chang ing the sub ject, us ing ev ery thing from mad tweets
to Tom a hawk mis siles. In deed, his air as sault on Syria, in re- 
sponse to a grue some chem i cal weapons at tack, won him the most
lauda tory press cov er age of his pres i dency (in some quar ters, it
sparked an on go ing shift to a more re spect ful tone). Whether in
re sponse to fur ther rev e la tions about Rus sian con nec tions or scan- 
dals re lated to his labyrinthine in ter na tional busi ness deal ings, we
can ex pect much more of this topic chang ing—and noth ing has the
abil ity to change the topic quite like a large-scale shock.
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We don’t go into a state of shock when some thing big and bad
hap pens; it has to be some thing big and bad that we do not yet
un der stand. A state of shock is what re sults when a gap opens up
be tween events and our ini tial abil ity to ex plain them. When we
find our selves in that po si tion, with out a story, with out our moor- 
ings, a great many peo ple be come vul ner a ble to au thor ity fig ures
telling us to fear one an other and re lin quish our rights for the
greater good.

This is, to day, a global phe nom e non, not one re stricted to the
United States. Af ter the co or di nated ter ror ist at tacks in Paris in
No vem ber 2015, the French gov ern ment de clared a state of emer- 
gency that banned po lit i cal gath er ings of more than five peo ple—
and then ex tended that sta tus, and the abil ity to re strict pub lic
demon stra tions, for months. In Britain, af ter the shock of the
Brexit vote, many said they felt as though they’d wo ken up in a
new, un rec og niz able coun try. It was in that con text that the UK’s
Con ser va tive gov ern ment be gan float ing a range of re gres sive re- 
forms, in clud ing the idea that the only way for Britain to re gain its
com pet i tive ness is by slash ing reg u la tions and taxes on the
wealthy so much that it would ef fec tively be come a tax haven for
all of Eu rope. It was also in this con text that Prime Min is ter
Theresa May called a snap elec tion against her low-polling ri val,
clearly in the hope of se cur ing an other term in of fice be fore the
pub lic has a chance to rebel against new aus ter ity mea sures that
are the an tithe sis of how Brexit was orig i nally sold to vot ers.

—

For each of my pre vi ous books I spent five or six years deeply re- 
search ing the sub ject, ex am in ing it from many an gles, and re port- 
ing from the re gions most im pacted. The re sults are hefty tomes,
with a whole lot of end notes. In con trast, I’ve writ ten this book in
just a few months. I’ve kept it brief and con ver sa tional, know ing
that few of us have time these days for tomes, and that oth ers are
al ready writ ing about parts of this in tri cate story that they grasp
far bet ter than me. But I’ve come to re al ize that the re search I’ve
done over the years can help shed some light on cru cial as pects of
Trump ism. Trac ing the roots of his busi ness model and of his eco- 
nomic poli cies, re flect ing on sim i lar desta bi liz ing mo ments from
his tory, and learn ing from peo ple who found ef fec tive ways to re- 
sist shock tac tics can go some way to ward ex plain ing how we
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ended up on this dan ger ous road, how we can best with stand the
shocks to come, and, more im por tantly, how we can quickly get to
much safer ground. This, then, is the be gin ning of a road map for
shock re sis tance.

Here’s one thing I’ve learned from re port ing from dozens of lo- 
ca tions in the midst of cri sis, whether it was Athens rocked by
Greece’s debt de ba cle, or New Or leans af ter Hur ri cane Ka t rina, or
Bagh dad dur ing the US oc cu pa tion: these tac tics can be re sisted.
To do so, two cru cial things have to hap pen. First, we need a firm
grasp on how shock pol i tics work and whose in ter ests they serve.
That un der stand ing is how we get out of shock quickly and start
fight ing back. Sec ond, and equally im por tant, we have to tell a dif- 
fer ent story from the one the shock doc tors are ped dling, a vi sion
of the world com pelling enough to com pete head-to-head with
theirs. This val ues-based vi sion must of fer a dif fer ent path, away
from se rial shocks—one based on com ing to gether across racial,
eth nic, re li gious, and gen der di vides, rather than be ing wrenched
fur ther apart, and one based on heal ing the planet rather than un- 
leash ing fur ther desta bi liz ing wars and pol lu tion. Most of all, that
vi sion needs to of fer those who are hurt ing—for lack of jobs, lack
of health care, lack of peace, lack of hope—a tan gi bly bet ter life.

I don’t claim to know ex actly what that vi sion looks like. I am
fig ur ing it out with ev ery one else, and I am con vinced it can only
be birthed out of a gen uinely col lab o ra tive process, with lead er- 
ship com ing from those most bru tal ized by our cur rent sys tem. In
the fi nal chap ters of this book, I’ll ex plore some early and very
hope ful grass roots col lab o ra tions be tween dozens of or ga ni za tions
and thinkers who have come to gether to be gin to lay out that kind
of agenda, one ca pa ble of com pet ing with ris ing mil i tarism, na- 
tion al ism, and cor po ratism. Though still in its early stages, it is be- 
com ing pos si ble to see the out lines of a pro gres sive ma jor ity, one
grounded in a bold plan for the safe and car ing world we all want
and need.

All this work is born of the knowl edge that say ing no to bad
ideas and bad ac tors is sim ply not enough. The firmest of no’s has
to be ac com pa nied by a bold and for ward-look ing yes—a plan for
the fu ture that is cred i ble and cap ti vat ing enough that a great
many peo ple will fight to see it re al ized, no mat ter the shocks and
scare tac tics thrown their way. No—to Trump, to France’s Ma rine
Le Pen, to any num ber of xeno pho bic and hy per na tion al ist par ties
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on the rise the world over—may be what ini tially brings mil lions
into the streets. But it is yes that will keep us in the fight.

Yes is the bea con in the com ing storms that will pre vent us from
los ing our way.

—

This book’s ar gu ment, in a nut shell, is that Trump, ex treme as he
is, is less an aber ra tion than a log i cal con clu sion—a pas tiche of
pretty much all the worst trends of the past half cen tury. Trump is
the prod uct of pow er ful sys tems of thought that rank hu man life
based on race, re li gion, gen der, sex u al ity, phys i cal ap pear ance,
and phys i cal abil ity—and that have sys tem at i cally used race as a
weapon to ad vance bru tal eco nomic poli cies since the ear li est days
of North Amer i can col o niza tion and the transat lantic slave trade.
He is also the per son i fi ca tion of the merger of hu mans and cor po- 
ra tions—a one-man megabrand, whose wife and chil dren are spin-
off brands, with all the patholo gies and con flicts of in ter est in her- 
ent in that. He is the em bod i ment of the be lief that money and
power pro vide li cense to im pose one’s will on oth ers, whether that
en ti tle ment is ex pressed by grab bing women or grab bing the fi nite
re sources from a planet on the cusp of cat a strophic warm ing. He is
the prod uct of a busi ness cul ture that fetishizes “dis rup tors” who
make their for tunes by fla grantly ig nor ing both laws and reg u la- 
tory stan dards. Most of all, he is the in car na tion of a still-pow er ful
free-mar ket ide o log i cal project—one em braced by cen trist par ties
as well as con ser va tive ones—that wages war on ev ery thing pub lic
and com monly held, and imag ines cor po rate CEOs as su per heroes
who will save hu man ity. In 2002, George W. Bush threw a nineti- 
eth-birth day party at the White House for the man who was the in- 
tel lec tual ar chi tect of that war on the pub lic sphere, the rad i cal
free-mar ket econ o mist Mil ton Fried man. At the cel e bra tion, then
US sec re tary of de fense Don ald Rums feld de clared, “Mil ton is the
em bod i ment of the truth that ideas have con se quences.” He was
right—and Don ald Trump is a di rect con se quence of those ideas.

In this sense, there is an im por tant way in which Trump is not
shock ing. He is the en tirely pre dictable, in deed clichéd out come of
ubiq ui tous ideas and trends that should have been stopped long
ago. Which is why, even if this night mar ish pres i dency were to end
to mor row, the po lit i cal con di tions that pro duced it, and which are
pro duc ing repli cas around the world, will re main to be con fronted.
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With US vice pres i dent Mike Pence or House speaker Paul Ryan
wait ing in the wings, and a Demo cratic Party es tab lish ment also
en meshed with the bil lion aire class, the world we need won’t be
won just by re plac ing the cur rent oc cu pant of the Oval Of fice.

About that word we: as you read, you may no tice that I some- 
times say we about the United States and some times about
Canada. One rea son for that is pretty sim ple. I am a cit i zen of both
coun tries, with deep ties and re la tion ships on both sides of the
bor der. My par ents are Amer i can, and my ex tended fam ily all lives
in the United States. But I was raised in Canada, and I choose to
live here. (On elec tion night, I got a text from my fa ther: “Aren’t
you glad we al ready moved to Canada?”) Most of my jour nal ism,
how ever, and much of my po lit i cal work, is in the States, where
I’ve par tic i pated in count less meet ings and de bates about how we
can col lec tively rise to the re spon si bil ity of this mo ment.

An other rea son I some times say we about the US has noth ing to
do with pass ports. The fact is, the US pres i dency im pacts ev ery one
on earth. No one is fully pro tected from the ac tions of the world’s
largest econ omy, the planet’s sec ond-largest emit ter of green house
gases, and the na tion with the world’s largest mil i tary ar se nal.
Those on the re ceiv ing end of Trump’s mis siles and mon strous
bombs bear the great est bur dens and risks by far. But with pow ers
so vast and poli cies so reck less, ev ery one on this planet is po ten- 
tially in the blast zone, the fall out zone, and cer tainly in the warm- 
ing zone.

There’s no one story that can ex plain ev ery thing about how we
ar rived at this junc ture, no one blue print for how to fix things—
our world is far too braided and com pli cated for that. This is but
one at tempt to look at how we got to this sur real po lit i cal mo ment;
how, in con crete ways, it could get a lot worse; and how, if we keep
our heads, we might just be able to flip the script and ar rive at a
rad i cally bet ter fu ture.

To get started, we first need to un der stand what we’re say ing no
to—be cause that No on the cover is not just to an in di vid ual or
even a group of in di vid u als (though it is that too). We’re also say- 
ing no to the sys tem that has el e vated them to such heights. And
then let’s move to a yes—a yes that will bring about change so fun- 
da men tal that to day’s cor po rate takeover will be rel e gated to a his- 
tor i cal foot note, a warn ing to our kids. And Don ald Trump and his
fel low trav el ers will be seen for what they are: a symp tom of a



19

deep sick ness, one that we de cided, col lec tively, to come to gether
and heal.

Note: A small por tion of the writ ing here has ap peared in pre vi -
ous es says, books, and speeches; the vast ma jor ity, how ever, is
ap pear ing for the first time. Please visit nois note nough.org for a
list of ways to plug into the move ments de scribed in these pages,
and to con nect with many more or ga ni za tions and the o rists.

http://www.noisnotenough.org/
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PART I

 

HOW WE GOT HERE: RISE OF THE SU PER- 
BRANDS

 

We must rapidly be gin the shift from a thing-ori ented
so ci ety to a per son-ori ented so ci ety. When ma chines

and com put ers, profit mo tives and prop erty rights are
con sid ered more im por tant than peo ple, the gi ant

triplets of racism, ma te ri al ism, and mil i tarism are in- 
ca pable of be ing con quered.

—MAR TIN LUTHER KING JR.
“Be yond Viet nam,” 1967
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CHAP TER ONE

 

HOW TRUMP WON BY BE COM ING THE UL TI- 
MATE BRAND

 

The night Don ald Trump was de clared the win ner of the 2016
elec tion and forty-fifth pres i dent of the United States was par tic u- 
larly dis ori ent ing for me be cause it wasn’t a night at all. I was in
Syd ney, Aus tralia, on a lec ture tour, and be cause of the time dif- 
fer ence, it was late morn ing on Wednes day, No vem ber 9, where I
was. For al most ev ery one in my life, it was Tues day night, and
friends were send ing texts from drunken elec tion-night view ing
par ties. But for Aus tralians, it was the start of a nor mal work day,
which for me just con trib uted to the over all feel ing of ver tigo when
the re sults started com ing in.

At the time, I was in a meet ing with around fif teen heads of var i- 
ous Aus tralian en vi ron men tal, la bor, and so cial jus tice or ga ni za- 
tions. We were hav ing a dis cus sion that cir cled around a key in- 
sight. Up to now, the fights against global warm ing, racism, in- 
equal ity, vi o la tions of In dige nous, mi grant and women’s rights, as
well as many other pro gres sive bat tles, have of ten been bro ken up
into their own boxes or si los. But we had been ask ing, as so many
move ments are to day: how do they in ter sect? What root causes
con nect them? How can these is sues be tack led in tan dem, at the
same time? What val ues would gov ern such a move ment? And
how could it trans late into po lit i cal power? With a group of col- 
leagues, I had been work ing on how to build that kind of cross-
move ment “peo ple’s plat form” in North Amer ica through a project
called the Leap Man i festo—which I’ll come back to in the fi nal
chap ter—and there were many Aus tralian groups who were in ter- 
ested in ex plor ing a sim i lar ap proach.

For the first hour or so, it was a pretty up beat meet ing, with lots
of ex cite ment about what was pos si ble. Peo ple were feel ing to tally
re laxed about the US elec tions. Like many pro gres sives and lib er- 



22

als, and even many tra di tional con ser va tives, we were sure Trump
would lose.

Then ev ery one’s phones started to buzz. And the room grew qui- 
eter and qui eter, and ev ery one around the light-filled board room
be gan to look in creas ingly pan icked. All of a sud den, the rea son
for gath er ing—the idea that we could help spark an in te grated leap
for ward on cli mate ac tion, racial jus tice, de cent jobs, and more—
felt ut terly ab surd. It was as if ev ery one in stantly un der stood,
with out even hav ing to speak, that we were about to be blasted
back ward by a gale-force wind and all we could do now was try to
hold our ground. The idea of for ward mo men tum on any one of
the press ing crises on the ta ble seemed to evap o rate be fore our
eyes.

Then, with out any one call ing it to a close, the meet ing dis- 
persed, with col leagues barely say ing good bye to one an other.
CNN was call ing out like some sort of ir re sistible hom ing de vice
and we all silently went in search of big ger screens.

Most US vot ers did not cast a bal lot for Don ald Trump; Hillary
Clin ton re ceived nearly 2.9 mil lion more votes, a fact that con tin- 
ues to tor ment the sit ting pres i dent. That he won at all is the re sult
of an elec toral col lege sys tem orig i nally de signed to pro tect the
power of slave own ers. And on the rest of the planet, over whelm- 
ing ma jori ties of peo ple told poll sters that if they had been mag i- 
cally able to vote in this piv otal elec tion, they would have cast a
bal lot for Clin ton. (A no table ex cep tion to this global trend was
Rus sia, where Trump en joyed strong sup port.)

Within this very large anti-Trump camp, we all have dif fer ent
sto ries about how we felt on that night/day. For many, the defin- 
ing emo tion was shock that this could hap pen in the United States.
For a great many oth ers, it was grief at see ing long-held knowl edge
about the depth of US racism and misog yny so vividly con firmed.
For oth ers, the feel ing was one of loss at watch ing the first fe male
can di date for United States pres i dent lose her chance to be come a
role model for their chil dren. Still oth ers were flooded with feel- 
ings of rage that such a com pro mised can di date was ever put for- 
ward against Trump in the first place. And for mil lions in side the
US and out, the pri mary emo tion was fear—a raw bod ily knowl- 
edge that Trump’s pres i dency would act as a cat a lyst to un leash
ex treme acts of racism, vi o lence, and op pres sion. Many peo ple ex- 
pe ri enced a mix ture of these emo tions, and more.
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And many also un der stood that this elec tion re sult was not only
about one man in one coun try. Trump is but one strand of a seem- 
ingly global con ta gion. We are see ing a surge of au thor i tar ian,
xeno pho bic, far-right pol i tics—from Ma rine Le Pen in France, to
Naren dra Modi in In dia, to Ro drigo Duterte in the Philip pines, to
the UK In de pen dence Party, to Re cep Tayyip Er doğan in Tur key
and all of their coun ter parts (some ex plic itly neo-fas cist) threat en- 
ing to take power around the world.

The rea son I am shar ing my own ex pe ri ence of elec tion
day/night in Syd ney is that I can’t shake the feel ing that there is
some thing im por tant to learn from the way Trump’s win was able
to cut short our con ver sa tion, how it sev ered plans for a for ward-
look ing agenda with out so much as a de bate. It was per fectly un- 
der stand able that we all felt that way on elec tion day. But if we ac- 
cept the premise that, from here on in, the bat tles are all de fense,
all about hold ing our ground against Trump-style re gres sive at- 
tacks, then we will end up in a very dan ger ous place in deed. Be- 
cause the ground we were on be fore Trump was elected is the
ground that pro duced Trump. Ground many of us un der stood to
con sti tute a so cial and eco log i cal emer gency, even with out this lat- 
est round of set backs.

Of course the at tacks com ing from Trump and his kin dred dem- 
a gogues around the world need re sist ing fiercely. But we can not
spend the next four years only play ing de fense. The crises are all
so ur gent, they won’t al low us that lost time. On one is sue I know a
fair amount about, cli mate change, hu man ity has a fi nite win dow
in which to act, af ter which pro tect ing any thing like a sta ble cli- 
mate be comes im pos si ble. And as we’ll see in Chap ter 4, that win- 
dow is clos ing fast.

So we need, some how, to fight de fense and of fense si mul ta ne- 
ously—to re sist the at tacks of the present day and to find space to
build the fu ture we need. To say no and yes at the same time.

But be fore we can get to what we want in stead of Trump and all
that he and his ad min is tra tion rep re sent, we need to take an un- 
flinch ing look at where we are and how we got here, as well as how
things will likely get a lot worse in the short term. And, with re- 
spect to the lat ter, be ad vised: the doom is pretty per sua sive. But
we can’t let it be de bil i tat ing. Map ping this ter ri tory is tough, but
it’s the only way to avoid re peat ing past mis takes and ar rive at
last ing so lu tions.
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Not a Tran si tion, but a Cor po rate Coup

What Don ald Trump’s cab i net of bil lion aires and mul ti mil lion- 
aires rep re sents is a sim ple fact: the peo ple who al ready pos sess an
ab so lutely ob scene share of the planet’s wealth, and whose share
grows greater year af ter year—the lat est fig ure from Ox fam shows
eight men are worth as much as half the world—are de ter mined to
grab still more.

Ac cord ing to NBC News in De cem ber 2016, Trump’s picks for
cab i net ap point ments had a stag ger ing com bined net worth of
$14.5 bil lion (not in clud ing “spe cial ad viser” Carl Ic ahn, who’s
worth more than $15 bil lion on his own). More over, the key fig- 
ures who pop u late Trump’s cab i net are more than just a rep re sen- 
ta tive sam ple of the ul tra rich. To an alarm ing ex tent, he has col- 
lected a team of in di vid u als who made their per sonal for tunes by
know ingly caus ing harm to some of the most vul ner a ble peo ple on
the planet, and to the planet it self, of ten in the midst of cri sis. It
al most ap pears to be some sort of job re quire ment.

There’s junk banker Steve Mnuchin, Trump’s Trea sury sec re- 
tary, once chair man and lead in vestor in “fore clo sure ma chine”
OneWest, which kicked tens of thou sands of peo ple out of their
homes af ter the 2008 fi nan cial col lapse. There’s Trump’s sec re tary
of state, Rex Tiller son, for mer CEO of Exxon Mo bil, the largest pri- 
vate oil com pany in the world. The com pany he headed bankrolled
and am pli fied junk cli mate sci ence for decades, and lob bied
fiercely, be hind the scenes, against mean ing ful in ter na tional cli- 
mate ac tion, all while fig ur ing out how Exxon could profit from a
warm ing world. And there are also mil i tary and sur veil lance con- 
trac tors and paid lob by ists who make up a stag ger ing num ber of
Trump’s de fense and Home land Se cu rity ap point ments.

We Were on a Roll

It can be easy to for get, but be fore Trump’s elec tion up set, reg u lar
peo ple were stand ing up to bat tle in jus tices rep re sented by many
of these very in dus tries and po lit i cal forces, and they were start ing
to win. Bernie Sanders’s sur pris ingly pow er ful pres i den tial cam- 
paign, though ul ti mately un suc cess ful, had Wall Street fear ing for
its bonuses and had won sig nif i cant changes to the of fi cial plat- 
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form of the Demo cratic Party. Black Lives Mat ter and Say Her
Name were forc ing a na tional de bate about sys temic anti-Black
racism and mil i ta rized polic ing, and had helped win a phase-out of
pri vate pris ons and re duc tions in the num ber of in car cer ated
Amer i cans. By 2016, no ma jor sport ing or cul tural event—from the
Os cars to the Su per Bowl—could take place with out some recog ni- 
tion of how the con ver sa tion about race and state vi o lence had
changed. Women’s move ments were turn ing sex ual vi o lence into a
front-page is sue, shin ing a spot light on “rape cul ture,” chang ing
the con ver sa tion about high-pro file men ac cused of sex ual crimes
like Bill Cosby, and help ing force the ouster of Roger Ailes from
the top job at Fox News, where he was ac cused of sex u ally ha rass- 
ing more than two dozen women (al le ga tions he de nies).

The cli mate move ment was also on a roll, win ning vic tory af ter
vic tory against oil pipe lines, nat u ral gas frack ing, and Arc tic
drilling, very of ten with resur gent In dige nous com mu ni ties in the
lead. And more vic to ries were on the way: the cli mate ac cord ne- 
go ti ated in Paris in 2015 con tained com mit ments to keep tem per a- 
tures at a level that would re quire tril lions of dol lars’ worth of ex- 
tremely prof itable fos sil fuel as sets to stay in the ground. For a
com pany like Exxon Mo bil, a re al iza tion of those goals was an ex is- 
ten tial threat.

And as the meet ing I at tended in Syd ney sug gested, there was a
grow ing un der stand ing, in the United States and be yond, that the
press ing task ahead was to con nect the dots among these move- 
ments in or der to build a com mon agenda, and with it a win ning
pro gres sive coali tion—one grounded in an ethic of deep so cial in- 
clu sion and plan e tary care.

The Trump ad min is tra tion, far from be ing the story of one dan- 
ger ous and out ra geous fig ure, should be un der stood partly in this
con text—as a fe ro cious back lash against the ris ing power of over- 
lap ping so cial and po lit i cal move ments de mand ing a more just
and safer world. Rather than risk the pos si bil ity of fur ther
progress (and fur ther lost prof its), this gang of preda tory lenders,
planet-desta bi liz ing pol luters, war and “se cu rity” prof i teers joined
forces to take over the gov ern ment and pro tect their ill-got ten
wealth. Af ter decades of see ing the pub lic sphere pri va tized in bits
and pieces, Trump and his ap pointees have now seized con trol of
the gov ern ment it self. The takeover is com plete.
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Grant ing the Cor po rate Wish List

In the face of his to tal lack of gov ern ment ex pe ri ence, Trump sold
him self to vot ers with a some what novel two-pronged pitch. First:
I’m so rich that I don’t need to be bought off. And sec ond: You can
trust me to fix this cor rupt sys tem be cause I know it from the in- 
side—I gamed it as a busi ness man, I bought politi cians, I dodged
taxes, I out sourced pro duc tion. So who bet ter than me and my
equally rich friends to drain the swamp?

Not sur pris ingly, some thing else has oc curred. Trump and his
cab i net of for mer ex ec u tives are re mak ing gov ern ment at a star- 
tling pace to serve the in ter ests of their own busi nesses, their for- 
mer busi nesses, and their tax bracket as a whole. Within hours of
tak ing of fice, Trump called for a mas sive tax cut, which would see
cor po ra tions pay just 15 per cent (down from 35 per cent), and
pledged to slash reg u la tions by 75 per cent. His tax plan in cludes a
range of other breaks and loop holes for very wealthy peo ple like
the ones in hab it ing his cab i net (not to men tion him self). He ap- 
pointed his son-in-law, Jared Kush ner, to head up a “swat team”
stacked with cor po rate ex ec u tives who have been tasked with find- 
ing new reg u la tions to elim i nate, new pro grams to pri va tize, and
new ways to make the US gov ern ment “run like a great Amer i can
com pany.” (Ac cord ing to an anal y sis by Pub lic Cit i zen, Trump met
with at least 190 cor po rate ex ec u tives in less than three months in
of fice—be fore an nounc ing that vis i tor logs would no longer be
made pub lic). Pushed on what the ad min is tra tion had ac com- 
plished of sub stance in its first months, bud get di rec tor Mick Mul- 
vaney cited Trump’s hail of ex ec u tive or ders and stressed this:
“Most of these are laws and reg u la tions get ting rid of other laws.
Reg u la tions get ting rid of other reg u la tions.”

That they are. Trump and his team are set to det o nate pro grams
that pro tect chil dren from en vi ron men tal tox ins, have told gas
com pa nies they no longer need to re port all of the pow er ful green- 
house gases they are spew ing, and are push ing dozens and dozens
of mea sures along the same lines. This is, in short, a great un mak- 
ing. Which is why Trump and his ap pointees are laugh ing at the
fee ble ob jec tions over con flicts of in ter est—the whole thing is a
con flict of in ter est. That’s the point.
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And for no one more than Don ald Trump, a man who has
merged so com pletely with his cor po rate brand that he is clearly
un able to tell where one stops and the other be gins. One of the
most re mark able as pects of the Trump pres i dency so far is the
emer gence of Mar-a-Lago, Trump’s per sonal re sort in Palm Beach,
as a car ni va lesque, mem bers-only, all-for-profit “Win ter White
House” (it was even briefly ad ver tised as such on state de part ment
web sites). One club mem ber told the New York Times that go ing
to Mar-a-Lago was like “go ing to Dis ney land and know ing Mickey
Mouse will be there all day long”—only in this ex er cise in full-con- 
tact brand ing, it’s not Dis ney land but Amer i ca land, and the Pres i- 
dent of the United States is Mickey Mouse.

The Ul ti mate Brand Bully

When I read that quote, I re al ized that if I was go ing to try to un- 
der stand this pres i dency, I’d have to do some thing I’d re sisted for
a long time: delve back into the world of cor po rate mar ket ing and
brand ing that was the sub ject of my first book, No Logo.

The book fo cused on a key mo ment in cor po rate his tory—when
be he moths such as Nike and Ap ple stopped think ing of them selves
pri mar ily as com pa nies that make phys i cal prod ucts, and started
think ing of them selves first and fore most as man u fac tur ers of
brands. It was in the brand ing—which man u fac tured a sense of
tribal iden tity—that they be lieved their for tunes lay. For get fac to- 
ries. For get need ing to main tain a huge work force. Once they re al- 
ized that their big gest prof its flowed from man u fac tur ing an im- 
age, these “hol low brands” came to the con clu sion that it didn’t re- 
ally mat ter who made their prod ucts or how lit tle they were paid.
They left that to the con trac tors—a de vel op ment with dev as tat ing
reper cus sions for work ers at home and abroad, and one that was
also fu el ing a new wave of an ti cor po rate re sis tance.

Re search ing No Logo had re quired four years of to tal im mer- 
sion in branded cul ture—four years of watch ing and re watch ing
Su per Bowl ads, scour ing Ad ver tis ing Age for the lat est in no va- 
tions in cor po rate syn ergy, read ing soul-de stroy ing busi ness books
on how to get in touch with your per sonal brand val ues, mak ing
ex cur sions to Nike towns, vis it ing Asian sweat shops, go ing to mon- 
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ster malls, to branded towns, head ing out on night time bill board
raids with ad-busters and cul ture jam mers.

Some of it was fun—I’m far from im mune to the al lure of good
mar ket ing. But by the end, it was as if I had passed some kind of
tol er ance thresh old and de vel oped a con di tion close to a brand al- 
lergy. If Star bucks had come up with a new way to “un brand” their
stores, or Vic to ria’s Se cret had ap pro pri ated In dige nous head- 
dresses on the run way, I didn’t want to write about it—I had
moved on and left that ra pa cious world be hind. The trou ble is, to
un der stand Trump you re ally have to un der stand the world that
made him what he is, and that, to a very large ex tent, is the world
of brand ing. He re flects all the worst trends I wrote about in No
Logo, from shrug ging off re spon si bil ity for the work ers who make
your prod ucts via a web of of ten abu sive con trac tors to the in sa- 
tiable colo nial need to mark ev ery avail able space with your name.
Which is why I de cided to delve back into that glossy world to see
what it could tell us about how Don ald Trump rose to the world’s
most pow er ful job, and maybe even what it was say ing about the
state of pol i tics more broadly.

Tran scend ing the World of Things

The rise of the Su per brands, like the one Trump built around his
brash per sona, has its roots in a sin gle, seem ingly in nocu ous idea
de vel oped by man age ment the o rists in the mid-1980s: that to be
suc cess ful, cor po ra tions must pri mar ily pro duce brands as op- 
posed to prod ucts.

Un til that time, al though it was un der stood in the cor po rate
world that bol ster ing one’s brand name through ad ver tis ing was
im por tant, the pri mary con cern of ev ery solid man u fac turer was
the pro duc tion of goods. As a 1938 ed i to rial in For tune mag a zine
put it,“the ba sic and ir re versible func tion of an in dus trial econ omy
is the mak ing of things…It is in the fac tory and on the land and
un der the land that pur chas ing power orig i nates.”

But by the 1980s, sales of clas sic brand-name goods like Tide,
Levi’s, and Marl boro had be gun to fal ter. The prob lem seemed to
be that the mar ket was flooded with nearly iden ti cal prod ucts and,
with the econ omy in re ces sion, many were mak ing de ci sions based
on price, not brand name. The old tricks—bill boards, TV ads—
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didn’t seem to be work ing any more; it was as if con sumers had
built up some sort of re sis tance. (Or, as ad ex ec u tive David Lubars
mem o rably put it, con sumers “are like roaches—you spray them
and spray them and they get im mune af ter a while.”)

At around this same time, a new kind of cor po ra tion be gan to ri- 
val the tra di tional all-Amer i can man u fac tur ers for mar ket share.
These were the Nikes and Ap ples and, later, the Tommy Hil figers
and Star bucks and so on. These pi o neers had a dif fer ent model:
Cre ate a tran scen dent idea or brand sur round ing your com pany.
Use it to con nect with con sumers who share its val ues. Then
charge a steep pre mium for prod ucts that are less about the ob- 
jects them selves than about the pro found hu man de sire to be part
of a tribe, a cir cle of be long ing.

So when kids lined up all night to buy $250 Nike sneak ers, they
weren’t ex actly buy ing the sneak ers; they were buy ing the idea of
“Just Do It” and the dream of Michael Jor dan, who had be come a
one-man Su per brand, a term first used to de scribe the ath lete’s
grow ing em pire. When their par ents bought Ap ple com put ers,
they were bring ing home a piece of a deeply op ti mistic vi sion of
the fu ture, cap tured in the slo gan “Think Dif fer ent.” (The aura of
au then tic ity in creased with each rev o lu tion ary and artis tic icon,
liv ing or dead, whose face graced the cam paign: Gandhi, Mar tin
Luther King, Pi casso, Man dela, the Dalai Lama.) And when com- 
muters were sud denly pay ing four times what they used to for a
cup of cof fee, it was be cause Star bucks wasn’t re ally sell ing cof fee;
it was sell ing, ac cord ing to its CEO, the idea of the “third place,”
not home, not work. (The third place used to be ac tual com mu nity
spa ces where peo ple would gather with out the help of cor po ra- 
tions, but those spa ces were fast dis ap pear ing.)

An other key de vel op ment in this pe riod was the no tion that,
since the true prod uct was the brand, it could be pro jected onto
any num ber of seem ingly un con nected phys i cal com modi ties.
Ralph Lau ren launched a line of paints, Vir gin went into wed ding
dresses and co las, Star bucks had a line of jazz CDs. The pos si bil i- 
ties seemed end less.

Many of these highly branded com pa nies made the (then) bold
claim that pro duc ing goods was only an in ci den tal part of their op- 
er a tions, and that, thanks to re cent vic to ries in trade lib er al iza tion
and la bor law re form, they could have their prod ucts pro duced for
them at bar gain-base ment prices by con trac tors and sub con trac- 
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tors, many of them over seas. It didn’t re ally mat ter who did the
phys i cal work, be cause the real value lay not in man u fac tur ing but
in de sign, in no va tion, and of course mar ket ing.

A con sen sus soon emerged at the man age ment level that a great
many cor po ra tions that did not em brace this model were bloated,
over sized; they owned too much, em ployed too many peo ple, and
were weighed down with too many things. The old-fash ioned
process of pro duc ing—run ning one’s own fac to ries, be ing re spon- 
si ble for tens of thou sands of full-time, per ma nent em ploy ees—be- 
gan to look less like the route to suc cess and more like a clunky li a- 
bil ity. The goal was to be come a hol low-brand—own lit tle, brand
ev ery thing.

Pretty soon, multi na tion als were com pet ing in a race to ward
weight less ness: who ever owned the least, had the fewest em ploy- 
ees on the pay roll, and pro duced the most pow er ful im ages as op- 
posed to things, won the race.

No Space, Few Jobs

The me te oric rise of this busi ness model had two im me di ate im- 
pacts. Our cul ture be came more and more crowded with mar ket- 
ing, as brands searched out fresh space and new “brand ex ten- 
sions” with which to project their big ideas and reach their tar get
mar kets. Work and work ers, on the other hand, ex pe ri enced a
sharp dis count ing and were treated as in creas ingly dis pos able.

Brands like Nike and Adi das com peted fiercely in the mar ket ing
sphere, and yet they man u fac tured their prod ucts in some of the
same fac to ries, with the same work ers stitch ing their shoes. And
why not? Mak ing stuff was no longer con sid ered a “core com pe- 
tency.” Head of fices (now in creas ingly be ing called “cam puses”)
wanted to be as free as pos si ble to fo cus on what they con sid ered
the real busi ness at hand: cre at ing a cor po rate mythol ogy pow er ful
enough to project mean ing onto pretty much any ob ject, sim ply by
stamp ing their brand on it.

In the press, this phe nom e non was of ten re ported as Com pany
X or Y de cid ing to move their fac to ries to a part of the world where
la bor was cheaper. But as I found when I vis ited sweat shops pro- 
duc ing name-brand goods like Gap cloth ing and IBM com put ers
in In done sia and the Philip pines, the truth was some what dif fer- 
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ent. In most cases, these com pa nies were not mov ing their fac to- 
ries in North Amer ica and Eu rope and re open ing them in Asia, but
rather clos ing them down and never re open ing them, any where.
This pe riod saw a pro lif er a tion of very com plex sup ply chains,
where it be came in creas ingly dif fi cult to sort out where a prod uct
was be ing pro duced and by whom. It also saw a wave of scan dals:
again and again in trepid in ves tiga tive jour nal ists and la bor groups
would re veal that, say, a Michael Jor dan–branded Nike shoe or a
Dis ney-branded t-shirt was be ing made un der hor rific sweat shop
con di tions in Haiti or In done sia. But when jour nal ists or con- 
sumers tried to hold the brand ac count able, the com pany would
al most in vari ably de clare, “We’re as hor ri fied as you are. Which is
why we’re go ing to stop do ing busi ness with that con trac tor.”

It’s no se cret why this model took off. If you did it right—if you
made beau ti ful com mer cials, in vested heav ily in de sign, and tried
to em body your brand iden tity through count less spon sor ship ar- 
range ments and cross-pro mo tions—many peo ple were will ing to
pay al most any thing for your prod ucts. Which is why the suc cess
of what came to be called “life style brands” set off a kind of ma nia,
with brands com pet ing with one an other over who had the most
ex pan sive net work of brand ex ten sions, or who could cre ate the
most im mer sive 3-D ex pe ri ences—chances for cus tomers to crawl
in side and merge with their fa vorite brands.

So what does all this 1990s his tory have to do with Don ald
Trump? A great deal. Trump built an em pire by fol low ing this for- 
mula pre cisely. And then, as a can di date, he fig ured out how to
profit from the rage and de spair it left be hind in com mu ni ties that
used to do the kind of well-paid man u fac tur ing that com pa nies
like his long ago aban doned. It’s quite a con.

The Trump Show

In the eight ies, when Trump first be came a na tional fig ure, he was
still a fairly tra di tional real es tate de vel oper who hap pened to have
a bot tom less de sire to see his own name in print and pretty much
ev ery where else. He splashed his name on build ings around New
York and At lantic City; he worked the press re lent lessly; and he
turned his re la tion ship with his wife and mis tress into a live-ac- 
tion soap opera. As a re sult, Trump punched above his weight in
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terms of vis i bil ity: His face gazed off the cover of mag a zines, from
Time to GQ. He landed cameos in Hol ly wood films and TV shows.
And he un der stood some thing es sen tial about brand ing early on.
As he told Play boy: “The show is Trump, and it is sold-out per for- 
mances ev ery where.” Even so, the core of his busi ness re mained
con ven tional: ac quir ing real es tate and run ning those build ings,
whether ho tels or condo tow ers or casi nos.

In the nineties, that started to change, mostly be cause Trump
had so mis man aged his At lantic City casi nos that his bankers were
tak ing over more and more of his busi ness, even be fore he had his
first few bank rupt cies un der his belt. He didn’t lose to tal con trol
over his prop er ties, though. In vestors ap peared to be con vinced
that they needed the Trump name—his per sonal brand—to keep
the house of cards from crash ing down. And that proved an im por- 
tant les son in the real-world value of a stu diously pro moted name.

Even though he was still pri mar ily a builder, Trump had seen
the way com pa nies like Nike were mak ing a killing on the hol low-
brand model. And grad u ally, he fol lowed suit. At the start, his in- 
no va tion was that he branded a part of the econ omy that had
never been branded be fore: high-end real es tate. Ob vi ously, there
were global branded ho tel and re sort chains be fore. But Trump pi- 
o neered the idea that where you work (an of fice tower), where you
live (a con do minium), and where you play (your golf club or va ca- 
tion des ti na tion) would all be fran chises of a sin gle global lux ury
brand. Much like Cel e bra tion, Flor ida—Dis ney’s fully branded
town—Trump was sell ing the op por tu nity for peo ple to live in side
his brand, 24/7.

The real break through, how ever, came when Mark Bur nett,
head of a re al ity TV em pire, pitched Trump on the idea of The Ap- 
pren tice. Up un til then, Trump had been busy cop ing with the fall- 
out from his bank rupt cies and the im pa tience of his bankers. Now,
out of the blue, he was be ing of fered a chance to leap into the
strato sphere of Su per brands, those rar efied com pa nies earn ing
their enor mous prof its pri mar ily by build ing up their brand mean- 
ing and then pro ject ing it hither and yon, lib er ated from the bur- 
den of hav ing to make their own prod ucts—or, in Trump’s case,
build his own build ings.

He un der stood the po ten tial im me di ately. Be cause the show
would put the bright est pos si ble spot light on his gilded life style,
with long, lin ger ing shots of his pala tial homes and his lux ury jets,
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it would do won ders to so lid ify his decades-long mis sion to equate
the name Trump with ma te rial suc cess. Be fore the first episode
even aired, he was al ready lin ing up deals to li cense his name for a
menswear line. He told the net work’s pub li cist that, even if The
Ap pren tice “doesn’t get rat ings, it’s still go ing to be great for my
brand.”

But it did get rat ings—im pres sive ones. And pretty soon he had
launched a com plete menu of spinoff brands—from Trump
cologne to Trump wa ter to Trump eye wear to Trump mat tresses to
Trump Uni ver sity. As far as the cur rent pres i dent of the United
States was con cerned, there was no cat e gory of prod uct that
couldn’t be brought into the Trump-branded bub ble.

Most im por tantly, with The Ap pren tice, Trump wasn’t pay ing,
as other brands do, to have his brand fea tured in a hit net work TV
show; he was get ting paid a for tune for price less free ad ver tis ing.
More than that, his shows col lected mil lions by pro mot ing other
brands. In April 2011, for ex am ple, The Celebrity Ap pren tice was
paid to pro mote more prod ucts on the air than any other show,
120 prod uct place ments in all. This is the mark of a true Su per- 
brand: Trump built a brand that con tains brand mul ti tudes. (And
in bring ing his chil dren into the show, he even be gan to breed
brands.)

Af ter you have pulled off a feat like that, what’s your next trick?
Merge your brand with the ul ti mate sym bol of power and au thor- 
ity: the White House.

Oli garch Chic

But be fore that could hap pen, Trump needed one more thing to
com plete his trans for ma tion. He rad i cally changed the core of his
busi ness: real es tate. Rather than build ing and own ing the struc- 
tures him self, as he had ear lier in his ca reer, Trump re al ized that
he could make far eas ier money sim ply by sell ing his name to de- 
vel op ers around the world, who would use his celebrity to at tract
buy ers and cus tomers for their of fice build ings, con dos, and ho- 
tels. The out side de vel op ers would do the con struc tion and carry
all the li a bil i ties. If the projects failed (as they fre quently did),
Trump still col lected his li cens ing fee. And the fees were enor- 
mous. Ac cord ing to the Wash ing ton Post, on a sin gle ho tel-condo
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project in Panama, “Trump has earned at least $50 mil lion on the
project on vir tu ally zero in vest ment.”

He still owns a few flag ship prop er ties, in clud ing Trump Tower
in New York and Mar-a-Lago in Flor ida. But if you look at the
broader net work of a great many Trump-branded prop er ties—
from the Trump In ter na tional Golf Club in Dubai to the many
other Trump prop er ties in In dia, Canada, Brazil, South Ko rea, and
New York City—what you see is that Trump ei ther doesn’t own
them him self or owns just a piece of them. His rev enue comes
from leas ing his name.

A large part of Trump’s in ter na tional suc cess was tim ing. He en- 
tered the global high-end real es tate mar ket at a time when an un- 
prece dented amount of un taxed pri vate wealth was slosh ing
around look ing for safe places to park, as it still is. Ac cord ing to
James S. Henry, a se nior ad vi sor with the UK-based Tax Jus tice
Net work, in 2015 the es ti mated pri vate fi nan cial wealth of in di vid- 
u als stashed un re ported in tax havens around the globe was some- 
where be tween $24 tril lion and $36 tril lion. Gilded con dos, with a
flashy aes thetic pitched per fectly to newly minted oli garchs from
Mos cow to Colom bia, fit the bill per fectly.

But Trump’s mar ket wasn’t just the rich. His Ap pren tice-era
brand em pire al lowed him to ap peal to wealthy and mid dle-in- 
come con sumers si mul ta ne ously. For the well-heeled and flashy,
there was mem ber ship at his beach and golf clubs, or a unit in a
Trump-branded tower, with fur nish ings from the Trump home- 
ware col lec tion. For the masses who don’t have that kind of cash,
Trump auc tioned off lit tle pieces of the dream—a glossy red
Trump tie, a Trump steak, a Trump book.

You Are All Fired!

Trump won the White House on a cam paign that railed cease lessly
against the loss of man u fac tur ing jobs—the same kind of jobs he
has out sourced at vir tu ally ev ery op por tu nity. As a busi ness man,
he took full ad van tage of the out sourc ing econ omy, as does
Ivanka’s com pany. And, un sur pris ingly, there have been ma jor in- 
ves tiga tive re ports de tail ing the ap palling con di tions un der which
Trump’s ties are made in Shengzhou, China, for in stance, and the
even worse con di tions in the Chi nese fac to ries pro duc ing Ivanka’s
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line of footwear. In April 2017, the Fair La bor As so ci a tion, a
watch dog that grew out of the sweat shop scan dals in the nineties,
is sued a re port dis clos ing that work ers in a fac tory in China pro- 
duc ing for a ma jor sup plier of Ivanka’s dresses and blouses put in
close to 60 hours a week, and earned what works out to a lit tle
over $1 an hour (well be low the av er age wage for ur ban Chi nese
man u fac tur ing work ers). Most em ploy ees also lacked health and
ma ter nity ben e fits—not a good look for an ad vo cate of women in
the work force.

The con struc tion of many Trump-branded ho tels and tow ers
has been plagued with sim i lar con tro ver sies, in the US and abroad.
An in ves ti ga tion by Vice, for in stance, re vealed that the treat ment
of mi grant work ers con struct ing a Trump-branded golf course in
Dubai stood out even in a city no to ri ous for slave-like la bor con di- 
tions. Ben An der son, who pro duced the re port, de scribes worker
dorms in which “guys live 21 to a room with rats run ning around
above them” and bath rooms that “didn’t look fit for hu man be- 
ings.”

The Trump Or ga ni za tion is sued a state ment about its “zero tol- 
er ance pol icy for un law ful la bor prac tices at any project bear ing
the ‘Trump’ name.” Need less to say, this par tic u lar project was be- 
ing built by an out side com pany; Trump had just leased his name.

Some brands would have been badly bat tered by these types of
rev e la tions. The Trump Or ga ni za tion just shrugs them off. And
that has ev ery thing to do with the big brand ing idea around which
Don ald Trump chose to build his em pire.

Im mune to Scan dal

Trump pub licly de fines his brand iden tity as qual ity and lux ury.
But that’s a sleight of hand: Trump ho tels and re sorts don’t even
make it into the top ten lux ury ac com mo da tion brands in the
world, lists that re li ably in clude names such as Four Sea sons and
Oberoi (as if to un der line the point, Mar-a-Lago was cited for
nearly a dozen food safety vi o la tions in Jan u ary 2017). The truth,
which doesn’t sound nearly as glam orous, is that the Trump brand
stands for wealth it self—or, to put it more crassly, money. That’s
why its aes thet ics are Dy nasty-meets-Louis XIV. It’s why Trump’s
re la tion ship to gold is the in verse of Su per man’s re la tion ship to
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kryp tonite: Trump crum ples when he is more than three feet away
from some thing big and shiny.

Don ald Trump’s per sonal brand is slightly dif fer ent but in ti- 
mately re lated. His brand is be ing the ul ti mate boss, the guy who
is so rich he can do what ever he wants, when ever he wants, and to
whomever he wants (in clud ing grab bing which ever woman he
wants, by which ever body part he wants).

This helps ex plain why sig ni fiers of Trump’s wealth are so im- 
por tant to him. Gold cur tains and shots of his pri vate jets are how
Trump con stantly re in forces his brand as the ul ti mate cap i tal ist
suc cess story—power and wealth in car nate. It’s why he placed his
per sonal wealth (how ever ex ag ger ated) at the cen ter of his cam- 
paign for pres i dent.

It’s also why no la bor scan dal is ever go ing to stick to him. In the
world he has cre ated, he’s just act ing like a “win ner”; if some one
gets stepped on, they are ob vi ously a loser. And this doesn’t only
ap ply to la bor scan dals—vir tu ally ev ery tra di tional po lit i cal scan- 
dal bounces off Trump. That’s be cause Trump didn’t just en ter
pol i tics as a so-called out sider, some body who doesn’t play by the
rules. He en tered pol i tics play ing by a com pletely dif fer ent set of
rules—the rules of brand ing.

Ac cord ing to those rules, you don’t need to be ob jec tively good
or de cent; you only need to be true and con sis tent to the brand you
have cre ated. That’s why brand man agers are so ob sessed with dis- 
ci pline and rep e ti tion: once you have iden ti fied what your core
brand is, your only job is to em body that brand, project that
brand, and re peat its mes sage. If you stay fo cused, very lit tle can
touch you.

That’s a prob lem when ap plied to a sit ting US pres i dent, es pe- 
cially be cause over many, many years, and with a star tling level of
con sis tency, Don ald Trump cre ated a brand that is en tirely
amoral. On the cam paign trail, Trump was able to shrug off al most
ev ery con ven tional “gotcha.” Caught dodg ing fed eral taxes? That’s
just be ing “smart.” Wouldn’t re veal his tax re turns? Who’s go ing to
make him? He was only half jok ing on the cam paign trail when he
said, “I could stand in the mid dle of Fifth Av enue and shoot some- 
body and I wouldn’t lose any vot ers.” In Trump’s world, im punity,
even more than lots of gold, is the ul ti mate sig ni fier of suc cess.

This has grave im pli ca tions for any hope of pre vent ing this ad- 
min is tra tion from act ing as an open klep toc racy. But as we will see
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in the next chap ter, there are ways to pierce Trump’s brand bub- 
ble. You just have to know where to place the nee dle.
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CHAP TER TWO

 

THE FIRST FAM ILY OF BRANDS
 

Don ald Trump may never have thought he had a chance of win- 
ning the White House; very few peo ple did. But af ter he won the
Re pub li can nom i na tion, he clearly re al ized he had the ul ti mate
brand ing tool within reach: the US pres i dency. Ev ery sin gle
minute he is pres i dent, his brand value and the value of his on go- 
ing busi nesses is in creas ing, and he is there fore di rectly and sig nif- 
i cantly prof it ing from pub lic of fice—pre cisely what con flict-of-in- 
ter est rules are de signed to pre vent.

So now we are in en tirely un charted ter ri tory, be cause let’s face
it: hu man megabrands are a rel a tively new phe nom e non. There’s
no rule book that fore saw any of this. Peo ple keep ask ing—is he go- 
ing to di vest? Is he go ing to sell his busi nesses? Is Ivanka go ing to?
But it’s not at all clear what these ques tions even mean, be cause
their pri mary busi nesses are their names. You can’t dis en tan gle
Trump the man from Trump the brand; those two en ti ties merged
long ago. Ev ery time he sets foot in one of his prop er ties—a golf
club, a ho tel, a beach club—White House press corps in tow, he is
in creas ing his over all brand value, which al lows his com pany to
sell more mem ber ships, rent more rooms, and in crease fees.

The logic of how the Trump fam ily sees the re la tion ship be tween
brand ing and po lit i cal of fice was laid bare in the law suit Mela nia
Trump launched just be fore she be came First Lady. She de manded
$150 mil lion in dam ages from the com pany that owns the Daily
Mail web site for falsely im ply ing she worked in the past as an es- 
cort. And she had ev ery right to sue for dam ages for that. But what
was the ba sis for say ing she had lost a stag ger ing $150 mil lion,
given that she barely has a busi ness of her own? The core of her le- 
gal case was that, as First Lady, she would have built—in the fu- 
ture—a valu able brand “in mul ti ple prod uct cat e gories, each of
which could have gar nered mul ti mil lion-dol lar busi ness re la tion- 
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ships for a multi-year term dur ing which Plain tiff is one of the
most pho tographed women in the world.” (The Daily Mail set tled,
apol o giz ing to Trump and pay ing out an undis closed sum.)

It’s not un prece dented for first wives to par lay their po lit i cal
pro file into a life style brand. Saman tha Cameron, wife of David,
waited just five months af ter her hus band stepped down as British
prime min is ter be fore an nounc ing her own “work ing women”
cloth ing line. But what is strik ing about Mela nia’s now-set tled law- 
suit is that she seemed to be try ing to skip the stage of ac tu ally
launch ing a se ri ous brand and in stead went straight to claim ing
the money. More over those orig i nal court fil ings make plain how
the Trumps see pub lic of fice: as a short-term in vest ment to enor- 
mously swell the value of your com mer cial brand in the long run.

We can also see this with Ivanka, whose prod ucts have no to ri- 
ously been hawked by tax payer-funded pub lic em ploy ees, in clud- 
ing her fa ther via Twit ter, and his ad viser Kellyanne Con way, who
went on na tional tele vi sion to do what she de scribed as a “com- 
mer cial,” telling view ers to “Go buy Ivanka’s stuff!” The con flicts
tipped into self-par ody on April 6, 2017, when, the As so ci ated
Press re ported, “Ivanka Trump’s com pany won pro vi sional ap- 
proval from the Chi nese gov ern ment for three new trade marks,
giv ing it mo nop oly rights to sell Ivanka brand jew ellery, bags and
spa ser vices in the world’s sec ond-largest econ omy.” But that’s not
the only thing that hap pened that day. “That night, the first daugh- 
ter and her hus band, Jared Kush ner, sat next to the pres i dent of
China and his wife for a steak and Dover sole din ner at Mar-a-
Lago.” A po lit i cal sum mit whose de tails had been ar ranged by
none other than Jared Kush ner. Asked about these kinds of con- 
flicts, Ivanka in vari ably stresses that just as her fa ther has sup pos- 
edly dis tanced him self from the Trump Or ga ni za tion by putting it
in the hands of his sons (while he still col lects the prof its), Ivanka
has put her com pany in the hands of “in de pen dent trustees”—her
hus band’s brother and sis ter (while she still col lects the prof its).
This goes well be yond nepo tism; it’s the US gov ern ment as a for-
profit fam ily busi ness.

We know that Trump’s pres i dency has made the fam ily of
brands more valu able be cause Ivanka’s busi ness re ported record
sales af ter Kellyanne Con way made her tele vised pitch. Mar-a-
Lago has al ready in creased its mem ber ship fees, to $200,000 a
year from $100,000. And why not? Now, for your fee, you might
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find your self wit ness ing a high-stakes con ver sa tion about na tional
se cu rity over din ner. You might get to hob nob with a vis it ing head
of state. You might even get to wit ness Trump an nounc ing that he
has just launched an air as sault on a for eign coun try. And, of
course, you might even get to meet the Pres i dent him self, and have
the chance to qui etly in flu ence him. (No pub lic records are kept of
who comes and goes from the club, so who knows?) For decades,
Trump has been sell ing the al lure of prox im ity to wealth and
power—it is the mean ing of his brand. But now he’s able to of fer,
to his pay ing cus tomers, the real deal.

Trump’s own er ship of Mar-a-Lago is telling in it self. A decade
be fore Trump pur chased the prop erty in 1985, the owner of the es- 
tate, so cialite Mar jorie Mer ri weather Post, had be queathed it to
the US gov ern ment in the hopes that it could be used as a pres i- 
den tial re treat or a “Win ter White House.” But no pres i dent used
it and it was even tu ally re turned. Long be fore the 2016 elec tion,
Trump had en joyed boast ing about the fact that he lived in a house
in tended for pres i dents. In deed, in ret ro spect it is as if he was
play ing at be ing pres i dent for three decades. And now, with the
2016 elec tions, that fan tasy has be come a re al ity—or is it re al ity
that has been swal lowed whole by Trump’s fan tasy? As with all
things Trump, it’s gen uinely dif fi cult to tell. Trump may call his
Palm Beach es tate the “Win ter White House” or the “South ern
White House,” but it is, of course, no such thing. The White House
is a pub lic in sti tu tion; Mar-a-Lago re mains a pri vate, for-profit,
mem bers-only club with the pro ceeds flow ing di rectly to Trump
and his fam ily.

—

Any pres i dent who re fused to sell his busi ness would face po ten tial
con flicts of in ter est, since the ac tions of the US gov ern ment can
im pact ev ery thing from stock prices to, as we will see in a cou ple
of chap ters, the price of oil. But brand-based com pa nies like
Trump’s are dif fer ent beasts en tirely. The con flicts of in ter est are
not only tied to spe cific poli cies or ac tions. Rather, the con flicts
are om nipresent and con tin u ous, em bed ded in the mere fact of
Trump be ing pres i dent. That’s be cause the value of life style brands
fluc tu ates wildly de pend ing on the space they oc cupy in the cul- 
ture. So any thing that in creases Don ald Trump’s vis i bil ity, and the
per cep tion of him as all-pow er ful, ac tively in creases the value of
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the Trump brand, and there fore in creases how much clients will
pay to be as so ci ated with it—to slap it on their new condo de vel op- 
ment, say, or, on a smaller scale, to play on his golf cour ses or buy
one of his ties.

And there is no sign that Trump is back ing off ex ploit ing that
fact to its fullest ad van tage. Ac cord ing to a New York Times re port
in April 2017, “Mr. Trump’s en ter prise, now run by his two adult
sons, has 157 trade mark ap pli ca tions pend ing in 36 coun tries.”

What Ex actly Are the Trump Boys Sell ing?

In Jan u ary 2017, Don ald Trump’s son Eric went on a trip to
Uruguay to meet with a de vel oper who is buy ing the right to use
the Trump name on his new tower. At the time, the pub lic scan dal
was how much US tax pay ers’ money went to pay for the Se cret
Ser vice and other gov ern ment staff who trav eled with Eric on that
trip: around $100,000 in ho tel costs, a di rect pub lic sub sidy to
Trump’s pri vate deal ings. But the deeper scan dal is what they were
in Uruguay to pro mote: the Trump brand, which had just been
made so much more valu able by the fact that its owner was about
to be sworn in as US pres i dent.

And this says noth ing about the po ten tial for cor rup tion, which
is dizzy ing. Given that what the Trump sons—Eric and Don ald Jr.
—are sell ing is ephemeral (a name), a buyer could pay $6 mil lion
for it or could pay $60 mil lion. Who’s to judge what con sti tutes a
fair mar ket-value price? More wor ry ingly, who’s to say what ser- 
vices are be ing pur chased when a pri vate com pany pays mil lions
to lease the Trump brand? Do they re ally think it’s that valu able to
their condo tower, or do they think that by throw ing in an ex tra $5
mil lion, they might be looked on more fa vor ably in other deal ings
that re quire a friendly re la tion ship with the White House? It’s very
dif fi cult to see how any of this can be un tan gled. A brand is worth
what ever buy ers are will ing to pay for it. That’s al ways been the
ap peal of build ing a busi ness on this model—that some thing as
ephemeral as a name could be vested with such real-world mon e- 
tary value.

The Trump Or ga ni za tion has said it will not make any new deals
for for eign prop er ties, to pre vent an ap pear ance of im pro pri ety.
But this isn’t just an in ter na tional ques tion. If a US city or state
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gov ern ment grants a Trump de vel op ment a break on taxes or reg- 
u la tions, are they re ally do ing it be cause they think this par tic u lar
busi ness will help their com mu nity—or be cause they want some- 
thing from the White House? Same goes for any gov ern ment or
busi ness—for eign or do mes tic—that chooses a Trump prop erty for
an event or as a place for em ploy ees to stay. Do they re ally think
it’s the best op tion, or are they try ing to curry fa vor?

What’s fas ci nat ing about these ethics ques tions is that they are
so sim i lar to the scan dals sur round ing the Clin ton Foun da tion,
which may well have con trib uted to Hillary’s elec toral loss. There
were many thorny ques tions about what a pri vate com pany or for- 
eign gov ern ment thought they were get ting when they made a
hefty do na tion to the Clin ton Foun da tion. Were they be ing purely
phil an thropic, moved by the scourge of in fec tious dis eases and
child hood obe sity? Or were they also mak ing a cal cu la tion that
their do na tion would pay some div i dends be cause Hillary Clin ton
was sec re tary of state and looked likely to be come the next US
pres i dent?

Those were valid con cerns, and Trump didn’t hes i tate to raise
them about his ri val. But with the money the Trump sons are col- 
lect ing from leas ing their fa ther’s name, and the fa vors they are
ne go ti at ing, the po ten tial for in flu ence ped dling is of a dif fer ent
or der: we now have money flow ing to the fam ily of a sit ting pres i- 
dent, not a pro jected pres i dent, and with not even the pre text of
phi lan thropy, which the Clin ton Foun da tion at least had. This is
not to ex on er ate the Clin tons—far from it. The decades Bill and
Hillary spent blur ring eth i cal lines at the Foun da tion are part of
what set the stage for Trump to an ni hi late those lines al to gether
(more on that in Chap ter 6).

Rea gan’s Prophecy Ful filled

A few months into the new ad min is tra tion, the cover of the New
Yorker fea tured an il lus tra tion of Trump whack ing golf balls at the
White House, shat ter ing win dow af ter win dow. It’s a strik ing im- 
age, in large part be cause it slowly dawns that the bro ken win dows
are not at Mar-a-Lago or Trump Tower but the pub licly owned
build ing where Trump’s own fam ily has as sid u ously avoided liv- 
ing.
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And this points to a dif fi cult truth. With ev ery al leged ethics vi o- 
la tion, with ev ery brazen lie, with ev ery de ranged tweet, this ad- 
min is tra tion leaves the pub lic sphere more bro ken and de graded.
Even if cor rup tion (or trea son) ul ti mately costs Trump the White
House, what will be left be hind will be wreck age—proof of the fun- 
da men tal premise of Trump’s po lit i cal project: that gov ern ment is
not just a swamp, it’s a bur den. That there is noth ing worth pro- 
tect ing. That pri vate is bet ter than pub lic. And if that’s all true,
why not wreck the place be fore you leave—fig u ra tively if not lit er- 
ally.

It’s a re minder that Trump’s po lit i cal ca reer would have been
im pos si ble with out the degra da tion of the whole idea of the pub lic
sphere, which has been un fold ing over decades. It could never
have hap pened with out the idea that “gov ern ment is not the so lu- 
tion, it is the prob lem,” as Ronald Rea gan fa mously put it. And it
could never have hap pened had that mes sage not been fol lowed up
with decades of dereg u la tion that es sen tially le gal ized bribery,
with out ra geous sums of cor po rate money flow ing into pol i tics.

It’s ab so lutely true that the sys tem is cor rupt. It is a swamp. And
peo ple know it. They know that the rewrit ing of the rules in fa vor
of a small group of cor po rate in ter ests and the one per cent has
been a bi par ti san process—that it was Bill Clin ton who dereg u- 
lated the banks, set ting the stage for the 2008 col lapse, and it was
Obama who chose not to pros e cute the bankers, and that the
Demo cratic can di date run ning against Trump would al most surely
have done no dif fer ent.

Sure, it’s pre pos ter ous for a self-de scribed bil lion aire sit ting on
a golden throne to pass him self off as a sav ior of the work ing class.
But a pitch as patently ir ra tional as “Trust me be cause I cheated
the sys tem” could only have sold to a sig nif i cant por tion of the
Amer i can pub lic be cause what passed for “busi ness as usual” in
Wash ing ton well be fore Trump looked a whole lot like cor rup tion
to ev ery one else.

That’s why so many peo ple have been happy to treat elec toral
pol i tics as macabre en ter tain ment. Once pol i tics has reached such
a de based state, why bother pro tect ing it from a boor like Trump?
It’s a cesspool any way, so let the games be gin. As a res i dent of
Toronto, this is a pathol ogy that I’ve lived through be fore. Our for- 
mer mayor, Rob Ford, was some thing of a mu nic i pal re hearsal for
Trump. Ford, who died in 2016, cre ated a per for mance-based im- 
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age that was im pos si ble to shame—be cause his brand was be ing
shame less. Even when he was caught on tape smok ing crack, it
didn’t fin ish him off, be cause it was still the wacky Rob Ford show,
and his sup port ers were his semi-ironic loyal au di ence, tak ing it
all in like a Sat ur day Night Live sketch. But, as with Trump, the
over-the-top per for mance and the per sonal scan dals dis tracted
from a sin is ter agenda, a pseu dopop ulism that spe cial ized in
hand outs to cor po ra tions, a blank check for po lice, and eroded ser- 
vices for the most vul ner a ble.

I didn’t fore see brand ing cul ture go ing this far when I started
writ ing about it twenty years ago. But I’m also not sur prised. Back
then, I saw brand ing as a colo nial process: it seeks to ab sorb ever
more space and real es tate and cre ate a self-en closed bub ble.
What’s ex tra or di nary about Don ald Trump’s pres i dency is that
now we are all in side the Trump branded world, whether we want
to be or not. We have all be come ex tras in his for-profit re al ity TV
show, which has ex panded to swal low the most pow er ful gov ern- 
ment in the world.

Is there any es cape? The es sen tial im moral ity of Trump’s brand
does present unique bar ri ers to hold ing this ad min is tra tion ac- 
count able. And yet there is hope. In fact, Trump’s an i mat ing life
force—the quest for money—may ac tu ally make him more vul ner- 
a ble than any pres i dent be fore.

Jam the Trump Brand

Back when I pub lished No Logo, we used to call it “cul ture jam- 
ming,” and the trick was al ways the same: iden tify the big bold
idea a com pany is sell ing and then ex pose the dirty re al ity be hind
the shine. The abil ity of con sumers and ac tivists to im pact the be- 
hav ior of a com mer cial brand has been demon strated many times,
most re cently by the suc cess ful cam paign to push Bill O’Reilly off
the air at Fox News, fol low ing rev e la tions that he and his em ployer
had paid out $13 mil lion to set tle sex ual ha rass ment al le ga tions
(with out ad mis sion of guilt).

Re al iz ing that there was no sham ing the O’Reilly brand, Color of
Change, a racial jus tice or ga ni za tion, along side sev eral women’s
groups, took a back door ap proach: they went af ter the show’s ad- 
ver tis ers, in form ing them that they were now con sid ered ac com- 
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plices in what seemed to be a long-term strat egy of buy ing
women’s si lence. The ad ver tis ers heard the same from thou sands
of cus tomers, on line and off, and they be gan flee ing from the show
in droves. Within less than three weeks of the set tle ment rev e la- 
tions break ing in the New York Times, and de spite hav ing the
high est rated show on US ca ble news, O’Reilly was off the air
(though with a golden hand shake re port edly worth as much as $25
mil lion).

The cam paign showed that any brand can be jammed, even one
as de fi antly amoral as Trump’s—you just need to un der stand its
weak points.

Since Trump’s per sonal brand is be ing “the boss” who does what
he wants, one way to mess with it is to make him look like a pup- 
pet. It doesn’t re ally mat ter who is yank ing the strings. Once
they’re ex posed, Trump’s care fully nur tured im age be gins to slip.
And this tac tic clearly works: Trump was driven so mad by the
per sis tent jokes about #Pres i dent Ban non that he took to Twit ter
to pro claim him self the supreme de cider, and the sta tus of his
once all-pow er ful chief strate gist seemed to rapidly de cline.

Since the Trump brand is all about hav ing bags and bags of
money, the other way to jam it is to make him less rich. And as
with the O’Reilly strat egy, the best way to do that is by send ing his
brand ing em pire into cri sis. #GrabY our Wal let, the clear ing house
for boy cotts of Trump’s web of brands, has been on this since be- 
fore Trump was elected, and has suc cess fully helped to pres sure
sev eral chains to drop var i ous Trump brands.

In the grand scheme of Trump’s brand ing em pire, these are
dents. The main source of rev enue for the Trump Or ga ni za tion is
sell ing and rent ing of fice and condo units and leas ing Trump’s
name to real es tate com pa nies around the world. Trump was
clearly bet ting that be ing pres i dent would drive up the price. But
what if he is proven wrong? What if he starts los ing com mer cial
renters be cause they are com ing un der pres sure for their as so ci a- 
tion with his brand (sev eral boy cott cam paigns like this are al- 
ready un der way)? And what if de vel op ers come un der so much
pub lic pres sure that they de cide hav ing Trump’s name on their
façade is ac tu ally cost ing them rev enue? Al ready, in New York
City, ten ants of Trump Place de manded that their build ing man- 
ager take the Trump name off their home. As one res i dent said,
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she was tired of feel ing “dis gust” each time she walked into her
build ing. The man ager com plied and Trump’s name was re moved.

And when the Trump sons went to Van cou ver to cel e brate the
open ing of the lat est Trump tem ple, they were met with protests
and boy cotts from lo cal politi cians. If these kinds of protests
spread, more de vel op ers could de cide to de-Trump them selves.
And it’s a fair bet that if his golden name starts dis ap pear ing off gi- 
ant phal lic sym bols from Van cou ver to Manila, Trump would not
take it well, nor would his sons, who are re port edly al ready wor- 
ried about the dam age that se nior ad vi sors like Steve Ban non may
have done to the fam ily name.

In a par al lel tac tic, when the White House closed down its call-
in com ment lines in Jan u ary 2017, one group—white hou se inc.org
—sug gested vot ers phone Trump ho tels and re sorts and tell who- 
ever an swered that they were up set about the pres i dent’s plans to
take away their health in sur ance, or any other pol icy griev ances
they had. It was a smart tac tic. Tens of thou sands re port edly made
the calls, and one month later the White House re opened the lines.

If any of this seems un fair, con sider this: The whole rea son we
ex pect politi cians to di vest their fi nan cial hold ings, or put them in
a real blind trust, is that hav ing ac tive busi ness hold ings while
serv ing in of fice cre ates all kinds of op por tu ni ties for con flicts of
in ter est and back door in flu ence. Trump has cho sen not to di vest.
His ad viser-daugh ter has made the same choice. Which is why it’s
per fectly le git i mate to use those choices to try to in flu ence the hell
out of them.

If his brand ing em pire loses enough rev enue, and his per sonal
boss im age is suf fi ciently bat tered, Trump might just course-cor- 
rect on some of his more in flam ma tory poli cies. At the very least,
jam ming his cen tral pitch to vot ers—“trust me, I’m a suc cess ful
bil lion aire”—will hurt his chances in 2020.

But be fore we get there, we are all go ing to be sub jected to a lot
more of the Trump show.

http://whitehouseinc.org/
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CHAP TER THREE

 

THE MAR-A-LAGO HUNGER GAMES
 

Ronald Rea gan was once asked what it was like to be pres i dent af- 
ter be ing an ac tor, and he re port edly said, “How can a pres i dent
not be an ac tor?” You can imag ine Trump think ing the same thing
about be ing a re al ity TV star.

Trump’s mas tery of the genre was piv otal in the con struc tion of
his branded em pire and it was es sen tial to his suc cess ful run for
pres i dent. And now Trump is us ing those same skills he learned
on The Ap pren tice—the be lief that he can cut, edit, and re shape
re al ity to fit a largely pre-scripted, self-ag gran diz ing out come—to
trans form not just the White House, but large parts of the world.

The King of Live-Ac tion Trickle-Down

The col o niza tion of net work tele vi sion by re al ity TV at the turn of
the mil len nium hap pened at a speed that few could have pre- 
dicted. In very short or der, North Amer i cans went from de riv ing
en ter tain ment from scripted shows with the same re cur ring char- 
ac ters and dra mas week af ter week, sea son af ter sea son, to watch- 
ing seem ingly un scripted shows where the drama came from peo- 
ple’s will ing ness to eject one an other from what ever sim u la tion of
re al ity hap pened to be on dis play. Tens of mil lions were glued to
their sets as par tic i pants were voted off the is land on Sur vivor,
voted out of the man sion on The Bach e lor—and, even tu ally, fired
by Don ald Trump.

The tim ing makes sense. The first sea son of Sur vivor—so wildly
suc cess ful that it spawned an army of im i ta tors—was in 2000.
That was two decades af ter the “free-mar ket rev o lu tion” had been
kicked into high gear by Ronald Rea gan and Mar garet Thatcher,
with its ven er a tion of greed, in di vid u al ism, and com pe ti tion as the
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gov ern ing prin ci ples of so ci ety. It was now pos si ble to ped dle as
mass en ter tain ment the act of watch ing peo ple turn on each other
for a pot of gold.

The whole genre—the al liances, the back stab bing, the one per- 
son left stand ing—was al ways a kind of cap i tal ist bur lesque. Be fore
The Ap pren tice, how ever, there was at least the pre text that it was
about some thing else: how to sur vive in the wilder ness, how to
catch a hus band, how to be a house mate. With Don ald Trump’s ar- 
rival, the ve neer was gone. The Ap pren tice was ex plic itly about the
race to sur vive in the cut throat “jun gle” of late cap i tal ism.

The first episode be gan with a shot of a home less per son sleep- 
ing rough on the street—a loser, in other words. Then the cam era
cut to Trump in his limo, liv ing the dream—the ul ti mate win ner.
The mes sage was un mis tak able: you can be the home less guy, or
you can be Trump. That was the whole sadis tic drama of the show
—play your cards right and be the one lucky win ner, or suf fer the
ab ject hu mil i a tion of be ing be rated and then fired by the boss. It
was quite a cul tural feat: af ter decades of mass lay offs, de clin ing
liv ing stan dards, and the nor mal iza tion of ex tremely pre car i ous
em ploy ment, Mark Bur nett and Don ald Trump de liv ered the coup
de grâce: they turned the act of fir ing peo ple into mass en ter tain- 
ment.

Life’s a Bitch

Ev ery week, to mil lions of view ers, The Ap pren tice de liv ered the
cen tral sales pitch of free-mar ket the ory, telling view ers that by
un leash ing your most self ish and ruth less side, you are ac tu ally a
hero—cre at ing jobs and fu el ing growth. Don’t be nice, be a killer.
That’s how you help the econ omy and, more im por tantly, your self.

In later sea sons, the un der ly ing cru elty of the show grew even
more sadis tic. The win ning team lived in a lux u ri ous man sion—
drink ing cham pagne in in flat able pool loungers, zip ping off in
limos to meet celebri ties. The los ing team was de ported to tents in
the back yard, nick named “Trump trailer park.”

The tent-dwellers, whom Trump glee fully deemed the “have-
nots,” didn’t have elec tric ity, ate off pa per plates, and slept to the
sounds of howl ing dogs. They would peek through a gap in the
hedge to see what deca dent won ders the “haves” were en joy ing. In



49

other words, Trump and Bur nett de lib er ately cre ated a mi cro cosm
of the very real and ever-widen ing in equal i ties out side the show,
the same in jus tices that have en raged many Trump vot ers—but
they played those in equal i ties for kicks, turn ing them into a spec- 
ta tor sport. (There was a slight Hunger Games qual ity to it,
though hemmed in by net work tele vi sion re stric tions on non-sim- 
u lated vi o lence.) On one show, Trump told the tent team that
“life’s a bitch,” so they’d bet ter do ev ery thing pos si ble to step over
the losers and be come a win ner like him.

What’s in ter est ing about this par tic u lar piece of tele vised class
war fare, which aired in 2007, is that the pre tense sold to a pre vi- 
ous gen er a tion—cap i tal ism was go ing to cre ate the best of all pos- 
si ble worlds—is com pletely ab sent. No: this is a sys tem that gen er- 
ates a few big win ners and hordes of losers, so you’d bet ter make
damn sure you are on the win ning team.

This re flects the fact that, for well over a decade now, the ide o- 
log i cal and in tel lec tual side of the ne olib eral project has been in
se vere cri sis. In 2016, Credit Su isse es ti mated that there is roughly
$256 tril lion in to tal global wealth—with a stag ger ingly un equal
dis tri bu tion: “While the bot tom half col lec tively own less than 1
per cent of to tal wealth, the wealth i est top 10 per cent own 89 per- 
cent of all global as sets.” Which is why there just aren’t many se ri- 
ous peo ple left who are will ing to ar gue, with a straight face, that
giv ing more to the wealthy is the best way to help the poor.
Trump’s pitch has al ways been dif fer ent. From the start, it was: I
will turn you into a win ner—and to gether we can crush the losers.

In a Real-World Night mare, Dreams Sell

It’s worth re mem ber ing that Trump’s break through to na tional
celebrity sta tus came not via a real es tate deal, but a book about
mak ing real es tate deals. The Art of the Deal, mar keted as hold ing
the se crets to fab u lous fi nan cial wealth, was pub lished in 1987—
the peak of the Rea gan era. It was fol lowed up over the years with
crasser vari a tions on the same theme: Think Like a Bil lion aire,
Think Big and Kick Ass, Trump 101, and How to Get Rich.

Trump first started sell ing the no tion that he held the ticket to
join ing the top one per cent of in come earn ers at the pre cise mo- 
ment when many of the lad ders that pro vided so cial mo bil ity be- 
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tween classes—like free qual ity pub lic ed u ca tion—were be ing
kicked away, and just as the so cial safety net was be ing shred ded.
All of this meant that the drive to mag i cally strike it rich, to win
big, to make it to that safe eco nomic stra tum, be came in creas ingly
fran tic.

Trump, who was born wealthy, ex pertly prof ited off that des per- 
a tion across many plat forms, but most in fa mously through Trump
Uni ver sity. In one ad for the scan dal-plagued and now-de funct
“uni ver sity” (ac tu ally a se ries of dodgy sem i nars in ho tel meet ing
rooms), Trump de clared, “I can turn any one into a suc cess ful real
es tate in vestor, in clud ing you.”

And then there were the casi nos, a large chunk of Trump’s US
real es tate port fo lio. The dream at the cen ter of the casino econ- 
omy is not so dif fer ent from the dream for sale at Trump Uni ver- 
sity or in How to Get Rich: you may be on the verge of per sonal
bank ruptcy to day, but if you (lit er ally) play your cards right, you
could be liv ing large by morn ing.

This is cen tral to how Trump built his brand and amassed his
wealth—by sell ing the prom ise that “you too could be Don ald
Trump”—at a time when life was be com ing so much more pre car i- 
ous if you weren’t in the rich est one per cent. He then turned
around and used that very same pitch to vot ers—that he would
make Amer ica a coun try of win ners again—ex ploit ing those deep
eco nomic anx i eties and us ing all the re al ity-sim u la tion skills that
he had picked up from years at the helm of a top-rated TV show.
Af ter decades of hawk ing how-to-get-rich man u als, Don ald Trump
un der stands ex actly how lit tle needs to be be hind the prom ise—
whether on rene go ti at ing trade deals or bring ing back man u fac- 
tur ing—if the des per a tion is great enough.

Rev el ing in the Fake on the Road to the White
House

Well be fore Trump’s rise, elec tions had al ready crossed over into
rat ings-driven in fo tain ment on ca ble news. What Trump did was
to ex po nen tially in crease the en ter tain ment fac tor, and there fore
the rat ings. As a vet eran of the form, he un der stood that if elec- 
tions had be come a form of re al ity TV, then the best con tes tant
(which is not the same thing as the best can di date) would win.



51

Maybe they wouldn’t win the fi nal vote, but they would at least win
wall-to-wall cov er age, which from a brand ing per spec tive is still
win ning. As Trump said when he was con tem plat ing a pres i den tial
run in 2000 (he de cided against it): “It’s very pos si ble that I could
be the first pres i den tial can di date to run and make money on it.”

Since the elec tion, we’ve heard a few mea cul pas from me dia ex- 
ec u tives ac knowl edg ing that they helped Trump’s elec toral rise by
giv ing him such an out sized por tion of their cov er age. And that’s
true, they helped enor mously, but the hand-wring ing doesn’t go
nearly far enough. They are also re spon si ble be cause the big gest
gift to Trump was not just air time but the en tire in fo tain ment
model of cov er ing elec tions, which end lessly plays up in ter per- 
sonal dra mas be tween the can di dates while largely aban don ing
the tra di tional jour nal is tic task of delv ing into pol icy specifics and
ex plain ing how dif fer ent can di dates’ po si tions on is sues such as
health care and reg u la tory re form will play out in vot ers’ lives.

The Tyn dall Re port found that, through the en tire elec tion, the
three ma jor nightly net work news shows com bined spent a to tal of
just 32 min utes on “is sues cov er age”—down from an al ready pal try
220 min utes in the 2008 elec tion. The rest was the re al ity show of
who said what about whom, and who was lead ing which poll
where. For mil lions of view ers, the re sult was highly en ter tain ing.
(Which is likely why French me dia fol lowed a markedly sim i lar
for mula to cover its high-stakes 2017 elec tions.)

This is worth un der lin ing: Trump didn’t cre ate the prob lem—he
ex ploited it. And be cause he un der stood the con ven tions of fake
re al ity bet ter than any one, he took the game to a whole new level.

Fake Fights, Real Stakes

Trump didn’t just bring re al ity TV ex per tise to elec toral pol i tics—
he mashed that up with an other block buster en ter tain ment genre
that is also based on a car toon ishly fake per for mance of re al ity:
pro fes sional wrestling. It’s hard to over state Trump’s fas ci na tion
with wrestling. He has per formed as him self (the ul tra rich boss) in
World Wrestling En ter tain ment (WWE) ap pear ances at least eight
times, enough to earn him a place in the WWE Hall of Fame. In a
“Bat tle of the Bil lion aires,” he pre tended to pound wrestling king- 
pin Vince McMa hon and then cel e brated vic tory by pub licly shav- 
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ing McMa hon’s head in front of the cheer ing throngs. He also
dropped thou sands of dol lars in cash into the au di ence of scream- 
ing fans. Now, he has ap pointed the for mer CEO of WWE, Linda
McMa hon (wife of Vince), to his cab i net as head of the Small Busi- 
ness Ad min is tra tion, a de tail that has largely been lost amidst the
daily del uge.

As with The Ap pren tice, Trump’s side ca reer in pro wrestling ex- 
posed and en deared him to a mas sive au di ence—in sta di ums, on
TV, and on line. Pro wrestling might be largely in vis i ble as a cul- 
tural force to most lib eral vot ers, but WWE gen er ates close to a
bil lion dol lars in an nual rev enue. And Trump did more than pick
up votes from this ex pe ri ence—he also picked up tips.

As Matt Taibbi pointed out in Rolling Stone, Trump’s en tire
cam paign had a dis tinctly WWE qual ity. His care fully nur tured
feuds with other can di dates were pure pro wrestling, es pe cially the
way he handed out in sult ing nick names (“Lit tle Marco,” “Lyin’
Ted”). And most wrestling-like of all was the way Trump played
ring mas ter at his ral lies, com plete with over-the-top in sult-chants
(“Lock her up!” “Kil lary”) and di rect ing the crowd’s rage at the
arena’s des ig nated vil lains: jour nal ists and demon stra tors. Out- 
siders would emerge from these events shaken, not sure what had
just hap pened. What hap pened is that they had just been to a
bizarre cross be tween a pro-wrestling match and a white su prem a- 
cist rally.

What re al ity tele vi sion and pro fes sional wrestling have in com- 
mon is that they are forms of mass en ter tain ment that are rel a- 
tively new in Amer i can cul ture, and they both es tab lish a cu ri ous
re la tion ship with re al ity—one that is both fake and still some how
gen uine at the same time.

With WWE, ev ery fight is fixed, ev ery body knows that it’s re- 
hearsed. But that doesn’t lessen the en joy ment in any way. The
fact that ev ery one is in on the joke, that the cheers and boos are
part of the show, in creases the fun. The ar ti fice is not a draw back
—it’s the point.

Wrestling and re al ity TV both thrive on the spec ta cle of ex treme
emo tion, con flict, and suf fer ing. They both in volve peo ple scream- 
ing at each other and pulling each other’s hair out and, in the case
of wrestling, beat ing the crap out of each other. But at the same
time as you’re watch ing it, you know it’s not real, so you don’t have
to care; you get to be part of the drama with out hav ing to feel any
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em pa thy. No body cries when wrestlers get slammed and hu mil i- 
ated, any more than we were meant to cry for The Ap pren tice con- 
tes tants when Trump fired or hu mil i ated them. It’s a safe place to
laugh at suf fer ing. And it was all part of pre par ing the ground for
that Igor of all things fake, Don ald Trump. Fake body parts, fake
wrestling, fake-re al ity TV, fake news, and his whole fake busi ness
model.

And now Trump has grafted this same warped re la tion ship to
re al ity onto his ad min is tra tion. He an nounces that Obama wire- 
tapped him in the same way that a wrestler de clares he’s go ing to
an ni hi late and hu mil i ate his op po nent. Whether or not it’s true is
be side the point. It’s part of rous ing the crowd, part of the the ater.
The Ap pren tice may be off the air, and Trump may have re tired
his WWE ca reer, but the show is still on. In deed, it never stops.

Newt Gin grich, who has been a pretty faith ful cheer leader of
Don ald Trump, was asked shortly be fore in au gu ra tion what he
thought of the pres i dent-elect’s de ci sion to keep his po si tion as ex- 
ec u tive pro ducer of Celebrity Ap pren tice. His an swer was quite re- 
veal ing. He said Trump was mak ing a mis take be cause he “is go ing
to be the ex ec u tive pro ducer of a thing called the Amer i can gov- 
ern ment. He’s go ing to have a huge TV show called ‘Lead ing the
World.’ ”

And that’s ex actly what’s hap pen ing. The Trump Show is now
broad cast ing live from the Oval Of fice. And from Mar-a-Lago,
which is even more like a TV show be cause its well-heeled mem- 
bers pro vide a built-in live stu dio au di ence. And it’s clear that this
is pre cisely how Trump sees his pres i dency too, as the ex ec u tive
pro ducer of a coun try, al ways with an eye on the rat ings. Re spond- 
ing to the sug ges tion that he might fire his gaffe-ma chine of a
press sec re tary, he re port edly said, “I’m not fir ing Sean Spicer.
That guy gets great rat ings. Ev ery one tunes in.”

It’s with the same brash show man ship that Trump is now nav i- 
gat ing—or fail ing to nav i gate—the prom ises he made to bring back
the by gone days of boom ing fac to ries and blue-col lar jobs that
paid mid dle-class wages, prom ises that he would im pose a “Buy
Amer i can, Hire Amer i can” pol icy (never mind that his own em pire
is built on out sourc ing and ex ploited la bor).

This pos ture is as au then tic as the vi o lence he en acted when he
ap peared to take on a WWE wrestler in the ring, or when he was
choos ing from among con tes tants on Celebrity Ap pren tice. Trump



54

knows as well as any one that the idea of Amer i can cor po ra tions
re turn ing to 1970s-style man u fac tur ing is a cruel joke. He knows
this be cause, as his own busi ness prac tices at test, a great many US
com pa nies are no longer man u fac tur ers at all, but hol low shells,
buy ing their own prod ucts from a web of cheap con trac tors. He
may be able to bring back a few fac to ries, or claim that he did, but
the num bers will be mi nus cule com pared with the need. (There is
a real way to cre ate a great many well-pay ing jobs—but it looks
noth ing like the Trump ap proach. It re quires look ing to the fu ture,
not the past, as we’ll see in the fi nal chap ter.)

Trump’s game plan, which is al ready un der way, is to ap proach
the un em ploy ment and un der em ploy ment cri sis in the same way
he ap proaches ev ery thing—as a spec ta cle. He will claim credit for
a rel a tively small num ber of jobs—most of which would have been
cre ated any way—and then mar ket the hell out of those sup posed
suc cess sto ries. It won’t mat ter one bit whether the job num bers
sup port his claims. He’ll edit re al ity to fit his nar ra tive, just as he
learned to do on The Ap pren tice, and just as he did on his very
first day as pres i dent, in sist ing, against all ob jec tive ev i dence, that
his in au gu ra tion crowds had been his toric.

This is what Trump does, and has al ways done. In 1992, when
his em pire was tee ter ing on the edge of bank ruptcy thanks to a se- 
ries of bad in vest ment de ci sions, he didn’t deal with the sit u a tion
by get ting his fi nances in or der. In stead, he threw an elab o rate
“come back party” for his in vestors and fi nanciers at the Trump Taj
Ma hal in At lantic City, which cul mi nated in Trump—wear ing satin
box ing shorts and red box ing gloves—punch ing through a pa per
wall to the theme song from Rocky. This is a man who thinks he
can solve any thing with the right stage-man aged per for mance, and
very of ten in the past he’s been proven right. So just as he spun
and per formed his way out of bank ruptcy, he is con vinced he can
do the same with the coun try’s econ omy.

Fake News, Al ter na tive Facts, and the Big Lie

If we know any thing for cer tain, it’s that hard facts don’t mat ter in
Don ald Trump’s world. With Trump, it’s not so much the Big Lie
as the Con stant Lies. Yes, he tells big ones, like the time he im plied
Ted Cruz’s dad had a role in as sas si nat ing JFK, and his years of
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lies about Obama’s place of birth. But it’s the con tin u ous stream of
lies—no to ri ously of fered to us as “al ter na tive facts”—that is most
dizzy ing. Ac cord ing to a Politico in ves ti ga tion, this is quite de lib er- 
ate: “White House staffers do much of their ly ing for sport, rather
than to fur ther any larger agenda,” even com pet ing over who can
“smug gle the big gest whop pers into print.” Though these claims
are based on anony mous sources, and so may them selves be lies,
the story fits with what we know about Trump: what good is reach- 
ing the pin na cle of power if you can’t bend re al ity to your will? In
Trump’s world, and ac cord ing to the in ter nal logic of his brand, ly- 
ing with im punity is all part of be ing the big boss. Be ing teth ered
to fixed, bor ing facts is for losers.

And so far it seems to be work ing, at least with his base. Some
lib er als have seized upon this ap par ent tol er ance for “al ter na tive
facts” to dis miss his work ing-class vot ers as “suck ers.” But it’s
worth re mem ber ing that a large por tion of Barack Obama’s base
was quite happy to em brace the care fully crafted sym bols his ad- 
min is tra tion cre ated—the White House lit up like a rain bow to cel- 
e brate gay mar riage; the shift to a civil, eru dite tone; the spec ta cle
of an in cred i bly ap peal ing first fam ily free of ma jor scan dals for
eight years. And these were all good things. But, too of ten, these
same sup port ers looked the other way when it came to the drone
war fare that killed count less civil ians, or the de por ta tions of
roughly 2.5 mil lion im mi grants with out doc u ments dur ing
Obama’s term, or his bro ken prom ises to close Guan tanamo or
shut down George W. Bush’s mass-sur veil lance ar chi tec ture.
Obama po si tioned him self as a cli mate hero, but at one point
bragged that his ad min is tra tion had “added enough new oil and
gas pipe lines to en cir cle the Earth and then some.”

In Canada, many lib er als are dis play ing the same kind of se lec- 
tive blind ness. Daz zled by the pro gres sive mes sag ing of our hand- 
some prime min is ter, they are let ting him hang on to many of his
pre de ces sor’s dis as trous poli cies, from the in def i nite de ten tion of
many im mi grants to ram ming through tar sands pipe lines (more
on that later). Po lit i cally, Justin Trudeau is very dif fer ent from
Don ald Trump, but for his staunch est sup port ers—who of ten be- 
have a lot like fans—his celebrity has a sim i larly dis tort ing ef fect.
This new “Trudeau ma nia” re minds us that con ser va tives aren’t the
only ones ca pa ble of con fus ing en gaged cit i zen ship with brand loy- 
alty.
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Of course, Trump’s suc cess ful at tempt to sell his white work ing
class vot ers on the dream of a man u fac tur ing come back will even- 
tu ally come crash ing down to earth. But what is most wor ry ing is
what Trump will do then, once it’s no longer pos si ble to hide the
fact that coal jobs aren’t com ing back, and nei ther are the fac tory
jobs that paid work ers enough to pro vide their fam i lies with a
mid dle-class life. In all like li hood, Trump will then fall back on the
only other tools he has: he’ll dou ble down on pit ting white work ers
against im mi grant work ers, do more to rile up fears about Black
crime, more to whip up an ab surd frenzy about trans gen dered
peo ple and bath rooms, and launch fiercer at tacks on re pro duc tive
rights and on the press.

And then, of course, there’s al ways war.

The Apoc a lypse Show

Ac knowl edg ing that Trump’s pres i dency is be ing pro duced like a
re al ity show in no way di min ishes the dan ger it rep re sents—quite
the op po site. Peo ple have al ready died in this show—in Yemen, in
Afghanistan, in Syria, in the United States—and many more will
meet the same fate be fore it goes off the air. In March alone, a UK-
based mon i tor ing group recorded al le ga tions of more than 1,500
civil ian deaths from US-led coali tion airstrikes in Iraq and Syria,
higher than ever recorded un der Obama.

But that doesn’t mean it’s not a show. Blood-sport re al ity TV is,
af ter all, a sci ence-fic tion cliché. Think of The Hunger Games,
with its re al ity TV spec ta cle in which all the play ers die but one. Or
The Run ning Man, an other film about a tele vised event where the
stakes are life or death. (Wilbur Ross, Trump’s com merce sec re- 
tary, re port edly de scribed the bomb ing of Syria as Mar-a-Lago’s
“af ter-din ner en ter tain ment.”)

The most chill ing part is that, as I write, Trump has only just
started play ing his ver sion of The Mar-a-Lago Hunger Games
with the full ar se nal of US mil i tary power as his props—and he is
get ting plenty of en cour age ment to keep up ping the ante. When
Trump launched Tom a hawk mis siles on Syria, MSNBC host Brian
Williams de clared the im ages “beau ti ful.” Just one week later,
Trump went for more spec ta cle, drop ping the largest non-nu clear
weapon in the US ar se nal on a cave com plex in Afghanistan, an act
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of vi o lence so in dis crim i nate and dis pro por tion ate that an a lysts
strug gled to find any ra tio nale that could re sem ble a co her ent mil- 
i tary strat egy. Be cause there was no strat egy—the mega ton nage is
the mes sage. Mass com mu ni ca tion through bombs.

Given that Trump or dered the use of a weapon that had never
been de ployed in com bat be fore, and given that he did this just
twelve weeks into his pres i dency and with no ob vi ous provo ca tion,
there is lit tle rea son to hope he will be able to re sist putting on the
show of shows—the tele vised apoc a lyp tic vi o lence of a full-blown
war, com plete with its guar an teed block buster rat ings. Well be fore
Trump, we had wars fought as tele vised en ter tain ment. The 1990
Gulf War was dubbed the first video-game war, com plete with its
own logo and theme mu sic on CNN. But that was noth ing com- 
pared with the show put on dur ing the 2003 Iraq in va sion, based
on a mil i tary strat egy called “Shock and Awe.” The at tacks were
de signed as a spec ta cle for ca ble news con sumers, but also for
Iraqis, to max i mize their sense of help less ness, to “teach them a
les son.” Now, that fear some tech nol ogy is in the hands of the first
re al ity TV pres i dent. We need to get ready, a sub ject I’ll re turn to
in Chap ter 9.

Hol low Man

If there is one real as pect to the fes ti val of fak ery that is the Trump
pres i dency, it’s the hunger at the heart of it. The sheer in sa tia bil- 
ity. Trump likes to talk about how he doesn’t need more money—
he has more than enough. Yet he just can’t help sell ing his prod- 
ucts at ev ery op por tu nity, can’t stop work ing ev ery an gle. It’s as if
he suf fers from some ob scure mod ern ill ness—let’s call it a brand
per son al ity dis or der—that causes him to slip into brand pro mo- 
tion al most in vol un tar ily. He’ll be giv ing a po lit i cal speech and
then, sud denly, he’s talk ing about how beau ti ful and ex pen sive the
mar ble is at a Trump ho tel, or gra tu itously telling his in ter viewer,
when dis cussing how he or dered a lethal bomb ing of Syria, that
the choco late cake at Mar-a-Lago is “the most beau ti ful…you’ve
ever seen.”

That un quench able hunger, that hol low ness at the cen ter, does
speak to some thing real—to a pro found empti ness at the heart of
the very cul ture that spawned Don ald Trump. And that hol low ness
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is in ti mately con nected to the rise of life style brands, the shift that
gave Trump an ever-ex pand ing plat form. The rise of the hol low
brands—sell ing ev ery thing, own ing next to noth ing—hap pened
over decades when the key in sti tu tions that used to pro vide in di- 
vid u als with a sense of com mu nity and shared iden tity were in
sharp de cline: tightly knit neigh bor hoods where peo ple looked out
for one an other; large work places that held out the prom ise of a
job for life; space and time for or di nary peo ple to make their own
art, not just con sume it; or ga nized re li gion; po lit i cal move ments
and trade unions that were grounded in face-to-face re la tion ships;
pub lic-in ter est me dia that strove to knit na tions to gether in a com- 
mon con ver sa tion.

All these in sti tu tions and tra di tions were and are im per fect, of- 
ten deeply so. They left many peo ple out, and very of ten en forced
an un healthy con form ity. But they did of fer some thing we hu mans
need for our well-be ing, and for which we never cease to long:
com mu nity, con nec tion, a sense of mis sion larger than our im me- 
di ate at om ized de sires. These two trends—the de cline of com mu- 
nal in sti tu tions and the ex pan sion of cor po rate brands in our cul- 
ture—have had an in verse, see saw-like re la tion ship to one an other
over the decades: as the in flu ence of those in sti tu tions that pro- 
vided us with that es sen tial sense of be long ing went down, the
power of com mer cial brands went up.

I’ve al ways taken so lace from this dy namic. It means that, while
our branded world can ex ploit the un met need to be part of some- 
thing larger than our selves, it can’t fill it in any sus tained way: you
make a pur chase to be part of a tribe, a big idea, a rev o lu tion, and
it feels good for a mo ment, but the sat is fac tion wears off al most
be fore you’ve thrown out the pack ag ing for that new pair of sneak- 
ers, that lat est model iPhone, or what ever the sur ro gate is. Then
you have to find a way to fill the void again. It’s the per fect for mula
for end less con sump tion and per pet ual self-com mod i fi ca tion
through so cial me dia, and it’s a dis as ter for the planet, which can- 
not sus tain these lev els of con sump tion.

But it’s al ways worth re mem ber ing: at the heart of this cy cle is
that very pow er ful force—the hu man long ing for com mu nity and
con nec tion, which sim ply re fuses to die. And that means there is
still hope: if we re build our com mu ni ties and be gin to de rive more
mean ing and a sense of the good life from them, many of us are
go ing to be less sus cep ti ble to the siren song of mind less con- 
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sumerism (and while we’re at it, we might even spend less time
pro duc ing and edit ing our per sonal brands on so cial me dia).

As we’ll see in Part IV, many move ments and the o rists are work- 
ing to ward just this kind of shift in cul ture and val ues. Be fore we
get to that, though, there are a few more im por tant trails we need
to fol low to help us un der stand how we ended up here.



60

PART II

 

WHERE WE ARE NOW: CLI MATE OF IN EQUAL- 
ITY

 

I imag ine that one of the rea sons peo ple cling to their
hates so stub bornly is be cause they sense, once hate is

gone, that they will be forced to deal with pain.

—JAMES BALD WIN

Notes of a Na tive Son, 1955
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CHAP TER FOUR

 

THE CLI MATE CLOCK STRIKES MID NIGHT
 

Let’s rewind a bit, to the week Trump won. At that mo ment, I was
reel ing from wit ness ing not one catas tro phe, but two. And I don’t
think we can un der stand the true dan ger of the Trump dis as ter
un less we grap ple with both of them.

As I men tioned, I was in Aus tralia for work, but I was also very
con scious that, be cause of the car bon in volved in that kind of
travel, I might not be able to re turn for a long time. So I de cided to
visit, for the first time in my life, the Great Bar rier Reef off the
coast of Queens land, a World Her itage Site and the earth’s largest
nat u ral struc ture made up of liv ing crea tures. It was si mul ta ne- 
ously the most beau ti ful and the most fright en ing thing I had ever
seen.

I spent a lot of time un der wa ter as a kid. My fa ther taught me to
snorkel when I was six or seven, and those are some of my hap pi- 
est mem o ries. There was al ways some thing amaz ing to me about
the in ti macy of the in ter ac tions with ocean life. When you first
swim up to a reef, the fish mostly scat ter. But if you hang out for a
few min utes, they stop see ing you as an in truder and you be come
part of the seascape to them—they’ll swim right up to your mask,
or nib ble on your arm. As an anx ious kid, I al ways found these ex- 
pe ri ences won der fully dream like and peace ful.

As the Aus tralian trip ap proached, I re al ized that my feel ings
about see ing the Reef were tied up in my be ing the mother of a
four-year-old boy, Toma. As par ents, we can some times make the
mis take of ex pos ing kids too early to all the threats and dan gers
fac ing the nat u ral world. The first book about na ture that a lot of
chil dren read is Dr. Seuss’s The Lo rax, which is all about pol lu tion
and beau ti ful places be ing turned into garbage and all the an i mals
dy ing and dis ap pear ing and chok ing. It’s re ally scary. I read it to
Toma when he was two and watched the ter ror cross his face. And
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I thought, “No, this is com pletely wrong.” Now we read sto ries
about fast-talk ing squir rels and books that cel e brate na ture’s
beauty and won der. Even if I know these books are about species
that are on the brink of ex tinc tion, Toma doesn’t need to worry
about that yet. I fig ure that my job is to try to cre ate as many pos i- 
tive ex pe ri ences as pos si ble that will at tach him to the nat u ral
world. You need to love some thing first, be fore you can pro tect
and de fend it.

I also wanted to go to the Reef in my role as a jour nal ist. Over
the pre vi ous two years, some thing un prece dented in recorded his- 
tory had hap pened. Be cause of record-break ing tem per a tures,
more than 90 per cent of the Great Bar rier Reef had been im pacted
by what’s known as a “mass bleach ing event.” It’s hard to stress
just how cat a clysmic the bleach ing has been. When coral is
bleached, those beau ti ful, in tensely col ored crea tures—an ecosys- 
tem as rich and teem ing as the Ama zon rain for est—turn ghostly
and bone-white. Bleached coral can re cover, if tem per a tures
quickly go back down to nor mal lev els. This time, they hadn’t gone
back down—so al most a quar ter of the Reef has died.

It’s worth un der lin ing how lit tle warm ing it took to bring about
such a rad i cal change. Ocean tem per a tures went up just one de- 
gree Cel sius higher than the lev els to which these in cred i ble
species are adapted, and that was enough for a mas sive die-off.
Un like many other cli mate change—re lated events, this wasn’t
some dra matic storm or wild fire—just silent, wa tery death.

When we got to the Reef, there was still an air of un re al ity about
the whole thing: the Port Dou glas boats packed with tourists were
still go ing out, the sur face of the wa ter was blue and beau ti ful,
there were stretches of spec tac u lar turquoise. But the ocean has a
way of hid ing hu man ity’s worst se crets, a les son I first learned
cov er ing BP’s Deep wa ter Hori zon dis as ter, and see ing how quickly
the spill dis ap peared from the head lines once the oil be gan to sink,
though the dam age be low con tin ued un abated.

We went out on the Reef with a team of ex traor di nar ily ded i- 
cated ma rine bi ol o gists (all of whom were emo tion ally shat tered
by what they had been doc u ment ing) and a film crew from the
Guardian. We started film ing the parts of the Reef that are still
alive and we man aged to get Toma to put on a snorkel. To be hon- 
est, I wasn’t sure he was go ing to be able to fo cus on the coral at
all; he had just learned to swim and was wear ing float ies. But the
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sci en tists were in cred i bly pa tient with him, and there were about
five solid min utes when he re ally was able to pull it off and have a
flash of true won der—he “saw Nemo,” he saw a sea cu cum ber. I
think he even saw a sea tur tle. These parts of the Reef, the ones
that are nei ther bleached nor dead, are only a frac tion of the
whole, but they are still glo ri ous—a riot of life, of elec tric-col ored
coral and fish, sea tur tles and sharks swim ming by.

We didn’t take Toma on the boat when we filmed the dead and
bleached parts of the Reef. And it was a grave yard. It was as if a
cos mic switch had been flipped and sud denly one of the most
beau ti ful places on earth had been turned into one of the ugli est.
The coral bones were cov ered in a goo of de cay ing life—a brown
goo. You just wanted to get away from there. Our wet suits stank of
death.

We chose to film the Reef in this state be cause, for many peo ple,
there is a sense that cli mate change is a dis tant cri sis, that there’s
still a bit of time to pro cras ti nate be fore we get se ri ous. We wanted
to show that rad i cal changes to our planet, in clud ing parts we
count on to be brim ming with life, are not far off in the fu ture—
they are hap pen ing right now. And the im pacts are enor mous, in- 
clud ing the fact that roughly one bil lion peo ple around the world
rely on the fish sus tained by coral reefs for food and in come.

And I wanted to try to show the dis as ter through Toma’s eyes
too. Be cause one of the most un just as pects of cli mate dis rup tion
(and there are many) is that our ac tions as adults to day will have
their most se vere im pact on the lives of gen er a tions yet to come, as
well as kids alive to day who are too young to im pact pol icy—kids
like Toma and his friends, and their gen er a tion the world over.
These chil dren have done noth ing to cre ate the cri sis, but they are
the ones who will deal with the most ex treme weather—the storms
and droughts and fires and ris ing seas—and all the so cial and eco- 
nomic stresses that will flow as a re sult. They are the ones grow ing
up amidst a mass ex tinc tion, robbed of so much beauty and so
much of the com pan ion ship that comes from be ing sur rounded by
other life forms.

It is a form of theft, of vi o lence—what the au thor and the o rist
Rob Nixon calls “slow vi o lence.” A clean, vi brant planet is the
birthright of all liv ing be ings. That’s why the Great Bar rier Reef is
clas si fied as a World Her itage Site. It be longs to the world, and it
is dy ing on our watch. I re al ized that the story I wanted to tell is
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about in ter gen er a tional theft and in ter gen er a tional jus tice. That’s
why I de cided to put Toma on cam era for the first time; I was re- 
luc tant, but I just couldn’t tell that story with out him.

By the end of the day, we were all com pletely wiped out. We had
seen so much death, so much loss, but my son had also had this
spe cial ex pe ri ence. That night, tuck ing him into bed in our Port
Dou glas mo tel room, I said: “Toma, to day is the day when you dis- 
cov ered there is a se cret world un der the sea.” And he just looked
up at me with an ex pres sion of pure bliss and said, “I saw it.” I
burst into tears, some mix ture of joy and heart break at the knowl- 
edge that, just as he is be com ing aware of this beauty in the world,
all this magic, it is be ing drained away.

I have to ad mit, I was an gry too. That whole day I had not been
able to stop think ing about Exxon Mo bil—about how this com pany,
it has now been doc u mented, knew about cli mate change as far
back as the sev en ties. Ac cord ing to a ground break ing in ves ti ga tion
by In sid e Cli mate News (nom i nated for a Pulitzer Prize), Exxon
did its own cut ting-edge em pir i cal re search, tak ing CO2 sam ples
off its oil tankers and build ing state-of-the art cli mate mod els that
pre dicted the com ing changes such as sea-level rise. It also re- 
ceived warn ings from its own se nior sci en tists, in clud ing James
Black who was cat e gor i cal in his re ports to his em ployer about the
“gen eral sci en tific agree ment that the most likely man ner in which
mankind is in flu enc ing the global cli mate is through car bon diox- 
ide re lease from the burn ing of fos sil fu els.” He also wrote that
“man has a time win dow of five to 10 years be fore the need for
hard de ci sions re gard ing changes in en ergy strate gies might be- 
come crit i cal.” That was in 1978.

By the time Rex Tiller son took over the job of gen eral man ager
of the cen tral pro duc tion di vi sion of Exxon USA, these facts had
long been known in the com pany, in clud ing the un com fort able
one about how lit tle time re mained. De spite this, Exxon Mo bil has
since then lav ished more than $30 mil lion on think tanks that sys- 
tem at i cally spread doubt through the press about the re al ity of cli- 
mate sci ence. Mo bil (be fore its merger with Exxon) even took out
its own full-page ads in the New York Times cast ing doubt on the
sci ence. Exxon Mo bil is cur rently un der in ves ti ga tion by the at tor- 
neys gen eral of New York, Cal i for nia, and Mass a chu setts for these
al leged de cep tions. Be cause of this cam paign of mis in for ma tion,
pro moted by the en tire fos sil fuel sec tor, hu man ity lost key
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decades when we could have been tak ing the ac tions nec es sary to
move to a clean econ omy—the same decades in which Exxon Mo bil
and oth ers opened up vast fron tiers for oil and gas. If we had not
lost that time, the Great Bar rier Reef might still be healthy to day.

But my time at the Reef didn’t leave me feel ing en tirely help less.
Be cause there are dogged com mu ni ties and grow ing move ments
around the world de ter mined to get their gov ern ments to wake up
and stop drilling new oil and gas fields and dig ging new coal
mines. We rushed like mad to turn the film around in four days so
it could be out on the eve of the US elec tions, think ing it might
play some tiny part in mo ti vat ing peo ple to vote, and then in fu el- 
ing the pres sure to get Hillary Clin ton to do more on cli mate. And
we made it—we posted the video on No vem ber 7.

The next day, Trump won. And then Exxon Mo bil’s CEO was
named sec re tary of state.

Truth Time

The stakes in the 2016 elec tion were enor mously high for a great
many rea sons, from the mil lions who stood to lose their health in- 
sur ance to those tar geted by racist at tacks as Trump fanned the
flames of ris ing white na tion al ism; from the fam i lies that stood to
be torn apart by cruel im mi gra tion poli cies to the prospect of
women los ing the right to de cide whether or not to be come moth- 
ers, to the re al ity of sex ual as sault be ing nor mal ized and triv i al ized
at the high est reaches of power. With so many lives on the line,
there is noth ing to be gained by rank ing is sues by ur gency and
play ing “my cri sis is big ger than your cri sis.” If it’s hap pen ing to
you, if it’s your fam ily be ing torn apart or you who is be ing sin gled
out for po lice ha rass ment, or your grand mother who can not af ford
a life-sav ing treat ment, or your drink ing wa ter that’s laced with
lead—it’s all a five-alarm fire.

Cli mate change isn’t more im por tant than any of these other is- 
sues, but it does have a dif fer ent re la tion ship to time. When the
pol i tics of cli mate change go wrong—and they are very, very wrong
right now—we don’t get to try again in four years. Be cause in four
years the earth will have been rad i cally changed by all the gases
emit ted in the in terim, and our chances of avert ing an ir re versible
catas tro phe will have shrunk.
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This may sound alarmist, but I have in ter viewed the lead ing sci- 
en tists in the world on this ques tion, and their re search shows that
it’s sim ply a neu tral de scrip tion of re al ity. The win dow dur ing
which there is time to lower emis sions suf fi ciently to avoid truly
cat a strophic warm ing is clos ing rapidly. Lots of so cial move ments
have adopted Samuel Beck ett’s fa mous line “Try again. Fail again.
Fail bet ter” as a light hearted motto. I’ve al ways liked the at ti tude;
we can’t be per fect, we won’t al ways win, but we should strive to
im prove. The trou ble is, Beck ett’s dic tum doesn’t work for cli mate
—not at this stage in the game. If we keep fail ing to lower emis- 
sions, if we keep fail ing to kick-start the tran si tion in earnest away
from fos sil fu els and to an econ omy based on re new ables, if we
keep dodg ing the ques tion of waste ful con sump tion and the quest
for more and more and big ger and big ger, there won’t be more op- 
por tu ni ties to fail bet ter.

Nearly ev ery thing is mov ing faster than the cli mate change
mod el ing pro jected, in clud ing Arc tic sea-ice loss, ice-sheet col- 
lapse, ocean warm ing, sea-level rise, and coral bleach ing. The next
time vot ers in coun tries around the world go to the polls, more sea
ice will have melted, more coastal land will have been lost, more
species will have dis ap peared for good. The chance for us to keep
tem per a tures be low what it would take for is land na tions such as,
say, Tu valu or the Mal dives to be saved from drown ing be comes
that much slim mer. These are ir re versible changes—we don’t get a
do-over on a drowned coun try.

The lat est peer-re viewed sci ence tells us that if we want a good
shot at pro tect ing coastal cities in my son’s life time—in clud ing
me trop o lises like New York City and Mum bai—then we need to get
off fos sil fu els with su per hu man speed. A pa per from Ox ford Uni- 
ver sity that came out dur ing the cam paign, pub lished in the Ap- 
plied En ergy jour nal, con cluded that for hu man ity to have a fifty-
fifty chance of meet ing the tem per a ture tar gets set in the cli mate
ac cord ne go ti ated in Paris at the end of 2015, ev ery new power
plant would have to be zero-car bon start ing in 2018. That’s the
sec ond year of the Trump pres i dency.

For most of us—in clud ing me—this is very hard in for ma tion to
wrap our heads around, be cause we are used to nar ra tives that re- 
as sure us about the in evitabil ity of even tual progress. Mar tin
Luther King Jr. said, “The arc of the moral uni verse is long, but it
bends to ward jus tice.” It’s a pow er ful idea that sadly doesn’t work
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for the cli mate cri sis. The wealthy gov ern ments of the world have
pro cras ti nated for so long, and made the prob lem so much worse
in the mean time, that the arc has to bend very, very fast now—or
the shot at jus tice is gone for good. We are al most at mid night on
the cli mate clock.

Not Just An other Elec tion Cy cle—Epic Bad
Tim ing

Dur ing the Demo cratic pri maries, I was re ally struck by the mo- 
ment when a young woman con fronted Hillary Clin ton on the
cam paign trail and asked her if—given the scale of the global
warm ing cri sis—she would pledge not to take any more money
from the fos sil fuel in ter ests that are su per charg ing it. Up to that
point, Clin ton’s cam paign had re ceived large sums of money from
em ploy ees and reg is tered lob by ists of fos sil fuel com pa nies—about
$1.7 mil lion, ac cord ing to Green peace’s re search. Clin ton looked
dis gusted and snapped at the young woman, say ing she was “so
sick” of this is sue com ing up. A few days later, in an in ter view,
Clin ton said young peo ple should “do their own re search.” The
woman who had asked the ques tion, Eva Resnick-Day, worked as
a cam paigner for Green peace. She had done her re search, she in- 
sisted, “and that is why we are so ter ri fied for the fu ture…. What
hap pens in the next four or eight years could de ter mine the fu ture
of our planet and the hu man species.”

For me, her words cut to the heart of why this was not just an- 
other elec tion cy cle. Why it was not only le git i mate but nec es sary
to ques tion Hillary’s web of cor po rate en tan gle ments. Resnick-
Day’s com ments also high light one of the big rea sons why Trump’s
pres i dency is har row ing: the most pow er ful man in the world is a
per son who says global warm ing is a hoax in vented by the Chi- 
nese, and who is fever ishly trash ing the (al ready in ad e quate) re- 
straints on fos sil fu els that his coun try had put in place, en cour ag- 
ing other gov ern ments to do the same. And it’s all hap pen ing at
the worst pos si ble time in hu man his tory.

We have so far warmed the planet by just one de gree Cel sius,
and from that, we are al ready see ing dra matic re sults: the mass
coral die-off, balmy Arc tic weather lead ing to se vere ice loss, the
break ing apart of Antarc tic ice sheets. If we con tinue on our cur- 
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rent pol lu tion tra jec tory, we are set to warm the planet by four to
six de grees Cel sius. The cli mate sci en tist and emis sions ex pert
Kevin An der son says that four de grees of warm ing is “in com pat i- 
ble with any rea son able char ac ter i za tion of an or ga nized, eq ui table
and civ i lized global com mu nity.” That is why gov ern ments came
to gether in Paris and drew up an agree ment to make their best ef- 
forts to get off this dan ger ous course, and try to limit warm ing to
“well be low” 2 de grees, pur su ing ef forts to keep it be low 1.5 de- 
grees. The high end of that tem per a ture tar get rep re sents dou ble
the warm ing we have al ready ex pe ri enced, so it’s by no means
safe.

Which is why we have to try very hard to hit the lower end of
that tar get. And that’s tough. Ac cord ing to a Sep tem ber 2016 study
by the Wash ing ton-based think tank Oil Change In ter na tional, if
gov ern ments want a solid chance of keep ing tem per a ture in- 
creases be low two de grees Cel sius, then all new and un de vel oped
fos sil fuel re serves need to stay in the ground. The prob lem is,
even be fore Trump, no ma jor econ omy was do ing what was re- 
quired. They were all still try ing to have it all ways—in tro duc ing
some solid green poli cies but then ap prov ing ex panded fos sil fuel
ex trac tion and new pipe lines. It’s like eat ing lots of salad and a
whole lot of junk food at the same time, and ex pect ing to lose
weight.

In the United States, Obama in tro duced the Clean Power Plan,
which was set to ac cel er ate the re tire ment of the coun try’s ag ing
coal plants and to re quire new ones to cap ture some of their car- 
bon emis sions, but he was si mul ta ne ously pre sid ing over a boom
in nat u ral gas frack ing and fracked oil in the Bakken. In Canada,
the gov ern ment has in tro duced na tional car bon pric ing and a coal
phase out, but it is also al low ing the tar sands to ex pand and ap- 
proved a mas sive new liq uid gas ex port ter mi nal—pretty much
guar an tee ing that it won’t hit its Paris goals.

Even so, the fact that so many gov ern ments signed the Paris ac- 
cord to great fan fare, and at least paid lip ser vice to the need to
achieve its am bi tious tem per a ture tar gets, gave the cli mate move- 
ment a lot of lever age to push for poli cies that were in step with
the stated goal. We were try ing to hold them to their word in Paris,
and we were mak ing some progress.

But now Trump is say ing: Leave all that money in the ground?
Are you nuts?!
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A Very Oily Ad min is tra tion

On the cam paign trail, Trump’s stan dard stump speech re li ably hit
all the crowd-pleasers: build the wall, bring back the jobs, law and
or der, Crooked Hillary. Cli mate change de nial usu ally didn’t make
the list (though Trump would spout off if asked). But if the is sue
seemed pe riph eral dur ing the cam paign, that changed as soon as
Trump be gan mak ing ap point ments. And since his in au gu ra tion,
tak ing aim at any and all cli mate pro tec tions has been a defin ing
fea ture of the Trump ad min is tra tion. As if in a race against time,
he and his team have set out to sys tem at i cally tick off ev ery sin gle
item on the fos sil fuel in dus try’s wish list. His top ap point ments,
his plans to make se vere bud get cuts and gut en vi ron men tal reg u- 
la tions, his con spir a to rial de nials of cli mate change, and even his
en tan gle ments with Rus sia—they all point in the same di rec tion: a
deep and abid ing de ter mi na tion to kick off a no-holds-barred fos- 
sil fuel frenzy. There are many plots and in trigues swirling around
Wash ing ton, most no to ri ously claims about the Trump team con- 
spir ing with Rus sia to in flu ence the 2016 elec tion out come—and
these are be ing in ves ti gated, as they should be. But make no mis- 
take: Trump’s col lu sion with the fos sil fuel sec tor is the con spir acy
hid ing in plain sight.

Within days of tak ing of fice, he pushed through the Dakota Ac- 
cess pipe line, cut ting off an en vi ron men tal re view and against the
pow er ful op po si tion of the Stand ing Rock Sioux. He’s cleared the
way to ap prove the Key stone XL pipe line from Al berta, which
Obama re jected in part be cause of the cli mate im pacts. He has is- 
sued an ex ec u tive or der to roll back Obama’s mora to rium on new
coal leases on fed eral lands, and has al ready an nounced plans to
ex pand oil and gas drilling on the Gulf Coast. He’s also killing
Obama’s Clean Power Plan. And as the ad min is tra tion rub ber-
stamps new fos sil fuel projects, they’re get ting rid of all kinds of
en vi ron men tal reg u la tions that made dig ging up and pro cess ing
this car bon less prof itable for com pa nies like Exxon Mo bil. As a re- 
sult, these projects, al ready dis as trous from a cli mate per spec tive,
are more likely to lead to in dus trial ac ci dents like the Deep wa ter
Hori zon dis as ter—be cause that’s what hap pens when reg u la tors
are miss ing in ac tion.

As I write, it’s not yet clear whether the US will of fi cially with- 
draw from the Paris Ac cord; there is some dis agree ment about this
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within the ad min is tra tion. But whether the coun try stays or leaves
it’s un de ni able that the Trump ad min is tra tion is shred ding the
com mit ments made un der the ac cord.

In ad di tion to Rex Tiller son, Trump has stacked his ad min is tra- 
tion with fos sil fuel ex ec u tives and po lit i cal fig ures with ex ten sive
ties to the in dus try—sev eral of whom are op posed, or at best in dif- 
fer ent, to the man dates of the agen cies they’re now in charge of
run ning. Scott Pruitt is Trump’s head of the En vi ron men tal Pro- 
tec tion Agency—but, as at tor ney gen eral of Ok la homa, he sued the
EPA mul ti ple times and, per haps not co in ci den tally, has re ceived
tens of thou sands of dol lars from fos sil fuel com pa nies. Trump’s
pick for en ergy sec re tary, Rick Perry, had myr iad ties to the oil in- 
dus try, in clud ing serv ing on the boards of two of the com pa nies
be hind the Dakota Ac cess pipe line. Back in 2011, while run ning for
the GOP nom i na tion, Perry cam paigned on elim i nat ing the en ergy
de part ment en tirely.

Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell

To gether, this group of men is do ing fa vors for oil, gas, and coal
com pa nies on mul ti ple fronts. For in stance, Trump has killed a
new pro gram that re quired oil and gas com pa nies to re port how
much meth ane—a very pow er ful green house gas—their op er a tions
were re leas ing, in clud ing from leaks. In dus try hated the pro gram,
which was only fi nal ized in the last weeks of Obama’s ad min is tra- 
tion, in part be cause it was poised to blow the lid off the claim that
nat u ral gas is in any way a cli mate change so lu tion. Trump is
hand ing the in dus try a big gift by ef fec tively say ing: don’t tell us,
we don’t want to know. From here on in, the rest of the world will
have to guess the ex tent to which the US is a cli mate rene gade, be- 
cause a key piece of the data won’t ex ist.

By far the big gest threat this in dus try faces is the de mand for
real ac tion on cli mate change be ing voiced by peo ple around the
world, and the mount ing con sen sus that tak ing the cri sis se ri ously
means a halt on new fos sil fuel projects. That prospect strikes ter- 
ror in the hearts of fos sil fuel ex ec u tives and in the gov ern ments of
petro-states (like Rus sia), be cause it means that tril lions of dol lars’
worth of proven re serves—cur rently prop ping up share prices—
could be come worth less overnight. This is some times re ferred to
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as “the car bon bub ble,” and by 2016 it was al ready be gin ning to
de flate. Think of Trump as the guy run ning to the res cue with a bi- 
cy cle pump, sig nal ing to the in dus try that he’s go ing to fill their
bub ble with a few more years’ worth of toxic air. How? Easy. By
mak ing cli mate change dis ap pear.

We can see it all play ing out with a kind of ab surd clar ity. On
day one, the White House web site was cleansed of many of the ref- 
er ences to cli mate change. There are plans to cut the NASA pro- 
gram that uses satel lites to ac cu mu late ba sic data on how the earth
is chang ing—in clud ing dis ap pear ing glaciers and ris ing seas. The
White House’s bud get di rec tor, Mick Mul vaney, was pretty blunt
about all this: “Re gard ing the ques tion as to cli mate change, I
think the Pres i dent was fairly straight for ward—we’re not spend ing
money on that any more. We con sider that to be a waste of your
money to go out and do that.”

They are so de ter mined to erase the re al ity of cli mate change
that they are even aim ing to wipe out pro grams that help com mu- 
ni ties cope with its im pacts. Trump pro posed cut ting a Na tional
Oceanic and At mo spheric As so ci a tion pro gram that helps com mu- 
ni ties pro tect their coasts. He also wanted to slash the Fed eral
Emer gency Man age ment Agency (FEMA), the agency charged with
re spond ing to large-scale nat u ral dis as ters, and cut en tirely its key
pro gram de signed to help com mu ni ties pre pare for fu ture crises.
His plan to re duce the En vi ron men tal Pro tec tion Agency’s (EPA)
bud get by over 30 per cent would lay off thou sands of peo ple and
elim i nate the en tire en vi ron men tal jus tice pro gram. The lat ter
helps low-in come com mu ni ties—over whelm ingly African-Amer i- 
can, Latino, and In dige nous—deal with some of the im pacts of
hav ing the most toxic in dus tries in their back yards. And it’s worth
not ing that many of the mea sures—in clud ing cuts to pro grams
deal ing with lead poi son ing from pipes—would dis pro por tion ately
hurt chil dren in marginal ized com mu ni ties. A Con gres sional bud- 
get deal has de layed the worst of the EPA cuts un til 2018.

So Trump’s res cue plan for the fos sil fuel sec tor is mul ti- 
pronged: bury the ev i dence that cli mate change is hap pen ing by
stop ping re search and gag ging agen cies; cut the pro grams that are
tasked with cop ing with the real-world im pacts of cli mate dis rup- 
tion; and re move all bar ri ers to an ac cel er a tion of the very ac tiv i- 
ties that are fu el ing the cri sis—drilling for more oil and gas, min- 
ing and burn ing more coal.
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Some of this back slid ing can be bal anced out by bold ac tion in
large states such as Cal i for nia and New York, which are pledg ing
to rapidly roll out re new ables re gard less of Trump’s pro—fos sil
fuel poli cies. But there is one other cru cial fac tor that may de ter- 
mine whether the Exxon Mo bil sub sidiary known as the Trump ad- 
min is tra tion is able to un leash an ir re versible catas tro phe.

Price Is Ev ery thing

There is one thing above all that is cur rently re strain ing fos sil fuel
com pa nies from launch ing large new ex trac tion projects, and it’s
not a piece of leg is la tion that Obama in tro duced and Trump can
re verse. What’s hold ing them back is the price of oil and gas. As I
write this in 2017, the price is much lower than when Obama took
of fice, be cause there’s an over sup ply—more oil and gas is avail able
than con sumers want.

The rea son price is such an is sue for new projects is that the
cheap and easy-to-ac cess fos sil fu els have been steadily run ning
out, par tic u larly in the US. So what’s left? Stuff that’s hard and ex- 
pen sive to get to. It costs a lot of money to drill in the Arc tic, or in
very deep wa ter, or to dig up and re fine the semisolid oil found in
Canada’s Al berta tar sands. When the price of oil was soar ing, as it
was as re cently as 2014, fos sil fuel com pa nies were mak ing multi-
bil lion dol lar in vest ments in or der to go af ter those ex pen sive fuel
sources. With oil at $100 a bar rel, they could still turn a hefty
profit even with the high costs for ex trac tion. And the de vel op- 
ment in this sec tor did spur eco nomic growth, and it did cre ate a
lot of jobs. But the en vi ron men tal costs were enor mous: the Deep- 
wa ter Hori zon dis as ter in the Gulf of Mex ico was in ti mately con- 
nected to the fact that these com pa nies are drilling deeper than
they ever have be fore. The rea son the tar sands in Al berta are so
con tro ver sial is that In dige nous lands and wa ter ways have been
badly con tam i nated by the in va sive and car bon-in ten sive process
of min ing for that heavy crude.

Rex Tiller son’s Exxon Mo bil went wild buy ing up high-cost
heavy-oil re serves; it reached the point where fully one-third of the
com pany’s re serves were lo cated in the Al berta tar sands. When
the price of oil col lapsed, it came as a ma jor shock. Oil prices be- 
gan to crash in 2014, with Brent crude—the global bench mark for
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oil—plum met ing from $100 a bar rel to $50 in just six months, and
the price has hov ered at around $55 a bar rel ever since. As a re- 
sult, we’ve seen a lot of com pa nies pulling back from ex treme en- 
ergy projects. Frack ing for oil and gas in the United States has
cooled off, with dev as tat ing hu man costs: an es ti mated 170,000 oil
and gas work ers have lost their jobs af ter the 2014 price col lapse.
In vest ment in the Al berta tar sands dropped by an es ti mated 37
per cent in the year fol low ing, and con tin ues to fall. Shell pulled
back from the Arc tic and has sold most of its tar sands re serves.
The French oil com pany To tal has re treated from the tar sands as
well. Even Exxon Mo bil has been forced to write off nearly 3.5 mil- 
lion bar rels of tar sands oil be cause the mar ket con sid ered these
re serves to be no longer worth ex tract ing at cur rent oil prices.
Deep wa ter drilling is also in a lull.

For the big oil com pa nies—par tic u larly those that gam bled on
the price of oil stay ing high—all of this has been a dis as ter. And no
oil ma jor has suf fered more than Exxon Mo bil. When prices were
high, with Tiller son at the helm, the com pany broke the record for
the high est cor po rate prof its ever re ported in the United States,
earn ing $45 bil lion in 2012. Com pare that to 2016, when Exxon’s
prof its fell well shy of $8 bil lion. That’s a more than 80 per cent
drop in prof its in a span of just four years.

What does all this mean? It means that oil ma jors like Exxon- 
Mo bil, and the banks that un der wrote their bad bets, des per ately
want the price of oil to go back up—to get their su per-prof its back
and to get the fos sil fuel frenzy back on. So a very big ques tion that
needs an swer ing is this: what is the Trump ad min is tra tion—aka
Team Exxon Mo bil—go ing to do to achieve that?

We are al ready see ing some poli cies that ap pear de signed to
drive up oil prices. For in stance, Trump moved to elim i nate the
Obama-era re quire ment that ve hi cles be come more fuel-ef fi cient—
which means more trips to the gas sta tion for con sumers. Trump’s
bud get plan, mean while, aimed to com pletely elim i nate fund ing
for new pub lic tran sit projects, and kill fund ing for long-dis tance
train ser vices.

So far, though, the mar ket isn’t re spond ing, at least not by
much. The price of oil got a lit tle bump af ter Trump was elected
but has held pretty steady since. From a cli mate per spec tive, this is
good news: cheap gas may en cour age short-term con sump tion,
but it dis cour ages a lot of the long-term in vest ments that lock us
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into a dis as trous fu ture. The con cern—and it is a real one—is that
Trump and Co. may well have more tricks up their sleeves to try to
push up oil prices and re al ize their goal of set ting off a fos sil fuel
frenzy.

The rea son we need to have our eyes firmly fixed on this dy- 
namic is that noth ing drives up the price of oil quite like war and
other ma jor shocks to the world mar ket—a sce nario we’ll dig into
in Chap ter 9.

What Con ser va tives Un der stand about Global
Warm ing—and Lib er als Don’t

For many years, I won dered why some peo ple were so de ter mined
to deny global warm ing. It’s strange at first glance. Why would you
work so hard to deny the sci en tific facts that have been af firmed by
97 per cent of cli mate sci en tists—facts whose ef fects we see all
around us, with more con fir ma tion in the news we con sume ev ery
day? That ques tion led me on a jour ney that in formed my book
This Changes Ev ery thing—and I think some of what I dis cov ered
when writ ing that book can help us make sense of the cen tral ity of
cli mate van dal ism to the Trump ad min is tra tion.

What I found is that when hard-core con ser va tives deny cli mate
change, they are not just pro tect ing the tril lions in wealth that are
threat ened by cli mate ac tion. They are also de fend ing some thing
even more pre cious to them: an en tire ide o log i cal project—ne olib- 
er al ism—which holds that the mar ket is al ways right, reg u la tion is
al ways wrong, pri vate is good and pub lic is bad, and taxes that
sup port pub lic ser vices are the worst of all.

There is a lot of con fu sion around the word ne olib er al ism, and
about who is a ne olib eral. And un der stand ably so. So let’s break it
down. Ne olib er al ism is an ex treme form of cap i tal ism that started
to be come dom i nant in the 1980s, un der Ronald Rea gan and Mar- 
garet Thatcher, but since the 1990s has been the reign ing ide ol ogy
of the world’s elites, re gard less of par ti san af fil i a tion. Still, its
strictest and most dog matic ad her ents re main where the move- 
ment started: on the US Right.

Ne olib er al ism is short hand for an eco nomic project that vil i fies
the pub lic sphere and any thing that’s not ei ther the work ings of
the mar ket or the de ci sions of in di vid ual con sumers. It is prob a bly
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best sum ma rized by an other of Rea gan’s fa mous phrases, “The
nine most ter ri fy ing words in the Eng lish lan guage are: I’m from
the gov ern ment and I’m here to help.” Un der the ne olib eral world- 
view, gov ern ments ex ist in or der to cre ate the op ti mal con di tions
for pri vate in ter ests to max i mize their prof its and wealth, based on
the the ory that the prof its and eco nomic growth that fol low will
ben e fit ev ery one in the trickle-down from the top—even tu ally. If it
doesn’t work, and stub born in equal i ties re main or worsen (as they
in vari ably do), then ac cord ing to this world view, that must be the
per sonal fail ing of the in di vid u als and com mu ni ties that are suf- 
fer ing. They must have “a cul ture of crime,” say, or lack a “work
ethic,” or per haps it’s ab sen tee fa thers, or some other racially
tinged ex cuse for why gov ern ment pol icy and pub lic funds should
never be used to re duce in equal i ties, im prove lives, or ad dress
struc tural crises.

The pri mary tools of this project are all too fa mil iar: pri va ti za- 
tion of the pub lic sphere, dereg u la tion of the cor po rate sphere,
and low taxes paid for by cuts to pub lic ser vices, and all of this
locked in un der cor po rate-friendly trade deals. It’s the same recipe
ev ery where, re gard less of con text, his tory, or the hopes and
dreams of the peo ple who live there. Larry Sum mers, when he was
chief econ o mist of the World Bank in 1991, summed up the ethos:
“Spread the truth—the laws of eco nom ics are like the laws of en gi- 
neer ing. One set of laws works ev ery where.” (Which is why I
some times call ne olib er al ism “Mc Gov ern ment.”)

The 1989 col lapse of the Berlin Wall was in ter preted as the sig- 
nal to take the cam paign global. With so cial ism in de cline, there
was seem ingly no longer any need to soften cap i tal ism’s edges
any where. As Thatcher fa mously de clared, “There is no al ter na- 
tive.” (An other way of think ing about this is that ne olib er al ism is
sim ply cap i tal ism with out com pe ti tion, or cap i tal ism ly ing on the
couch in its un der shirt say ing, “What are you go ing to do, leave
me?”)

Ne olib er al ism is a very prof itable set of ideas, which is why I am
al ways a lit tle hes i tant to de scribe it as an ide ol ogy. What it re ally
is, at its core, is a ra tio nale for greed. That’s what the Amer i can
bil lion aire War ren Buf fett meant when he made head lines a few
years ago by telling CNN that “there’s been class war fare go ing on
for the last twenty years, and my class has won…the rich class.” He
was re fer ring to the tremen dous tax cuts the wealthy have en joyed
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in this pe riod, but you could ex tend that to the whole ne olib eral
pol icy pack age.

So what does this have to do with the wide spread re fusal by the
Right to be lieve that cli mate change is hap pen ing, a re fusal deeply
em bed ded in the Trump ad min is tra tion? A lot. Be cause cli mate
change, es pe cially at this late date, can only be dealt with through
col lec tive ac tion that sharply cur tails the be hav ior of cor po ra tions
such as Exxon Mo bil and Gold man Sachs. It de mands in vest ments
in the pub lic sphere—in new en ergy grids, pub lic tran sit and light
rail, and en ergy ef fi ciency—on a scale not seen since the Sec ond
World War. And that can only hap pen by rais ing taxes on the
wealthy and on cor po ra tions, the very peo ple Trump is de ter mined
to shower with the most gen er ous tax cuts, loop holes and reg u la- 
tory breaks. Re spond ing to cli mate change also means giv ing com- 
mu ni ties the free dom to pri or i tize lo cal green in dus tries—a
process that of ten clashes di rectly with the cor po rate free trade
deals that have been such an in te gral part of ne olib er al ism, and
which bar “buy lo cal” rules as pro tec tion ist. (Trump cam paigned
against those parts of free trade deals, but, as we will see in Chap- 
ter 6, he has no in ten tion of re scind ing those rules.)

In short, cli mate change det o nates the ide o log i cal scaf fold ing on
which con tem po rary con ser vatism rests. To ad mit that the cli mate
cri sis is real is to ad mit the end of the ne olib eral project. That’s
why the Right is in a re bel lion against the phys i cal world, against
sci ence (which is what prompted hun dreds of thou sands of sci en- 
tists around the world to par tic i pate in the March for Sci ence in
April 2017, col lec tively de fend ing a prin ci ple that re ally shouldn’t
need de fend ing: that know ing as much as pos si ble about our world
is a good thing). But there is a rea son why sci ence has be come
such a bat tle zone—be cause it is re veal ing again and again that ne- 
olib eral busi ness as usual leads to a species-threat en ing catas tro- 
phe.

What main stream lib er als have been say ing for decades, by con- 
trast, is that we sim ply need to tweak the ex ist ing sys tem here and
there and ev ery thing will be fine. You can have Gold man Sachs
cap i tal ism plus so lar pan els. But the chal lenge is much more fun- 
da men tal than that. It re quires throw ing out the ne olib eral rule- 
book, and con fronting the cen tral ity of ever-ex pand ing con sump- 
tion in how we mea sure eco nomic progress. In one sense, then, the
mem bers of Trump’s cab i net—with their des per ate need to deny
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the re al ity of global warm ing, or be lit tle its im pli ca tions—un der- 
stand some thing that is fun da men tally true: to avert cli mate
chaos, we need to chal lenge the cap i tal ist ide olo gies that have con- 
quered the world since the 1980s. If you are the ben e fi ciary of
those ide olo gies, you are ob vi ously go ing to be very un happy about
that. That’s un der stand able. Global warm ing re ally does have rad i- 
cal pro gres sive im pli ca tions. If it’s real—and it man i festly is—then
the oli garch class can not con tinue to run riot with out rules. Stop- 
ping them is now a mat ter of hu man ity’s col lec tive sur vival.

If we fail, the death I saw at the Great Bar rier Reef will spread to
all cor ners of our col lec tive home in ways we can scarcely imag ine.
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CHAP TER FIVE

 

THE GRAB BER-IN-CHIEF
 

Since Trump took of fice, there’s been a lot of talk about how we all
need to stop “re-lit i gat ing the 2016 elec tion”—that it’s time to look
for ward, not back ward.

To be hon est, I’m tired of look ing back ward as well, be cause the
ten sions dur ing the elec tion, and in par tic u lar dur ing the Demo- 
cratic pri mary, were al most un bear able. For a long time, I couldn’t
look at so cial me dia be cause all I saw were peo ple who used to like
each other war ring over “Bernie Bros” and “Hillary Bots.” I lost
friends over it, as oth ers did on all sides—peo ple who blame me
and peo ple like me for Hillary’s de feat be cause we did not pub licly
en dorse her or be cause we were so hard on her cor po rate en tan- 
gle ments dur ing the pri mary. And I have trou ble for giv ing peo ple
like the lib eral econ o mist Paul Krug man, who has writ ten so much
of such great im por tance about eco nomic in equal ity and bank
fraud over the years, and yet used his in flu en tial plat form in the
New York Times to re peat edly at tack the only can di date, Bernie
Sanders, who was se ri ous about bat tling in come in equal ity and
tak ing on the banks. It’s per fectly un der stand able that peo ple
don’t want to re hash those ugly bat tles—they were mis er able.

We all cope with fear and un cer tainty dif fer ently. A great many
con ser va tives are deal ing with their fears about a chang ing and
desta bi liz ing world by at tempt ing to force back the clock. But if the
Right spe cial izes in turn ing back ward, the Left spe cial izes in turn- 
ing in ward and fir ing on each other in a cir cu lar hail of blame.

Still, I’m sus pi cious of the speed with which we are be ing told to
move on. Be cause we do need to build as broad a coali tion as pos- 
si ble against Trump and forces like him wher ever we live—but we
also need to avoid re peat ing the same mis takes that have cre ated
the con di tions for the rise of Trump ism and its coun ter parts
around the world. And un for tu nately, there’s some ev i dence that



79

the only les son a lot of es tab lish ment Democrats are learn ing is:
don’t let Rus sians hack your e-mail.

So I think we should take a deep breath and dare to look back, if
only briefly—not to re open old wounds, but just to see what there
is to learn. Be cause we can’t get off the road we are on if we aren’t
hon est about the fac tors that landed us here.

Foul Mood Ris ing

If there is a sin gle, over ar ch ing les son to be drawn from the foul
mood ris ing around the world, it may be this: we should never,
ever un der es ti mate the power of hate. Never un der es ti mate the
ap peal of wield ing power over “the other,” be they mi grants, Mus- 
lims, Blacks, Mex i cans, women, the other in any form. Es pe cially
dur ing times of eco nomic hard ship, when a great many peo ple
have good rea son to fear that the jobs that can sup port a de cent
life are dis ap pear ing for good.

Trump speaks di rectly to that eco nomic panic, and, si mul ta ne- 
ously, to the re sent ment felt by a large seg ment of white Amer ica
about the chang ing face of their coun try, about po si tions of power
and priv i lege in creas ingly be ing held by peo ple who do not look
like them. The in ten sity and ir ra tional ity of the rage Trump and
his strong est sup port ers re served for Barack Obama, the years of
fever ish de sire to strip him of his Amer i can ness by “prov ing” he
was Kenyan, thereby ren der ing him “other,” can not be ex plained
by any thing but race ha tred. This is the “white lash” that CNN
com men ta tor Van Jones named on elec tion night, and there is no
doubt that for a con sid er able seg ment of Trump’s vot ers it is a fe- 
ro cious force.

Much of the rage di rected at Hillary Clin ton dur ing the cam- 
paign came from a sim i larly pri mal place. Here was not just a fe- 
male can di date, but a woman who iden ti fies with and is a prod uct
of the move ment for women’s lib er a tion, and who did not pack age
her quest for power in ei ther cute ness or coy ness. As the ma ni a cal
chants of “Lock her up!” made clear, for many in Amer ica, it was,
quite sim ply, un bear able.

I am no fan of many of Clin ton’s poli cies. But her poli cies are
not what pro voked the seething ha tred she en coun tered—that
came from a deeper place. It is not in signif i cant, I think, that one
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of the first big con tro ver sies of the cam paign was Trump’s com- 
ment that then Fox News an chor Megyn Kelly, who had dared to
ask him a tough ques tion about pre vi ous sex ist com ments, had
“blood com ing out of her wher ever.” This basest of in sults—in vok- 
ing the an cient idea that women’s men stru a tion makes them un fit
for pub lic life—was an early clue that the blind rage at women
over step ping their al lot ted bound aries would be come a driv ing
force of the cam paign. It was a hint, too, about the glue that con- 
nects a proud play boy like Don ald Trump with a sex ual scold like
Mike Pence (who ap par ently won’t have a meal alone with a fe- 
male co worker): a shared be lief that women’s bod ies ex ist to serve
men, whether as ob jects of sex ual grat i fi ca tion or as baby-mak ing
ma chines. And it was a pre view of the rooms packed with white
men who would soon be mak ing fate ful de ci sions about women’s
health and re pro duc tive free doms.

The Rank ing of Hu man Life

In the 2016 US pres i den tial elec tions, we heard the roar of men
who be lieve they and they alone have the right to rule—in pub lic,
and in pri vate be hind closed doors. One of the most chill ing de tails
about the men who sur round Trump, and who sup port him most
pub licly in the me dia, is the num ber of them who have been ac- 
cused of beat ing, ha rass ing, or sex u ally abus ing women. The list
in cludes Steve Ban non (whose ex-wife told po lice that he phys i- 
cally and ver bally abused her—the case was dis missed when his
ex-wife couldn’t be found by pros e cu tors to act as a wit ness);
Trump’s orig i nal pick for la bor sec re tary, An drew Puzder (whose
ex-wife claimed in court doc u ments that he caused per ma nent in- 
juries af ter “strik ing her vi o lently about the face, chest, back,
shoul ders, and neck, with out provo ca tion or cause”—though she
later re canted); Bill O’Reilly, of course, one of Trump’s most pow- 
er ful cham pi ons in the me dia; and Roger Ailes (who worked as an
ad viser to the Trump cam paign af ter be ing forced to leave Fox
News fol low ing al le ga tions of sex ual ha rass ment by more than two
dozen women, many at his own net work, and who, like O’Reilly,
de nied the al le ga tions). And the list would be in com plete with out
Trump him self, who has been ac cused by mul ti ple women, in clud- 
ing in law suits, of sex ual as sault and ha rass ment (he de nies all al- 
le ga tions), and whose first wife, Ivana, re port edly swore in a de po- 
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si tion that her hus band raped her in 1989 (like An drew Puzder’s
ex-wife, she re canted).

There is no short age of sex ual preda tors on the lib eral side of
the po lit i cal spec trum, but the litany of al le ga tions, ac cu sa tions,
and hush money that swirls around Trump’s in ner cir cle is un like
any thing we have seen be fore. No mat ter the al le ga tion, it is met
with a wall of de nial, of pow er ful men vouch ing for other pow er ful
men, send ing a mes sage to the world that women are not to be be- 
lieved. Per haps this shouldn’t come as a sur prise, given Trump’s
brand: he’s the boss who does what he wants—grabs what and
whomever he wants; mocks, shames, and hu mil i ates whomever he
wants when ever he wants. That is what the Grab ber-in-Chief is
sell ing. And there is clearly a rather large mar ket for it.

The Prob lem with “Jobs Vot ers”

Many of Trump’s vot ers were not pri mar ily driven by “white lash”
or “male lash” sen ti ments. Plenty of them said they voted for
Trump be cause they liked what he said about trade and jobs, or
be cause they wanted to stick it to the “swamp” of DC elites.

But there’s a prob lem with these sto ries. You can not cast a bal lot
for a per son who is openly ril ing up ha tred based on race, gen der,
or phys i cal abil ity un less, on some level, you think those is sues
aren’t im por tant. That the lives of the peo ple be ing put in tan gi ble
dan ger by this rhetoric (and the poli cies that flow from it) mat ter
less than your life and the lives of peo ple who look more like you.
You just can’t do it un less you are will ing to sac ri fice those other
cat e gories of peo ple for your (hoped-for) gain. To put it bluntly, a
vote for Trump might not re flect ac tive ha tred, but there is still, at
best, a trou bling in dif fer ence be hind the act.

The racial and gen der re sent ments that did so much to bring
Trump to power are not new. They have been om nipresent
through his tory, ris ing and fall ing with ad di tional stresses and
provo ca tions. There are, how ever, deep struc tural rea sons why
Trump’s ver sion of a very old tac tic is res onat ing so pow er fully
now, at this par tic u lar mo ment. Some of them have to do with
those changes in white male sta tus, but that tells only part of the
story. What re ally won it for Trump was how those losses in so cial
sta tus were lay ered on top of losses in ba sic eco nomic se cu rity.



82

The peo ple who have been hit hard est by ne olib eral poli cies
such as slashed so cial ser vices and bank ing dereg u la tion are not
Trump’s white vot ers—not by a long shot. These poli cies have
done far more to com pro mise the fi nan cial sta tus of Black and
Latino fam i lies, and it is within com mu ni ties of color that the
deep est ser vice cuts have been in flicted.

More over, the flip side of ne olib eral eco nomic poli cies that ex ile
whole seg ments of the pop u la tion from the for mal econ omy has
been an ex plo sion of the state ap pa ra tus aimed at con trol and con- 
tain ment: mil i ta rized po lice, fortressed bor ders, im mi gra tion de- 
ten tion, and mass in car cer a tion. The forty years since the ne olib- 
eral rev o lu tion be gan have seen the num ber of peo ple be hind bars
in the United States in crease by ap prox i mately 500 per cent—a
phe nom e non, once again, that dis pro por tion ately af fects Black
and brown peo ple, though whites are most cer tainly swept up in
the sys tem as well.

It’s also im por tant to note that Trump’s base wasn’t mostly
poor; it was solidly mid dle-in come, with most of his vot ers earn ing
be tween $50,000 and $200,000 a year (with a con cen tra tion at
the lower end of that range). Since so many Trump vot ers are not
des ti tute, some ar gue that their vote can’t be mo ti vated by eco- 
nomic stress.

But that misses an im por tant fac tor. A CNN anal y sis of exit polls
found that Trump won 77 per cent of the vote among those who
said that their fi nan cial sit u a tion was “worse to day” than it had
been four years ear lier. In other words, they may have been do ing
well com pared with the coun try’s av er age, but many had lost
ground. And in deed the losses be gan long be fore that.

In se cure on Ev ery Front

Over the past three decades, but ac cel er at ing since the 2008 fi nan- 
cial cri sis, pretty much ev ery one apart from the one per cent has
been los ing job se cu rity as well as what ever fee ble safety net used
to ex ist. That means a lost job has greater im pli ca tions now for
one’s abil ity to pay for health care or hold on to a home. This state
of af fairs hurts Trump’s work ing-class white male vot ers just as it
does so many oth ers. On the other hand, be cause many of Trump’s
blue-col lar vot ers had a no tably bet ter deal un til fairly re cently—
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able to ac cess well-paid, union ized man u fac tur ing jobs that sup- 
ported mid dle-class lives—these losses ap pear to come as more of
a shock.

This is re flected in a marked rise in deaths among white, mid- 
dle-aged Amer i cans with out col lege de grees, mainly from sui cide,
pre scrip tion drug over doses, and al co hol-re lated ill nesses. And
this is par tic u lar to whites: mor tal ity rates for Black and His panic
Amer i cans in sim i lar de mo graphic brack ets are fall ing. Anne Case
and An gus Deaton, the Prince ton econ o mists who no ticed this
trend dat ing back to 1999 and au thored a land mark pa per on what
they term “deaths of de spair,” ex plain the dis crep ancy as com ing
down to dif fer ent prior ex pe ri ences and ex pec ta tions, or “the fail- 
ure of life to turn out as ex pected.” An other way of think ing about
it is: when a build ing starts to col lapse, it’s the peo ple on the
higher floors who have fur ther to fall—that’s just physics.

On top of those losses, there are also the ground-shift ing un cer- 
tain ties as so ci ated with liv ing in a chang ing coun try, a na tion
rapidly be com ing more eth ni cally di verse, and where women are
gain ing more ac cess to power. That’s part of progress to ward
equal ity, the re sult of hard-fought bat tles, but it does mean that
white men are los ing eco nomic se cu rity (which ev ery one has a
right to) and their sense of a su pe rior sta tus (which they never had
a right to) at the same time. In the rush to con demn the lat ter
form of en ti tle ment, we shouldn’t lose sight of some thing im por- 
tant: not all forms of en ti tle ment are il le git i mate. All peo ple are
en ti tled to a dig ni fied life. In wealthy coun tries, it is not greedy or
an ex pres sion of un earned priv i lege to ex pect some ba sic se cu rity
in your job when you work hard for decades, some cer tainty that
you will be taken care of in old age, that you won’t be bankrupted
by ill ness, and that your kids will have ac cess to the tools they
need to ex cel. In a de cent so ci ety, peo ple should feel en ti tled to
those things. That’s hu man priv i lege. And yet those sorts of en ti- 
tle ments have been un der vi cious at tack by the Right for four
decades, to the ex tent that the word en ti tle ments—re fer ring to
pen sions and health care—is a slur in Wash ing ton, DC.

It is this com plex mix of fac tors that al lowed Trump to come
along and say: I will cham pion the be lea guered work ing man. I
will get you those man u fac tur ing jobs back. I’ll get rid of these free
trade agree ments. I’ll re turn your power to you. I’ll make you a
real man again. Free to grab women with out ask ing all those bor- 
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ing ques tions. Oh, and the most po tent part of Trump’s prom ise to
his base: I will take away the com pe ti tion from brown peo ple, who
will be de ported or banned, and Black peo ple, who will be locked
up if they fight for their rights. In other words, he would put white
men safely back on top once again.

The power of that prom ise is part of why Trump’s elec tion win
was like a Bat-Sig nal for hate mon gers of all kinds. The South ern
Poverty Law Cen ter re ported close to a tripling of anti-Mus lim
hate groups in 2016 alone. In the month af ter Trump’s elec tion,
there were more than a thou sand re ported in ci dents of hate tar get- 
ing peo ple of color. Thirty-two-year-old Srini vas Kuchib hotla, an
im mi grant en gi neer from In dia, was shot dead at a bar in Olathe,
Kan sas, by a white man who re port edly yelled, “Get out of my
coun try!” be fore open ing fire. In the first two months of 2017,
seven trans gen der peo ple were mur dered, prompt ing calls for a
fed eral hate crimes in ves ti ga tion.

To a ter ri fy ing de gree, skin color and gen der con form ity are de- 
ter min ing who is phys i cally safe in the hands of the state, who is at
risk from vig i lante vi o lence, who can ex press them selves with out
con stant ha rass ment, who can cross a bor der with out ter ror, and
who can wor ship with out fear.

The Iden tity Blame Game

Which is why it’s short-sighted, not to men tion dan ger ous, to call
for lib er als and pro gres sives to aban don their fo cus on “iden tity
pol i tics” and con cen trate in stead on eco nom ics and class—as if
these fac tors could in any way be pried apart.

Rail ing against so-called iden tity pol i tics and po lit i cal cor rect- 
ness is stan dard fare on Fox News and Bre it bart News, but those
aren’t the only places it’s com ing from, and the crit ics have only
be come more vo cal since the elec tion. The les son a great many lib- 
eral Democrats seem to have taken away from Hillary Clin ton’s
de feat is that her di rect ap peals to women and mi nori ties on the
cam paign trail made white work ing-class men feel left out, driv ing
them to Trump. Co lum bia Uni ver sity pro fes sor Mark Lilla ex- 
pressed this most promi nently in a post elec tion es say in the New
York Times. He chided Clin ton for “call ing out ex plic itly to
African-Amer i can, Latino, LGBT and women vot ers at ev ery stop.
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This was a strate gic mis take.” This fo cus on the tra di tion ally
marginal ized groups, and the “moral panic about racial, gen der
and sex ual iden tity…has dis torted lib er al ism’s mes sage and pre- 
vented it from be com ing a uni fy ing force ca pa ble of gov ern ing.”
Unity, ap par ently, re quires that all those noisy mi nori ties (com- 
bined, an over whelm ing ma jor ity, ac tu ally) need to pipe down
about their in di vid ual griev ances so Democrats can get back to
“It’s the econ omy, stupid,” the mantra of Bill Clin ton’s 1992 win- 
ning pres i den tial cam paign.

Ex cept this is ex actly the wrong con clu sion to draw from the
2016 elec tions. Clin ton’s fail ure was not one of mes sag ing but of
track record. Specif i cally, it was the stupid eco nom ics of ne olib er- 
al ism, fully em braced by her, her hus band, and her party’s es tab- 
lish ment, that left Clin ton with out a cred i ble of fer to make to those
white work ers who had voted for Obama (twice) and de cided, this
time, to vote Trump. True, Trump’s plans weren’t cred i ble, but at
least they were dif fer ent.

Sim i larly, if there was a prob lem with her fo cus on gen der, sex u- 
al ity, and racial iden tity, it was that Clin ton’s brand of iden tity pol- 
i tics does not chal lenge the sys tem that pro duced and en trenched
these in equal i ties, but seeks only to make that sys tem more “in clu- 
sive.” So, yes to mar riage equal ity and abor tion ac cess and trans- 
gen der bath rooms, but for get about the right to hous ing, the right
to a wage that sup ports a fam ily (Clin ton re sisted the calls for a
$15 min i mum wage), the uni ver sal right to free health care, or
any thing else that re quires se ri ous re dis tri bu tion of wealth from
top to bot tom and would mean chal leng ing the ne olib eral play- 
book. On the cam paign trail, Clin ton mocked her op po nent’s
“Trumped-up trickle-down eco nom ics,” but her own phi los o phy is
what we might call “trickle-down iden tity pol i tics”: tweak the sys- 
tem just enough to change the gen ders, col ors, and sex ual ori en ta- 
tion of some of the peo ple at the top, and wait for the jus tice to
trickle down to ev ery one else. And it turns out that trickle-down
works about as well in the iden tity sphere as it does in the eco- 
nomic one.

We know this be cause it’s been tried. There have been his toric
sym bolic vic to ries for di ver sity in re cent years—an African-Amer i- 
can first fam ily, two Black at tor neys gen eral, Hol ly wood pushed
into rec og niz ing Black di rec tors and ac tors, out gays and les bians
work ing as news an chors and head ing For tune 500 com pa nies, hit
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TV shows built around trans gen der char ac ters, an over all in crease
in the num ber of women in man age ment po si tions, to name just a
few. These vic to ries for di ver sity and in clu sion mat ter, they change
lives and bring in view points that would oth er wise be ab sent. It
was im mensely im por tant that a gen er a tion of kids grew up see ing
Obama in the most pow er ful of fice in the world. And yet this top-
down ap proach to change, if it is not ac com pa nied by bot tom-up
poli cies that ad dress sys temic is sues such as crum bling schools
and lack of ac cess to de cent hous ing, is not go ing to lead to real
equal ity. Not even close.

In the United States, the sig nif i cant gains made for greater di- 
ver sity and in clu sion at the top in re cent years have oc curred at a
time of mass de por ta tions of im mi grants, and as the wealth gap
be tween Black and white Amer i cans ac tu ally in creased. Ac cord ing
to the Ur ban In sti tute, be tween 2007 and 2010 the av er age wealth
of white fam i lies fell by 11 per cent (a huge amount), but Black fam- 
i lies saw their wealth fall by 31 per cent. In other words, Blacks and
whites be came more un equal dur ing a pe riod of tremen dous sym- 
bolic ad vance ments, not less. Part of this is be cause Black fam i lies
were dis pro por tion ately tar geted for sub prime loans, so they were
hit the hard est when the mar ket col lapsed in 2008.

Dur ing this same pe riod, young Black men con tin ued to be shot
and killed by po lice at an ob scene rate (five times higher than
white men of the same age bracket, ac cord ing to a study by the
Guardian), their mur ders of ten cap tured on video and seared into
the imag i na tions of still-de vel op ing young minds. It is against this
back drop that Black Lives Mat ter has be come this gen er a tion’s
civil rights move ment. As Keeanga-Yamahtta Tay lor, au thor of
From #Black Lives Mat ter to Black Lib er a tion, writes: “The Black
po lit i cal es tab lish ment, led by Pres i dent Barack Obama, had
shown over and over again that it was not ca pa ble of the most ba- 
sic task: keep ing Black chil dren alive. The young peo ple would
have to do it them selves.” Sim i larly, while there are a great many
women in po si tions of power—not enough, but sub stan tially more
than a gen er a tion ago—low-in come women are work ing longer
hours, of ten at mul ti ple jobs, with out se cu rity, just to pay the bills.
(Two-thirds of min i mum-wage work ers in the States are women.)
In the World Eco nomic Fo rum’s an nual global rank ings on the
eco nomic gen der gap, the US fell from the 28th spot in 2015 all the
way down to 45th place in 2016.
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While white Trump vot ers re sponded to their pre car i ous ness by
rag ing at the world, many tra di tional lib er als seem to have re- 
sponded by tun ing out. When Hillary Clin ton called out iden ti fi- 
able groups at ev ery rally, declar ing that she would “stand up” for
each of them, it was too tepid an of fer ing to build the ground-swell
of sup port she needed. So while white iden tity pol i tics pumped up
Trump’s base, trickle-down iden tity pol i tics fell flat for his op po- 
nent. In cru cial states such as Iowa, Ohio, and Wis con sin, Clin ton
drew 15 to 20 per cent fewer Demo cratic vot ers than Barack
Obama had in 2012. And that de pressed pro gres sive turnout is a
big part of how Trump man aged to eke out an elec toral win (de- 
spite los ing the pop u lar vote).

So per haps this is an other les son to draw from 2016. Fear of
“the other” may be an an i mat ing force for many sup port ers of far-
right par ties, but “in clu sion” of the other within an in her ently un- 
just sys tem will not be pow er ful enough to de feat those forces. It
wasn’t in spir ing enough to gal va nize the de mor al ized Demo cratic
base in 2016, or to de feat Brexit, and there is no rea son to be lieve
that dy namic will change any time soon.

In stead, the over ar ch ing task be fore us is not to rank our var i- 
ous is sues—iden tity ver sus eco nom ics, race ver sus gen der—and
for one to van quish all the oth ers in some sort of op pres sion cage
match. It is to un der stand in our bones how these forms of op pres- 
sion in ter sect and prop each other up, cre at ing the com plex scaf- 
fold ing that al lowed a klep to cratic thug to grab the world’s most
pow er ful job as if it were a host ess at a strip club.

“Racial Cap i tal ism”

This is a good time to re mem ber that man u fac tur ing false hi er ar- 
chies based on race and gen der in or der to en force a bru tal class
sys tem is a very long story. Our mod ern cap i tal ist econ omy was
born thanks to two very large sub si dies: stolen In dige nous land
and stolen African peo ple. Both re quired the cre ation of in tel lec- 
tual the o ries that ranked the rel a tive value of hu man lives and la- 
bor, plac ing white men at the top. These church and state–sanc- 
tioned the o ries of white (and Chris tian) supremacy are what al- 
lowed In dige nous civ i liza tions to be ac tively “un seen” by Eu ro pean
ex plor ers—vis ually per ceived and yet not ac knowl edged to have
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pre ex ist ing rights to the land—and en tire richly pop u lated con ti- 
nents to be legally clas si fied as un oc cu pied and there fore fair game
on an ab surd “find ers keep ers” ba sis.

It was these same sys tems of hu man rank ing that were de ployed
to jus tify the mass kid nap ping, shack ling, and tor tur ing of other
hu mans in or der to force them to work that stolen land—which led
the late po lit i cal the o rist Cedric Robin son to de scribe the mar ket
econ omy that gave birth to the United States not sim ply as cap i tal- 
ism but as “racial cap i tal ism.” The cot ton and sugar picked by en- 
slaved Africans was the fuel that kick-started the In dus trial Rev o- 
lu tion. The abil ity to dis count darker peo ple and darker na tions in
or der to jus tify steal ing their land and la bor was foun da tional, and
none of it would have been pos si ble with out those the o ries of
racial supremacy that gave the whole morally bank rupt sys tem a
patina of le gal re spectabil ity. In other words, eco nom ics was never
sep a ra ble from “iden tity pol i tics,” cer tainly not in colo nial na tions
like the United States—so why would it sud denly be to day?

As the civil rights lawyer Michelle Alexan der wrote in her book
The New Jim Crow, the pol i tics of racial hi er ar chy have been the
ever-present ac com plices to the mar ket sys tem as it evolved
through the cen turies. Elites in the United States have used race as
a wedge, she writes, “to dec i mate a mul tira cial al liance of poor
peo ple”—first in the face of slave re bel lions sup ported by white
work ers, then with Jim Crow laws, and later dur ing the so-called
war on drugs. Ev ery time these mul ti eth nic coali tions have be- 
come pow er ful enough to threaten cor po rate power, white work ers
have been con vinced that their real en e mies are darker-skinned
peo ple steal ing “their” jobs or threat en ing their neigh bor hoods.
And there has been no more ef fec tive way to con vince white vot ers
to sup port the de fund ing of schools, bus sys tems, and wel fare than
by telling them (how ever wrongly) that most of the ben e fi cia ries of
those ser vices are darker-skinned peo ple, many of them “il le gal,”
out to scam the sys tem. In Eu rope, fear mon ger ing about how mi- 
grants are steal ing jobs, ex ploit ing so cial ser vices, and erod ing the
cul ture has played a sim i larly en abling role.

Ronald Rea gan kicked this into high gear in the United States
with the myth that food stamps were be ing col lected by fur-wear- 
ing, Cadil lac-driv ing “wel fare queens” and used to sub si dize a cul- 
ture of crime. And Trump was no small player in this hys te ria. In
1989, af ter five Black and Latino teenagers were ac cused of rap ing



89

a white woman in Cen tral Park, he bought full-page ads in sev eral
New York daily pa pers call ing for the re turn of the death penalty.
The Cen tral Park Five were later ex on er ated by DNA ev i dence, and
their sen tences were va cated. Trump re fused to apol o gize or re- 
tract his claims. No won der, then, that his Jus tice De part ment, un- 
der the di rec tion of At tor ney Gen eral Jeff Ses sions, is ar gu ing that
so cial ser vices and in fra struc ture in cities such as New York and
Chicago are “crum bling un der the weight of il le gal im mi gra tion
and vi o lent crime”—con ve niently mov ing the sub ject away from
years of ne olib eral ne glect to ward the sup posed need to crack
down on crime, and to bar these cities from declar ing them selves
“sanc tu ar ies” for im mi grants.

Di vide and Con quer

In truth, noth ing has done more to help build our present cor po- 
rate dystopia than the per sis tent and sys tem atic pit ting of work- 
ing-class whites against Blacks, cit i zens against mi grants, and men
against women. White supremacy, misog yny, ho mo pho bia, and
trans pho bia have been the elite’s most po tent de fenses against
gen uine democ racy. A di vide-and-ter ror ize strat egy, along side
ever more cre ative reg u la tions that make it harder for many mi- 
nori ties to vote, is the only way to carry out a po lit i cal and eco- 
nomic agenda that ben e fits such a nar row por tion of the pop u la- 
tion.

We also know from his tory that white su prem a cist and fas cist
move ments—though they may al ways burn in the back ground—
are far more likely to turn into wild fires dur ing pe ri ods of sus- 
tained eco nomic hard ship and na tional de cline. That is the les son
of Weimar Ger many, which—rav aged by war and hu mil i ated by
pun ish ing eco nomic sanc tions—be came ripe for Nazism. That
warn ing was sup posed to have echoed through the ages.

Af ter the Holo caust, the world came to gether to try to cre ate
con di tions that would pre vent geno ci dal logic from ever again tak- 
ing hold. It was this, com bined with sig nif i cant pres sure from be- 
low, that formed the ra tio nale for gen er ous so cial pro grams
through out Eu rope. West ern pow ers em braced the prin ci ple that
mar ket economies needed to guar an tee enough ba sic dig nity that
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dis il lu sioned cit i zens would not go look ing for scape goats or ex- 
treme ide olo gies.

But all that has been dis carded, and we are al low ing con di tions
eerily sim i lar to those in the 1930s to be re-cre ated to day. Since
the 2008 fi nan cial cri sis, the In ter na tional Mon e tary Fund (IMF),
the Eu ro pean Com mis sion, and the Eu ro pean Cen tral Bank
(known as the “troika”) have forced coun try af ter coun try to ac cept
“shock ther apy”–style re forms in ex change for des per ately needed
bailout funds. To coun tries such as Greece, Italy, Por tu gal, and
even France, they said: “Sure, we’ll bail you out, but only in ex- 
change for your ab ject hu mil i a tion. Only in ex change for you giv- 
ing up con trol over your eco nomic af fairs, only if you del e gate all
key de ci sions to us, only if you pri va tize large parts of your econ- 
omy, in clud ing parts of your econ omy that are seen as cen tral to
your iden tity, like your min eral wealth. Only if you ac cept cuts to
salaries and pen sions and health care.” There is a bit ter irony here,
be cause the IMF was cre ated af ter World War II with the ex press
man date of pre vent ing the kinds of eco nomic pun ish ment that fu- 
eled so much re sent ment in Ger many af ter World War I. And yet it
was an ac tive part of the process that helped cre ate the con di tions
for neo-fas cist par ties to gain ground in Greece, Bel gium, France,
Hun gary, Slo vakia, and so many other coun tries. Our cur rent fi- 
nan cial sys tem is spread ing eco nomic hu mil i a tion all over the
world—and it’s hav ing the pre cise ef fects that the econ o mist and
diplo mat John May nard Keynes warned of a cen tury ago, when he
wrote that if the world im posed pun ish ing eco nomic sanc tions on
Ger many, “vengeance, I dare pre dict, will not limp.”

I un der stand the urge to boil Trump’s elec tion down to just one
or two causes. To say it is all sim ply an ex pres sion of the ugli est
forces in the United States, which never went away and roared to
the fore ground when a dem a gogue emerged who tore off the mask.
To say it is all about race, a blind rage at the loss of white priv i lege.
Or to say that it’s all at trib ut able to women-ha tred, since the very
fact that Hillary Clin ton could have been de feated by so vile and
ig no rant a fig ure as Trump is a wound that, for a great many
women, re fuses to heal.

But the re duc tion of the cur rent cri sis to just one or two fac tors
at the ex clu sion of all else won’t get us any closer to un der stand ing
how to de feat these forces now or the next time out. If we can not
be come just a lit tle bit cu ri ous about how all these el e ments—race,
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gen der, class, eco nom ics, his tory, cul ture—have in ter sected with
one an other to pro duce the cur rent cri sis, we will, at best, be stuck
where we were be fore Trump won. And that was not a safe place.

Be cause al ready, be fore Trump, we had a cul ture that treats
both peo ple and planet like so much garbage. A sys tem that ex- 
tracts life times of la bor from work ers and then dis cards them
with out pro tec tion. That treats mil lions of peo ple, ex cluded from
eco nomic op por tu nity, as refuse to be thrown away in side pris ons.
That treats gov ern ment as a re source to be mined for pri vate
wealth, leav ing wreck age be hind. That treats the land, wa ter, and
air that sus tain all of life as lit tle more than a bot tom less sewer.

Love less ness as Pol icy

The au thor and in tel lec tual Cor nel West has said that “jus tice is
what love looks like in pub lic.” I of ten think that ne olib er al ism is
what love less ness looks like as pol icy. It looks like gen er a tions of
chil dren, over whelm ingly Black and brown, raised amidst an un- 
car ing land scape. It looks like the rat-in fested schools of De troit. It
looks like wa ter pipes leak ing lead and poi son ing young minds in
Flint. It looks like fore closed mort gages on homes that were built
to col lapse. It looks like fam ished hos pi tals that feel more like jails
—and over stuffed jails that are hu man ity’s best ap prox i ma tion of
hell. It looks like trash ing the beauty of the planet as if it had no
value at all. It is, much like Trump him self, greed and care less ness
in car nate.

While our global eco nomic model is fail ing the vast ma jor ity of
peo ple on the planet, it is not fail ing all of us equally. The ha tred
that Trump and his team are help ing to di rect at the most vul ner a- 
ble is not a sep a rate project from their eco nomic pil lage on be half
of the ul tra rich, their cor po rate coup—the for mer en ables the lat- 
ter. Trump’s ug li ness on race and gen der serves a spe cific set of
wildly prof itable goals, as iden tity-based ha treds al ways have.

For tu nately, the fastest-grow ing grass roots po lit i cal for ma tions
of our era—from the move ment to end vi o lence against women to
the Move ment for Black Lives, from work ers call ing for a liv ing
wage to In dige nous rights and cli mate jus tice move ments—are re- 
ject ing a sin gle-is sue ap proach. They have em braced the “in ter sec- 
tion al ity” frame work ar tic u lated by fem i nist and civil rights ad vo- 
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cate Kim berlé Williams Cren shaw. That means iden ti fy ing how
mul ti ple is sues—race, gen der, in come, sex u al ity, phys i cal abil ity,
im mi gra tion sta tus, lan guage—in ter sect and over lap within an in- 
di vid ual’s life ex pe ri ence, and also within struc tures of power.

The Trump ad min is tra tion does not choose be tween amp ing up
law and or der, at tack ing women’s re pro duc tive rights, es ca lat ing
for eign con flicts, scape goat ing im mi grants, set ting off a fos sil fuel
frenzy, and oth er wise dereg u lat ing the econ omy in the in ter ests of
the su per-rich. They are pro ceed ing on all these fronts (and oth- 
ers) si mul ta ne ously, know ing them to be com po nent parts of the
sin gu lar project of “mak ing Amer ica great again.”

Which is why any op po si tion that is se ri ous about tak ing on
Trump, or other far-right forces like him around the world, must
em brace the task of telling a new his tory of how we ended up here,
in this per ilous mo ment. A his tory that com pellingly shows the
role played by the pol i tics of di vi sion and sep a ra tion. Racial di vi- 
sions. Class di vi sions. Gen der di vi sions. Cit i zen ship di vi sions.

And a false di vi sion be tween hu mans and the nat u ral world.
Only then will it be come pos si ble to truly come to gether to win

the world we need.
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CHAP TER SIX

 

POL I TICS HATES A VAC UUM
 

There have been a lot of low lights in Trump’s short pres i dency so
far, from can dlelit bal lis tic mis sile sum mits at Mar-a-Lago to un- 
fil tered, an gry tweets about de part ment stores. But from a re sis- 
tance per spec tive, it’s still hard to beat the low reached on Trump’s
first full day at the of fice, on the Mon day af ter in au gu ra tion. That’s
when a group of smil ing US union lead ers strolled out of the White
House and up to a bank of wait ing cam eras and de clared their al le- 
giance to Don ald Trump.

Sean Mc Gar vey, pres i dent of North Amer ica’s Build ing Trades
Unions, re ported that Trump had taken the del e ga tion rep re sent- 
ing more than half a dozen unions on a tour of the Oval Of fice,
show ing a level of re spect that was “noth ing short of in cred i ble.”
More praise came from Doug Mc Car ron, pres i dent of the United
Broth er hood of Car pen ters. He de scribed Trump’s in au gu ral ad- 
dress—judged by most to have been a bel liger ent spo ken-tweet
storm—as “a great mo ment for work ing men and women.”

It was hard to watch. Trump was al ready wag ing war on the
most vul ner a ble work ers in the econ omy, and there was talk of
bud get cuts so dra co nian they would mean mass lay offs for pub lic
sec tor work ers like bus driv ers. So why were these la bor lead ers,
rep re sent ing around a quar ter of all union ized work ers in the
United States, break ing the most sa cred prin ci ple of the union
move ment—sol i dar ity with other work ers? Most of the unions
whose lead ers toured the White House had been loyal to the
Democrats for decades. Why choose this mo ment, when so many
were in pain, to heap praise on Don ald Trump?

Well, they ex plained that part of their deal with the devil had to
do with Trump’s en ergy plans—all those pipe lines. And some of it
had to do with Trump’s pledge to spend on in fra struc ture (though
it went un said, they may even have been buoyed by talk of spend- 
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ing $21 bil lion on the bor der wall with Mex ico). But the clincher,
the union heads were clear, was that here, fi nally, was a pres i dent
who had their backs on free trade.

In deed, Trump had wasted no time on that front. That same
day, shortly be fore meet ing with the union del e ga tion, he signed
an ex ec u tive or der with draw ing the United States from the Trans-
Pa cific Part ner ship, the eleven-coun try trade deal that he’d railed
against on the cam paign trail as the “rape of our coun try.” At the
sign ing cer e mony where the US of fi cially left the TPP, Trump an- 
nounced, “It’s a great thing for the Amer i can worker.”

Sub se quently, a few peo ple wrote to me to ask if this might be
the sil ver lin ing in Trump’s pres i dency. Wasn’t it a good thing that
trade deals that many pro gres sives had been crit i ciz ing for
decades were now on the chop ping block or, like the North Amer i- 
can Free Trade Agree ment, set to be re opened and rene go ti ated to
“bring the jobs back”? I un der stand the de sire to find bright sides
to the daily chaos un fold ing in the White House. But Trump’s
trade plans are not one of them.

The whole thing re minds me of all the lib eral hawks who backed
George W. Bush’s in va sion of Iraq be cause the war co in cided with
their de sire to lib er ate Iraqis from Sad dam Hus sein—the “hu man i- 
tar ian in ter ven tion” ar gu ment. There was noth ing in the Bush—
Ch eney track record or world view to sug gest there would be any- 
thing demo cratic or hu man i tar ian about their in va sion and oc cu- 
pa tion of Iraq—and, sure enough, the oc cu pa tion rapidly be came
the site of killing fields and tor ture com mit ted by the US mil i tary
and its con trac tors, as well as out-of-con trol war prof i teer ing. So
what is there in Trump’s track record, in his treat ment of his own
work ers, in the ap point ments he has made, in the pro-cor po rate
poli cies he has al ready pushed through, that should cause any one
to be lieve that the way he will rene go ti ate trade deals, or “bring
back the jobs,” will in any way be in the in ter ests of work ers or the
en vi ron ment?

Rather than hope that Trump is go ing to mag i cally trans form
into Bernie Sanders, and choose this one arena in which to be a
gen uine ad vo cate for any one who isn’t re lated to him, we would do
far bet ter to ask some tough ques tions about how it’s been pos si ble
for a gang of un apolo getic plu to crats, with open dis dain for demo- 
cratic norms, to hi jack an is sue like cor po rate free trade in the first
place.
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The Race to the Bot tom

Trump has made trade deals a sig na ture is sue for two rea sons. The
first, on full dis play that day at the White House, is that it’s a great
way to steal votes from the Democrats. The right-wing pun dit
Charles Krautham mer—no fan of unions—de clared on Fox News
that Trump’s cozy union sum mit was a “great act of po lit i cal lar- 
ceny.”

The sec ond rea son is that Trump—who we know be lieves his
own su per-ne go tia tor PR—has said he can ne go ti ate bet ter deals
than his pre de ces sors. But here’s the catch: by “bet ter,” he doesn’t
mean bet ter for union ized work ers, and cer tainly not bet ter for the
en vi ron ment. He means bet ter in the same way he al ways means
bet ter—bet ter for him and his cor po rate em pire, bet ter for the
bankers and oil ex ec u tives who make up his ad min is tra tion. In
other words, trade rules, if Trump gets his way, are about to get a
lot worse for reg u lar peo ple—not just in the United States, but
around the world.

You only have to look at what Trump has done since tak ing of- 
fice. On the same day he flat tered the union lead ers by giv ing them
a pri vate tour, he also met with busi ness lead ers and an nounced
plans to cut reg u la tions by 75 per cent and cut taxes for cor po ra- 
tions to 15 per cent. It’s work ers who pay the price for poli cies like
this. With out reg u la tions, their jobs be come more un safe, with
more on-the-job in juries, and it’s work ers who use the ser vices
that are get ting slashed to pay for tax cuts to the wealthy. Trump
has al ready re neged on his prom ise to make sure the Key stone XL
pipe line would be built with Amer i can steel, an early in di ca tion of
the depth of his com mit ment to “Buy Amer i can, Hire Amer i can.”

There is also ev ery rea son to sus pect that the ad min is tra tion’s
plans to at tract man u fac tur ing back to the States will rely on
rolling back many of the pro tec tions that unions have won over
the last cen tury—in clud ing the re main ing pro tec tions for the right
to bar gain col lec tively. Many around Trump have pushed hard to
make it more dif fi cult for unions to or ga nize, par tic u larly with so-
called right-to-work leg is la tion, and with Re pub li cans in con trol of
the House and Sen ate, that pri or ity will re main on the agenda.

The long list of gifts the Trump ad min is tra tion has al ready
handed out to cor po rate Amer ica makes it clear that Trump’s
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strat egy for “mak ing Amer ica great again” by re viv ing man u fac tur- 
ing is to make Amer i can man u fac tur ing cheap again. With out all
those pesky reg u la tions, with far lower cor po rate tax rates, with
Trump’s all-out as sault on en vi ron men tal pro tec tions, Amer i can
work ers will in deed be closer to com pet ing on cost with work ers in
low-wage coun tries like Mex ico.

Trump told us all we needed to know about his at ti tude to ward
work ers with his first pick for la bor sec re tary, the cab i net post that
is sup posed to pro tect the US work force. He chose An drew Puzder
—a nom i na tion that ul ti mately failed, but one so egre gious that it’s
worth re call ing as a marker of Trump’s in ten tions. Puzder is the
CEO of a restau rant em pire that in cludes the fast-food chains
Hardee’s and Carl’s Jr., and he is widely con sid ered to be among
the most abu sive em ploy ers in the coun try. Dozens of law suits
have al leged that his com pany and its fran chises have failed to pay
work ers for over time and other work, lead ing to mil lions in set tle- 
ments. The cor rect term for this is wage theft. He has also mused
pub licly about the ben e fits of work ing with ma chines in stead of
work ers: “They never take a va ca tion, they never show up late,
there’s never a slip-and-fall, or an age, sex, or race dis crim i na tion
case,” he told Busi ness In sider. Sen ate Mi nor ity Leader Charles
Schumer called Puzder, worth an es ti mated $45 mil lion, “prob a bly
the most anti-worker” choice ever. What Trump’s ad mi ra tion for
Puzder sug gests is that his real plan for lur ing back man u fac tur ing
is to sup press rights, wages, and pro tec tions to such a de gree that
work ing in a fac tory will be a lot like work ing at Hardee’s un der
An drew Puzder. In other words, it’s yet an other plan to take from
the vul ner a ble to ben e fit the al ready out ra geously rich.

What we are wit ness ing is not a sil ver lin ing of any sort. It’s the
push to the fin ish line in the “race to the bot tom” that op po nents
of these cor po rate trade deals al ways feared.

Yes, It’s Pos si ble to Make Bad Trade Deals
Worse

Trump is not plan ning to re move the parts of trade deals that are
most dam ag ing to work ers—the parts, for in stance, that pro hibit
poli cies which are de signed to fa vor lo cal, over for eign, pro duc- 
tion. Or the parts that al low cor po ra tions to sue na tional gov ern- 
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ments if they in tro duce laws—in clud ing laws de signed to cre ate
jobs and pro tect work ers—that busi nesses deem to be un fairly cut- 
ting into their prof its.

Con trary to cam paign pledges to pe nal ize com pa nies that move
pro duc tion out side the United States, the ac tual plan seems to be
to ex pand pro tec tions for cor po ra tions that move pro duc tion off- 
shore. This is not spec u la tion. Just two months into the new pres i- 
dency, a draft let ter was leaked of the ad min is tra tion’s no tice to
Con gress stat ing its in tent to rene go ti ate the North Amer i can Free
Trade Agree ment (NAFTA). Ac cord ing to Pub lic Cit i zen’s Global
Trade Watch’s anal y sis, the ad min is tra tion plans to take the worst
el e ments of the Trans-Pa cific Part ner ship and add them to, or
strengthen them in, NAFTA—while not even scrap ping the lan guage
that de nies the US the right to im ple ment “Buy Amer i can” rules.
As Lori Wal lach, di rec tor of Global Trade Watch, put it, “for those
who trusted Trump’s pledge to make NAFTA ‘much bet ter’ for
work ing peo ple, it’s a punch in the face.”

One of the most in sid i ous parts of many trade deals is the ag- 
gres sive pro tec tion they pro vide for patents and trade marks,
which of ten puts life sav ing drugs and crit i cal tech nolo gies out of
reach for the poor. The Trumps have built a global em pire that re- 
lies, above all else, on be ing granted trade marks and li censes and
hav ing them fiercely pro tected—so we can ex pect the parts of deals
con cern ing in tel lec tual prop erty to be come more harm ful, not less.

The strong est ev i dence of Trump’s plans is the per son he has
cho sen to over see his trade ne go ti a tions. His com merce sec re tary
is Wilbur Ross, a for mer banker and bil lion aire ven ture cap i tal ist
who made a for tune tak ing over firms and re struc tur ing them to
make them more prof itable—a feat al most in vari ably ac com- 
plished by lay ing off work ers and mov ing pro duc tion to cheaper
lo ca tions. In 2004, for ex am ple, he bought Cone Mills, an Amer i- 
can tex tile com pany. Af ter less than a decade of re struc tur ing, cor- 
po rate merg ers, and out sourc ing, the US work force in one North
Car olina fac tory dropped from over 1,000 to just 300 while Ross
ex panded pro duc tion in China and Mex ico.

Putting a CEO like Ross in charge of trade is just one more ex- 
am ple of the cor po rate coup—cut ting out any pre tense of a neu tral
gov ern ment me di a tor and in stead plac ing cor po ra tions di rectly in
charge of the fi nal stage of the dec i ma tion of the pub lic sphere and
the pub lic in ter est.
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If this agenda is fully re al ized, work ers in the United States will
find them selves with fewer pro tec tions than they have had at any
point since the Dick en sian night mares of the Gilded Age.

But re sis tance is ris ing. An drew Puzder was forced to with draw
his nom i na tion for la bor sec re tary, in part be cause of or ga niz ing
by restau rant work ers across the coun try. And when Trump was
in vited to ad dress a con ven tion of two thou sand mem bers of
North Amer ica’s Build ing Trades Unions, the or ga ni za tion that
had sung his praises at the White House, a group of work ers de- 
cided they were fed up with their union’s de ci sion to cozy up to the
“bil lion aire-in-chief.” When Trump spoke to the room packed with
union mem bers, they stood up, turned their backs on him, and
held up signs that said #RE SIST—un til they were re moved by se- 
cu rity.

Not all trade unions have fallen for Trump’s trade swin dle. Most
la bor lead ers, par tic u larly those rep re sent ing mul tira cial work- 
forces—in clud ing Na tional Nurses United, unions rep re sent ing
pub lic tran sit work ers, and the Ser vice Em ploy ees In ter na tional
Union—un der stand that Trump rep re sents an ex is ten tial threat to
their move ment and are or ga niz ing ac cord ingly. And yet the ear- 
lier ques tion re mains: how could Trump’s trans par ently ab surd
pos ture as a cham pion of the work ing man find a ready au di ence
with a not-in sub stan tial part of the US la bor move ment in the first
place?

A large part of the an swer has to do with the fact that much of
this po lit i cal bat tle ground has been ceded by lib er als to the Right.

Re mem ber ing a Pow er ful Global Move ment

Be gin ning in the 1990s, I was part of a global move ment warn ing
that cor po rate free trade agree ments, and the model of global
com merce they ac cel er ated, were lead ing to a level of hu man dis- 
pos ses sion and en vi ron men tal de struc tion that would rapidly be
un ten able. It was a multi gen er a tional move ment that spanned
dozens of coun tries and sec tors, bring ing to gether non profit or ga- 
ni za tions, rad i cal an ar chists, In dige nous com mu ni ties, churches,
trade unions, and more. It was messy, ide o log i cally in choate, im- 
per fect—but it was also large and, for a time, pow er ful enough to
clock some ma jor wins.
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In deed, it came close to be ing, in some im por tant ways, the kind
of broad-based coali tion that is needed at the present mo ment to
take on the pseudo-pop ulist Right. So now seems like a good time
to look at the lessons of our move ment’s rise—and fall. Be cause if
that move ment had been able to trans late its street power into
more pol icy vic to ries, it would have been un think able for Trump
and his cor po rate cab i net to tap into the rage at un fair global trade
rules and wrap them selves in the cloak of “fair trade.”

In the late 1990s through to the early 2000s, from Lon don to
Genoa, to Mum bai, to Buenos Aires, Que bec City and Mi ami, there
could not be a high-level gath er ing to ad vance the ne olib eral eco- 
nomic agenda with out count er dem on str atio ns. That’s what hap- 
pened in Seat tle dur ing a sum mit of the World Trade Or ga ni za- 
tion, where the city was com pletely shut down by pro test ers, de- 
rail ing the meet ings. It hap pened a few months later at the an nual
meet ings of the In ter na tional Mon e tary Fund and World Bank in
Wash ing ton, and at sum mits to push the Free Trade Area of the
Amer i cas, a deal that would have stretched from Alaska to Tierra
del Fuego. And this move ment was no small thing: by July 2001,
roughly 300,000 peo ple were on the streets of Genoa dur ing a G8
meet ing.

Un like to day’s hy per na tion al ist right-wing move ments that rail
against “glob al ism,” our move ment was proudly in ter na tional and
in ter na tion al ist, us ing the nov elty of a still-young In ter net to or ga- 
nize eas ily across na tional bor ders, on line and face to face. Find ing
com mon ground in how those deals were in creas ing in equal ity and
loot ing the pub lic sphere in all our coun tries, we called for open
bor ders for peo ple, the lib er a tion of medicines, seeds, and cru cial
tech nolo gies from re stric tive patent pro tec tions, and far more con- 
trols over cor po ra tions.

At its core, the move ment was about deep democ racy, from lo cal
to global, and it stood in op po si tion to what we used to call “cor po- 
rate rule”—a frame more rel e vant to day than ever. Our ob jec tion
was ob vi ously not to trade; cul tures have al ways traded goods
across bor ders, and al ways will. We ob jected to the way transna- 
tional in sti tu tions were us ing trade deals to glob al ize pro-cor po- 
rate poli cies that were ex tremely prof itable for a small group of
play ers but which were steadily de vour ing so much of what used to
be pub lic and com monly held: seeds, wa ter rights, pub lic health
care, and much more.
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One of the early fights that typ i fied what was at stake in volved
the Bo li vian city of Cochabamba and the Amer i can cor po ra tion
Bech tel. As part of the push to pri va tize the city’s ser vices, Bech tel
won a con tract to run the lo cal wa ter sys tem. As a re sult, prices for
this most es sen tial of ser vices soared, and it was even deemed il le- 
gal to col lect rain wa ter with out spe cial per mis sion. Res i dents of
Cochabamba rose up in what be came known as “the Wa ter War”
and threw Bech tel out of the coun try. But then Bech tel turned
around and sued Bo livia for $50 mil lion in dam ages and lost rev- 
enue. So even when the peo ple re claimed their demo cratic rights
over this cor po ra tion, they were still vul ner a ble to bru tal claims in
trade court. Which is why we saw trade pol icy as such a core fight
be tween democ racy and oli garchy.

Any one who has paid at ten tion dur ing Trump’s first months in
of fice, or seen who he has sur rounded him self with, knows that he
is not go ing to re verse these trends, but ac cel er ate them.

Team sters and Tur tles—To gether at Last!

One area of con cern was how these deals were lead ing to dev as tat- 
ing job losses, leav ing be hind rust belts from De troit to Buenos
Aires, while com pa nies such as Ford and Toy ota looked for ever-
cheaper places to pro duce. But for the most part, our op po si tion
was not grounded in Trump-style pro tec tion ism; it was try ing to
stem the be gin ning of what al ready looked like a race to the bot- 
tom, a new world or der that was neg a tively im pact ing work ers and
the en vi ron ment in ev ery coun try. We were ar gu ing for a model of
trade that would start with the im per a tive to pro tect peo ple and
the planet. That was cru cial then—it’s ur gent now.

The move ment was even start ing to win. We de feated the pro- 
posed Free Trade Area of the Amer i cas. We brought World Trade
Or ga ni za tion ne go ti a tions to a stand still. And the World Bank and
the In ter na tional Mon e tary Fund could no longer speak of “struc- 
tural ad just ment”—mean ing forc ing ne olib er al ism on poor coun- 
tries—in the open.

Look ing back, one of the rea sons we suc ceeded was that we
stopped fix at ing on our dif fer ences, and came to gether across sec- 
tors and na tional bor ders to fight for a com mon goal. There were
plenty of con flicts over tac tics, and en vi ron men tal ists and trade
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union ists still had large ar eas of dis agree ment. In spite of that,
how ever, on the streets of Seat tle you had trade unions like the
Team sters march ing along side en vi ron men tal ists un der the ban- 
ner Team sters and Tur tles: To gether at last!

That’s a long way from those trade union lead ers out side the
White House, cheer ing on Trump.

Shocked Out of the Way

So what the hell hap pened?
The short an swer is: shock hap pened. The Sep tem ber 11 at tacks,

and the whole era of the so-called War on Ter ror, pretty much
wiped our move ment off the map in North Amer ica and Eu rope—
an ex pe ri ence that started me off on an ex plo ration of the po lit i cal
uses (and mis uses) of cri sis that has gripped me ever since.

Of course, the move ment never dis ap peared com pletely, and
many or ga ni za tions and good peo ple con tin ued to work dili gently
to raise the alarm about new un fair trade deals. In Latin Amer ica,
op po si tion forces came into gov ern ment in such coun tries as Bo- 
livia and Ecuador and set up their own “fair trade” net works. But
in the Global North, we rapidly ceased to be an unig nor able mass
move ment that changed the con ver sa tion in dozens of coun tries.
Af ter Sep tem ber 11, 2001, we sud denly found our selves un der at- 
tack from politi cians and me dia com men ta tors equat ing rowdy an- 
ti cor po rate street demon stra tions (and yes, there had been bat tles
with the po lice and bro ken store win dows) with the de ranged
forces that had staged the at tacks on the World Trade Cen ter. It
was a vile com par i son, en tirely with out ba sis. But it didn’t mat ter.

Our move ment had al ways been a very big tent—a “move ment of
move ments,” as we called it (a phrase that has come back into the
lex i con). But af ter Sep tem ber 11, large parts of the coali tion got
spooked by the “with us or with the ter ror ists” rhetoric. The non- 
prof its who rely on large foun da tions feared los ing their fund ing
and with drew, as did some key unions. Al most overnight, peo ple
went back to their sin gle-is sue si los, and this re mark able (if im- 
per fect) cross-sec toral al liance, which had brought to gether such a
di ver sity of peo ple un der a pro-democ racy um brella, vir tu ally dis- 
ap peared. This left a vac uum for Trump and far-right par ties in
Eu rope to step in, ex ploit the jus ti fied rage at loss of con trol to un- 
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ac count able transna tional in sti tu tions, di rect it to ward im mi- 
grants and Mus lims and any one else who makes an easy tar get,
and take the project of cor po rate rule into new and un charted wa- 
ters.

Many stayed ac tive in this pe riod and joined other broad coali- 
tions, but by com par i son these were thin and tac ti cal: “De feat
Bush,” “Stop the War.” The deeper anal y sis of the global eco nomic
forces we were all up against re gard less of which party was in
power was largely lost.

Vac uum, Meet Trump

This is im por tant to re mem ber be cause there’s a real risk to day of
re peat ing those mis takes—of com ing to gether around low est-com- 
mon-de nom i na tor de mands such as “Im peach Trump” or “Elect
Democrats” and, in the process, los ing our fo cus on the con di tions
and pol i tics that al lowed Trump’s rise and are fu el ing the growth
of far-right par ties around the world. One thing we know for cer- 
tain from the Bush years is that say ing no is not enough.

I’ll never for get that, just a few days af ter the Sep tem ber 11 at- 
tacks, the Na tional Post—a right-wing pa per in Canada—ran a
story head lined ANTI-GLOB AL IZA TION IS SO YES TER DAY. They
couldn’t wait to bury our move ment. But they were spec tac u larly
wrong—there is noth ing “yes ter day” about the alarm we raised.
The pain and dis lo ca tion didn’t go away just be cause the me dia de- 
cided it was time to talk about ter ror ism 24/7.

On the con trary, the crises deep ened, forc ing mil lions to leave
their homes in search of a bet ter life. A 2017 study from the Cen ter
for Eco nomic and Pol icy Re search found that Mex ico’s poverty
rate has risen since the 1994 im ple men ta tion of NAFTA, with 20
mil lion ad di tional peo ple now liv ing in poverty—a ma jor fac tor
push ing Mex i can mi gra tion to the United States. Mean while, in
North Amer ica and Eu rope, white work ers grew pro gres sively
more pissed off at hav ing their voices ig nored. This opened the
space for dem a gogues like Trump to step in and di rect work ers’
rage away from plu to crats like him, who had prof ited so lav ishly
from the out sourc ing op por tu ni ties en abled by these deals, and at
Mex i can mi grants in stead, vic tims of the same poli cies that were
hol low ing out their com mu ni ties, the very same bad deals.
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This is the space the Brexit cam paign usurped, un der its slo gan
“Take back con trol!” And it is the same rage that France’s Ma rine
Le Pen of the far-right Front Na tional speaks to when she tells
crowds that glob al iza tion has meant “man u fac tur ing by slaves for
sell ing to the un em ployed.” Around the world, far-right forces are
gain ing ground by har ness ing the power of nos tal gic na tion al ism
and anger di rected at re mote eco nomic bu reau cra cies—whether
Wash ing ton, NAFTA, the WTO, or the EU—and mix ing it with
racism and xeno pho bia, of fer ing an il lu sion of con trol through
bash ing im mi grants, vil i fy ing Mus lims, and de grad ing women.

It’s a toxic com bi na tion, and it was an avoid able one. Con- 
fronting the cru el ties of a sys tem de signed by and for the wealth i- 
est in ter ests on earth is ter rain that rightly be longs to the Left. But
the hard truth is that af ter Sep tem ber 11, large parts of the pro- 
gres sive side of the po lit i cal spec trum got spooked, and that left
the eco nomic-pop ulist space open to abuse. Pol i tics hates a vac- 
uum; if it isn’t filled with hope, some one will fill it with fear.

—

The good news is that the pro gres sive anti-free-trade coali tion has
fi nally started to re vive in the past cou ple of years. In Eu rope—
par tic u larly in Ger many, France, and Bel gium—there has been a
big re cent surge of unions and en vi ron men tal ists com ing to gether
to op pose cor po rate trade deals with the United States and
Canada. Bernie Sanders, mean while, came out pow er fully against
the Trans-Pa cific Part ner ship, slam ming it as “part of a global race
to the bot tom to boost the prof its of large cor po ra tions and Wall
Street by out sourc ing jobs; un der cut ting worker rights; dis man- 
tling la bor, en vi ron men tal, health, food safety and fi nan cial laws;
and al low ing cor po ra tions to chal lenge our laws in in ter na tional
tri bunals rather than our own court sys tem.”

If Sanders had run against Trump on that mes sage, he might
well have peeled away some of the white and Latino work ers who
ended up vot ing Re pub li can in 2016. But Sanders didn’t run
against Trump—Hillary Clin ton did. And with her long his tory of
both back ing and per son ally ne go ti at ing pre cisely these sorts of
deals, she had no cred i bil ity when she crit i cized them on the cam- 
paign trail. When ever she tried, it be came one more op por tu nity
to paint her as a typ i cal shifty politi cian.
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The Per ils of Ced ing the Pop ulist Ground

Tired of the be tray als, some gave up on cen trist par ties and voted
for self-styled “out siders” and “in sur gents” like Trump. Many
more around the world have just given up, pe riod—stay ing home
dur ing elec tions, dis en gag ing from elec toral pol i tics, con vinced
that the whole sys tem is rigged and is never go ing to help im prove
their lives. This phe nom e non was most ev i dent in the United
States, in the 2016 elec tions, when de spite un prece dented wall-to-
wall cov er age, de spite the pres ence of a flam boy ant and dan ger ous
dem a gogue in the race, and de spite the chance to make his tory by
vot ing in the first woman pres i dent, ap prox i mately 90 mil lion el i- 
gi ble vot ing-age Amer i cans shrugged and de cided to stay home in- 
stead. Far more would-be vot ers chose not to vote—roughly 40
per cent—than chose to cast a bal lot for ei ther Hillary Clin ton or
Don ald Trump, who each got roughly 25 per cent of to tal el i gi ble
vot ers. That is a stag ger ing level of dis en gage ment in a democ racy.

Which brings us back to those la bor lead ers at the White House.
Yes, it was a deal with the devil. But the mere fact that these union
heads were will ing to align them selves with an ad min is tra tion as
re gres sive as Trump’s re flects the sys temic ne glect of and dis dain
for work ers that has char ac ter ized both the Demo cratic and Re- 
pub li can par ties for decades.

No, Oprah and Zucker berg Will Not Save Us

Trump’s path to the White House was par tially paved by two men
who are beloved by many US lib er als—Bill Clin ton and Bill Gates.
That may seem coun ter in tu itive, but bear with me.

Don ald Trump stood be fore the world and pro claimed he had
one qual i fi ca tion to be pres i dent: I’m rich. To be more spe cific, he
said, “Part of the beauty of me is that I’m very rich.” He pre sented
his wealth as ev i dence that he was “very smart,” and in deed su pe- 
rior in ev ery re spect. So mag i cal were the pow ers that flowed from
the mere fact of hav ing ac cu mu lated this much cash (how much,
we don’t know) that it would surely com pen sate for com plete po- 
lit i cal in ex pe ri ence or lack of the most ba sic ad min is tra tive or his- 
tor i cal knowl edge. Once in of fice, he ex tended this logic to other
mem bers of the su per-rich club, fill ing his gov ern ment with in di- 
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vid u als whose sole qual i fi ca tion for pub lic of fice was their enor- 
mous, of ten in her ited wealth.

Above all, Trump ex tended the equa tion of wealth with mag i cal
pow ers to mem bers of his own dy nas tic fam ily, be stow ing on son-
in-law Jared Kush ner (a real es tate de vel oper born a mul ti mil lion- 
aire) a port fo lio so over stuffed with weighty re spon si bil i ties it
rapidly be came a me dia joke. Tal ly ing up the du ties so far—bro- 
ker ing Mid dle East peace, plan ning the Mar-a-Lago sum mit with
China, mon i tor ing US ac tiv i ties in Iraq, or der ing drone strikes on
Yemen, mak ing gov ern ment run more like a busi ness—New York
Times colum nist Frank Bruni won dered, “Why don’t we just stitch
him a red cape, put him in span dex, af fix a styl ized ‘S’ to his chest
and be done with it? Su per Jared has taken flight.”

It would be re as sur ing if we could pin this bil lion aire-as-sav ior
com plex on Trump’s Twit ter-ad dled brain, or on his ad vis ers at
the Her itage Foun da tion, with their Ayn Ran dian wor ship of “free
en ter prise” and men who build tall things. But the fact is, Trump
and Kush ner are not the first to imag ine that their great wealth en- 
dows them with Mar vel Comic-like su per pow ers, nor the first to be
en cour aged in their delu sions.

For two decades now, elite lib er als have been look ing to the bil- 
lion aire class to solve the prob lems we used to ad dress with col lec- 
tive ac tion and a strong pub lic sec tor—a phe nom e non some times
called “phila nthro capit al ism.” Bil lion aire CEOs and celebri ties—
Bill Gates, Richard Bran son, Michael Bloomberg, Mark Zucker- 
berg, Oprah, and al ways, for some rea son, Bono—are treated less
like nor mal peo ple who are gifted in their fields and hap pen to be
good at mak ing a great deal of money, and more like demigods.
Busi ness In sider ran a lis ti cle in 2011 head lined “10 Ways Bill
Gates Is Sav ing the World”—a per fect dis til la tion of the enor mous
pow ers and re spon si bil i ties be ing del e gated to, and pro jected
upon, this tiny clique and their char i ta ble foun da tions.

The Gates Foun da tion alone is worth $40 bil lion, mak ing it the
largest char i ta ble or ga ni za tion in the world. In key sec tors in clud- 
ing agri cul ture in Africa, in fec tious dis eases, and the US ed u ca tion
sys tem, the foun da tion’s power ri vals that of ma jor United Na tions
and US gov ern ment agen cies. And yet, de spite this un prece dented
in flu ence, the foun da tion’s in ner work ings are no to ri ously se cre- 
tive, with key de ci sions made by Bill, his wife Melinda, his fa ther
William Gates, and fel low multi bil lion aire War ren Buf fett (a nepo- 
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tis tic hir ing pol icy wor thy of the Trumps). And it’s worth re mem- 
ber ing that Gates was not al ways seen as a world sav ior. In deed, in
the 1990s, Gates was widely re garded as a cor po rate vil lain, known
for ex ploita tive em ploy ment prac tices and for build ing what
looked like a preda tory soft ware mo nop oly. Then, with Flash-like
speed, he rein vented him self as a global su per hero, one who could
sin gle-hand edly fix the most in tractable of so cial crises. Never
mind whether Gates has any spe cific ex per tise in the ar eas in
ques tion, or that many of the Gates Foun da tion’s sil ver-bul let fixes
have back fired badly.

Gates and his fel low world-sav ing bil lion aires are part of what
has come to be known as “the Davos class,” named for the an nual
World Eco nomic Sum mit held at the top of a moun tain in Davos,
Switzer land. This is the hy per-con nected net work of bank ing and
tech bil lion aires, elected lead ers who are cozy with those in ter ests,
and Hol ly wood celebri ties who make the whole thing seem un- 
bear ably glam orous. At Davos’s 2017 sum mit, for ex am ple,
Shakira spoke about her char i ta ble work on ed u ca tion in Colom- 
bia, and celebrity chef Jamie Oliver dis cussed his plan to fight di a- 
betes and obe sity. Gates fea tured promi nently, as al ways, an- 
nounc ing with other part ners a new $460-mil lion fund to fight the
spread of in fec tious dis ease.

The power of the Davos class ex ploded in the 1990s, with US
pres i dent Bill Clin ton and UK prime min is ter Tony Blair as char ter
mem bers. Once out of of fice, both Blair and Clin ton con tin ued
their in volve ment. The Clin ton Foun da tion es tab lished the an nual
Clin ton Global Ini tia tive, a kind of “Davos on the Hud son” fea tur- 
ing a con tin u ous pa rade of oli garchs who, rather than pay their
taxes at a fair rate, pub licly shared their plans to fix the world out
of the good ness of their hearts.

For many, the Clin ton Foun da tion was the em bod i ment of the
pub lic merger of the Demo cratic Party—the tra di tional party of
work ers and unions—with the wealth i est in ter ests in the world. Its
mis sion can be sum ma rized like this: there is now so much pri vate
wealth slosh ing around our planet that ev ery sin gle prob lem on
earth, no mat ter how large, can be solved by con vinc ing the ul tra- 
rich to do the right things with their loose change. Nat u rally, the
peo ple to con vince them to do these fine things were the Clin tons,
the ul ti mate re la tion ship bro kers and deal mak ers, with the help of
an en tourage of A-list celebri ties.
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For those in volved, it no doubt seemed right eous. And yet for
mul ti tudes around the world, the whole Davos class came to sym- 
bol ize the idea that suc cess was a party to which they were not in- 
vited, and they knew in their hearts that this ris ing wealth and
power was some how con nected to their grow ing debts and pow er- 
less ness, and the in creas ing pre car i ous ness of their chil dren’s fu- 
tures. The fact that politi cians who promised to pro tect work ing
peo ple’s in ter ests were so en tan gled with the Davos class only in- 
creased the rage. The de bate over Barack Obama ac cept ing
$400,000 for a speech to a Wall Street au di ence needs to be un- 
der stood in this con text.

Trump didn’t run with the Davos crowd (in deed, he tapped into
the rage against it). And many from that glam orous, lib eral-lean- 
ing world are hor ri fied by the Trump pres i dency. Yet the prece- 
dents set by moun tain top do-good erism are part of the rea son it
be came fath omable for Trump to run in the first place, and for
mil lions of Amer i cans to vote to hand over their gov ern ment di- 
rectly to a man whose sole qual i fi ca tion for the job was his wealth.
This is not just about those who cast bal lots for Trump. A great
many of us who would never have voted for him have grown
numbly ac cus tomed to the no tion that the mere fact of an in di vid- 
ual hav ing a large bank ac count (or many bank ac counts, lots of
them hid den off shore) some how means they have bot tom less ex- 
per tise. In deed, gov ern ments of all stripes have been happy to
hand over more and more of what used to be seen as pub lic pol icy
chal lenges to a tiny group of very high-net-worth in di vid u als.

Trump’s as ser tion that he knows how to fix Amer ica be cause
he’s rich is noth ing more than an un couth, vul gar echo of a dan- 
ger ous idea we have been hear ing for years: that Bill Gates can fix
Africa. Or that Richard Bran son and Michael Bloomberg can solve
cli mate change.

The Break ing Point: Bail ing Out the Banks

The di vide be tween the Davos class and ev ery one else has been
widen ing since the 1980s. But for a lot of peo ple, the break ing
point came with the 2008 fi nan cial cri sis.

Af ter forc ing decades of grind ing aus ter ity on peo ple, Trea sury
sec re taries and fi nance min is ters and chan cel lors of the ex che quer
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sud denly found tril lions of dol lars to res cue the banks; peo ple wit- 
nessed their gov ern ments print ing vast sums of money. They had
given up so much—pen sions, wages, de cent schools—when in fact,
con trary to what Mar garet Thatcher claimed, there were al ter na- 
tives. All of a sud den it turned out that gov ern ments can do all
kinds of things to in ter fere in the mar ket, and have seem ingly un- 
lim ited re sources with which to help you out if only you are rich
enough. At that mo ment, ev ery one on earth saw that they had
been lied to.

The im pli ca tions of this un mask ing are still re ver ber at ing. The
anger that is roil ing elec torates, on both the right and left sides of
the po lit i cal spec trum, is not only about what’s been lost. It’s also
about the in jus tice of it all, know ing that the wrench ing losses of
our era are not be ing shared, that the Davos class were never re ally
look ing af ter those at the bot tom of the moun tain.

Which means that de feat ing the ris ing pseudo-pop ulist Right is
not just a mat ter of elec toral strat egy, not just about find ing the
right can di dates. It’s about be ing will ing to en gage in a bat tle of
ideas—dur ing and, more im por tantly, be tween elec tions—that will
take on the cor ro sive, and deeply bi par ti san, wealth-wor ship ing
world view that cre ated the back lash in the first place.

Un less pro gres sives learn to speak to the le git i mate rage at the
grotesque lev els of in equal ity that ex ist right now, the Right is go- 
ing to keep win ning. There is no su per hero en light ened bil lion aire
com ing to save us from the vil lains in power. Not Oprah, not
Zucker berg, and not Elon Musk.

We’re go ing to have to save our selves, by com ing to gether as
never be fore. And in 2016 we caught a glimpse of that po ten tial.
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CHAP TER SEVEN

 

LEARN TO LOVE ECO NOMIC POP ULISM
 

Bernie Sanders is the only can di date for US pres i dent I have ever
openly backed. I’ve never felt en tirely com fort able with can di date
en dorse ments. I made an ex cep tion in 2016 be cause, for the first
time in my vot ing life, there was a can di date in side the Demo cratic
Party pri maries who was speak ing di rectly to the triple crises of
ne olib er al ism, eco nomic in equal ity, and cli mate change. The fact
that his cam paign caught fire in that con text, where he could not
be smeared as a spoiler or vote-split ter (though many tried any- 
way), is what made his cam paign dif fer ent. Bernie was not a
protest can di date; once he pulled off an early up set by win ning
New Hamp shire, the game was on. It was sud denly clear that, con- 
trary to all re ceived wis dom (in clud ing my own), Sanders had a
shot at beat ing Hillary Clin ton and be com ing the pres i den tial can- 
di date for the Demo cratic Party. In the end, he car ried more than
twenty states, with 13 mil lion votes. For a self-de scribed demo- 
cratic so cial ist, that rep re sents a seis mic shift in the po lit i cal map.

Many na tional polls showed that Sanders had a bet ter chance of
beat ing Trump than Clin ton did (though that might have changed
had he won the pri mary and faced a full right-wing on slaught).
Bernie was in cred i bly well suited to this mo ment of pop u lar out- 
rage and re jec tion of es tab lish ment pol i tics. He was able to speak
di rectly to the in dig na tion over le gal ized po lit i cal cor rup tion, but
from a pro gres sive per spec tive—with gen uine warmth and with out
per sonal mal ice. That’s rare. He cham pi oned poli cies that would
have reined in the banks and made ed u ca tion af ford able again. He
railed against the in jus tice that the bankers had never been held
ac count able. And, af ter a life time in pol i tics, he was un tainted by
cor rup tion scan dals. That’s even more rare. Pre cisely be cause
Bernie is about as far as you can get from the pol ished world of
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celebrity re al ity TV, it would have been hard to find a bet ter foil for
Trump and the ex cesses of the Mar-a-Lago set.

Dur ing the cam paign, one of the early im ages that went vi ral
was of Sanders on a plane, white hair di sheveled, crammed into an
econ omy-class mid dle seat. Run ning that kind of can di date
against a man in a pri vate jet with big gold let ters on the side
would have been the cam paign of the cen tury. And it’s clear that
peo ple are still drawn to the con trast: two months into Trump’s
term, a Fox News poll found that Sanders had the high est net fa- 
vor a bil ity rat ing of any politi cian in the coun try.

The rea son it’s worth go ing over these facts is that when a can di- 
date like that presents him or her self, and when that can di date
proves that, with the right back ing and sup port, they could con- 
ceiv ably win, it’s worth un der stand ing what stood in the way—so
that the mis takes aren’t re peated. Be cause in 2016, there was—al- 
most—a trans for ma tive op tion on the bal lot, and there could ac tu- 
ally be one next time.

Fear of the Un ruly Masses (and Un ruly
Tresses?)

This is not an ar gu ment about whether or not peo ple should have
voted for Hillary against Trump. This is about whether there could
have been a can di date on the bal lot not just more ca pa ble of beat- 
ing Trump but more ca pa ble at get ting at some of the un der ly ing
forces that su per charged Trump’s rise. For me, the tragedy of
Trump is not only that the United States is now led by a man who
rep re sents the worst of all that the cul ture is ca pa ble of, all of it
bun dled into one hu man be ing. It’s that the coun try was within
reach of the best and most hope ful po lit i cal pos si bil ity to emerge
in my life time, im per fect as Sanders is, and just as the cli mate
clock was about to strike mid night.

So why couldn’t he con nect with enough vot ers to go over the
top?

I get that staunch ne olib er als in the Demo cratic Party didn’t
want Sanders. He’s a threat to that whole model, and his eco nomic
pop ulism caused deep dis com fort in many high places. So I won’t
spend time here re hash ing how the Demo cratic Na tional Com mit- 
tee sab o taged Bernie’s cam paign, ex chang ing in for ma tion and
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strat egy with the Clin ton camp to serve that pur pose. But his cam- 
paign was also force fully at tacked by peo ple who are pro gres sive.
Some looked in the eye of a can di date who was promis ing to ma te- 
ri ally and se ri ously im prove the lives of work ing peo ple across the
coun try, and turn cli mate change into a gen er a tional mis sion, and
chose to back Clin ton, the can di date of an un ten able sta tus quo,
in stead.

The hos til ity of so many pow er ful US lib er als to Bernie Sanders
—and the de ter mi na tion to hold him back when he was on a win- 
ning streak—was both trou bling and re veal ing. Be cause we so of- 
ten hear that while they per son ally sup port bolder poli cies to fight
in equal ity, those poli cies aren’t worth cham pi oning be cause the
Amer i can pub lic is too con ser va tive, too pro-cap i tal ist, and would
never sup port them. So they back es tab lish ment can di dates in the
name of prag ma tism—choos ing the per son with the best chance of
win ning against Re pub li cans.

Yet Bernie showed that po si tions pre vi ously dis missed as too
rad i cal for any thing but the fringe Left—such as uni ver sal pub lic
health care and break ing up the banks and for giv ing stu dent debt
and free col lege tu ition and keep ing fos sil fu els in the ground and
get ting to 100 per cent re new able en ergy—were wildly pop u lar in
the most cap i tal ist coun try on earth, sup ported by mil lions of peo- 
ple. He showed that trans for ma tional change was not a pipe
dream af ter all. On the other hand, what was con sid ered the “safe”
choice—Hillary Clin ton—turned out to be a very dan ger ous choice.

Whose Rev o lu tion?

It’s ur gent that we fig ure out why Sanders failed to gal va nize sig- 
nif i cant num bers of pro gres sive in tel lec tu als and im por tant so cial
move ments that were far from thrilled with Clin ton and es tab lish- 
ment Democrats. Some backed Sanders tepidly, or chose not to
back any can di date in the race, con vinced that no one had earned
their vote, and that Bernie’s “po lit i cal rev o lu tion” didn’t truly in- 
clude them.

Though I did en dorse Bernie, I rec og nize that there were le git i- 
mate rea sons why many peo ple of color and women made a dif fer- 
ent choice. Though Clin ton thought her nods to iden tity pol i tics
could sub sti tute for sub stan tial eco nomic change, it of ten ap- 



112

peared as if Bernie thought that eco nom ics could pa per over the
unique needs and his to ries of Black peo ple, women, and other tra- 
di tion ally marginal ized groups. Yes, he faced un fair smears in this
re gard. But the more im por tant les son is that with out Bernie’s
weak nesses on race and gen der, he could have won, no mat ter how
hard the Demo cratic Party es tab lish ment tried to hold him back.
He would have won if he had per suaded more mid dle-aged and
older women that he un der stood how im por tant and pre car i ous
re pro duc tive rights still are, and that he fully grasped the ur gency
of the epi demic of vi o lence against women. In key states such as
Penn syl va nia and New York, he could have won if he had been
able to win the sup port of just half of Black vot ers. But to do that,
he would have needed to clearly and com pellingly con nect the dots
be tween the coun try’s deep est eco nomic in equal i ties and the per- 
sis tent legacy of slav ery, Jim Crow laws, and hous ing and fi nan cial
dis crim i na tion.

Ta-Ne hisi Coates, writ ing in the At lantic, pointed out that when
it came to con fronting that legacy, the bold ness and rad i cal ism
Sanders dis played when tak ing on Wall Street sud denly pe tered
out. Asked whether he sup ported some form of repa ra tions for
slav ery, he dis missed the idea as po lit i cally im prac ti cal and un nec- 
es sar ily “di vi sive,” say ing that big in vest ments in com mu ni ties of
color would have the same ef fect. But as Coates rightly pointed
out, the whole point of Sanders’s can di dacy was to push the en ve- 
lope of what is con sid ered po lit i cally pos si ble—so where was that
same bold ness when it came to racial equal ity? “The spec ta cle of a
so cial ist can di date op pos ing repa ra tions as ‘di vi sive’ (there are few
po lit i cal la bels more di vi sive in the minds of Amer i cans than so- 
cial ist) is only ri valled by the im plau si bil ity of Sanders pos ing as a
prag ma tist,” Coates wrote. (De spite his strong cri tique, Coates
pub licly said he would be vot ing for Sanders in the pri mary as “the
best op tion that we have in the race.”)

Michelle Alexan der, au thor of The New Jim Crow, came out
strongly against Clin ton dur ing the pri maries, ar gu ing that her
track record on crim i nal jus tice and wel fare meant she did not de- 
serve the Black vote. But she also chose not to pub licly en dorse
Sanders. The most ur gent mes sage of the 2016 elec tion, she told
me, is: “If pro gres sives think they can win in the long run with out
en gag ing mean ing fully with Black folks and tak ing racial his tory
more se ri ously, they bet ter get Elon Musk on speed dial and start
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plan ning their fu ture home on Mars, be cause this planet will be
go ing up in smoke.”

It’s a mes sage we need to learn fast. Be cause if Left pop ulist can- 
di dates keep miss ing the mark, and Democrats keep putting up es- 
tab lish ment can di dates in their place, there is ev ery rea son to ex- 
pect an in creas ingly bel liger ent Right to keep on win ning.

A Toxic Cock tail Around the World

Trump thun dered: All is hell. And Clin ton an swered: All is well—
we just need a few mi nor tweaks here and there to make it more
in clu sive. “Love trumps Hate” was Clin ton’s fi nal slo gan. But love
alone wasn’t up to the job; it needed some thing stronger to help it
out, some thing like jus tice.

As a can di date, Hillary Clin ton was in no po si tion to speak to
the mount ing pop u lar rage that de fines our times. She had helped
ne go ti ate trade deals like the TPP that so many see as a threat; the
first Clin ton ad min is tra tion had dereg u lated the banks and de riv a- 
tives mar ket, lay ing the ground work for the fi nan cial crash (she
never came out against the move and had taken not-in signif i cant
speak ing fees from those banks her self). So she tried to pa per over
the pop u lar dis tress…with the re sults we know.

In the ab sence of a pro gres sive al ter na tive, Trump had a free
hand to con nect with skep ti cal vot ers by say ing: I feel your pain.
You have been screwed. On the cam paign trail, he di rected some
of the rage at the cor po ra tions who had pushed for these poli cies—
but that’s mostly for got ten now. Most of his wrath was saved for
the var i ous racist bo gey men he con jured up: the im mi grants com- 
ing to rape you, the Mus lims com ing to blow you up, the Black ac- 
tivists who don’t re spect our men in uni form, and the Black pres i- 
dent who messed ev ery thing up.

The Brexit cam paign spoke to that same toxic cock tail of real
eco nomic pain and gen uinely eroded democ racy com bined with
iden tity-based en ti tle ment. And just as Hillary Clin ton had no
com pelling an swer to Trump’s fake eco nomic pop ulism, the Re- 
main cam paign had no an swer to Nigel Farage and UKIP, when
they said that peo ple’s lives were out of con trol and pub lic ser vices
were un der funded (even as their pro posed so lu tion was poised to
make things even worse).



114

The cru cial les son of Brexit and of Trump’s vic tory, is that lead- 
ers who are seen as rep re sent ing the failed ne olib eral sta tus quo
are no match for the dem a gogues and neo-fas cists. Only a bold
and gen uinely re dis tribu tive pro gres sive agenda can of fer real an- 
swers to in equal ity and the crises in democ racy, while di rect ing
pop u lar rage where it be longs: at those who have ben e fited so ex- 
trav a gantly from the auc tion ing off of pub lic wealth; the pol lut ing
of land, air, and wa ter; and the dereg u la tion of the fi nan cial
sphere.

We need to re mem ber this the next time we’re asked to back a
party or can di date in an elec tion. In this desta bi lized era, sta tus-
quo politi cians of ten can not get the job done. On the other hand,
the choice that may at first seem rad i cal, maybe even a lit tle risky,
may well be the more prag matic one in this volatile era.

And from the per spec tive of our warm ing planet, it’s worth re- 
mem ber ing that rad i cal po lit i cal and eco nomic change is our only
hope of avoid ing rad i cal change to our phys i cal world.

What ever hap pens, the next few years are go ing to be rocky. So
be fore we fo cus on how to win the world we want and need, we
first have to get ready for the next wave of crises com ing from the
Trump White House, shocks that could well re ver ber ate the world
over.
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PART III

 

HOW IT COULD GET WORSE: THE SHOCKS TO
COME

 

His tory is im por tant. If you don’t know his tory it’s as if
you were born yes ter day. And if you were born yes ter- 
day, any body up there in a po si tion of power can tell

you any thing, and you have no way of check ing up on
it.

—HOWARD ZINN

You Can’t Be Neu tral on a Mov ing Train, 2004 doc u- 
men tary
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CHAP TER EIGHT

 

MAS TERS OF DIS AS TER
DO ING AN END RUN AROUND DEMOC RACY

 

There have been times in my re port ing from dis as ter zones when I
have had the un set tling feel ing that I was see ing not just a cri sis in
the here and now, but a glimpse of our col lec tive fu ture—a pre view
of where the road we are all on is headed un less we some how grab
the wheel and swerve. When I lis ten to Trump speak, with his ob- 
vi ous rel ish in cre at ing an at mos phere of chaos and desta bi liza- 
tion, I of ten think: I’ve seen this be fore, I’ve seen it in those
strange mo ments when por tals seemed to open up into our col lec- 
tive fu ture.

One of those mo ments ar rived in New Or leans af ter Hur ri cane
Ka t rina, as I watched hordes of pri vate mil i tary con trac tors de- 
scend on the flooded city to find ways to profit from the dis as ter,
even as thou sands of the city’s res i dents, aban doned by their gov- 
ern ment, were treated like dan ger ous crim i nals just for try ing to
sur vive.

I watched an other such dystopian win dow open in 2003 in
Bagh dad, shortly af ter the in va sion. At that time, the US oc cu pa- 
tion had carved the city in two. At its heart, be hind enor mous con- 
crete walls and bomb de tec tors, there was the Green Zone—a lit tle
chunk of the United States re built in Iraq, with bars serv ing hard
liquor, fast-food joints, gyms, and a pool where there seemed to be
a party 24/7. And then—be yond those walls—there was a city
bombed to rub ble, where there was of ten no elec tric ity for hos pi- 
tals, and where vi o lence, be tween Iraqi fac tions and US oc cu pa- 
tion forces, was spi ral ing out of con trol. That was the Red Zone.

The Green Zone at the time was the fief dom of Paul Bre mer, for- 
mer as sis tant to Henry Kissinger and di rec tor of Kissinger’s con- 
sult ing firm, whom George W. Bush had named as the chief US en- 
voy to Iraq. Since there was no func tion ing na tional gov ern ment,
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that es sen tially made him Iraq’s supreme leader. Bre mer’s was an
en tirely pri va tized em pire. Dressed in com bat boots and a sharp
busi ness suit, Bre mer was al ways pro tected by a pha lanx of black-
clad mer ce nar ies work ing for the now-de funct com pany Black wa- 
ter, and the Green Zone it self was run by Hal libur ton—one of the
largest oil field com pa nies in the world, pre vi ously headed by then
vice pres i dent Dick Ch eney—along with a net work of other pri vate
con trac tors.

When US of fi cials made for ays out side the Green Zone (or the
“emer ald city,” as some jour nal ists called it), they did so in heav ily
ar mored con voys, with sol diers and mer ce nar ies point ing ma chine
guns out ward in all di rec tions, guided by an ethic of “shoot first,
ask ques tions later.” Reg u lar Iraqis sup pos edly be ing lib er ated by
all this weaponry had no pro tec tion, ex cept for the kind pro vided
by re li gious mili tias in ex change for loy alty. The mes sage broad- 
cast by the con voys was loud and clear: some lives count a hell of a
lot more than oth ers.

From deep in side his Green Zone fortress, Bre mer is sued de cree
af ter de cree about how Iraq should be re made into a model free-
mar ket econ omy. Come to think of it, it was a lot like Don ald
Trump’s White House. And the edicts were pretty sim i lar too. Bre- 
mer or dered, for in stance, that Iraq should have a 15 per cent flat
tax (quite sim i lar to what Trump has pro posed), that its state-
owned as sets should be rapidly auc tioned off (un der con sid er a tion
by Trump), and that gov ern ment should be dra mat i cally down- 
sized (Trump again). The pace was fran tic. Bre mer, with an eye on
the fos sil fuel fields of Iraq and be yond, was de ter mined to get his
coun try makeover done be fore Iraqis went to the polls and had
any kind of say in what their “lib er ated” fu ture would look like.

In one par tic u larly sur real chap ter, Bre mer and the State De- 
part ment brought in ad vis ers from Rus sia who had led that coun- 
try’s dis as trous ex per i ment with “eco nomic shock ther apy,” the
cor rup tion-laden dereg u la tion and pri va ti za tion frenzy which pro- 
duced that coun try’s no to ri ous class of oli garchs. In side the Green
Zone, the vis i tors—in clud ing Yegor Gaidar, known as Rus sia’s “Dr.
Shock”—lec tured the US-ap pointed Iraqi politi cians about how
im por tant it was to rad i cally re make the econ omy all at once and
with out hes i tat ing, be fore Iraq’s pop u la tion re cov ered from the
war. Iraqis would never have ac cepted these poli cies if they’d had
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a say (and they did in fact re ject many of them later). It was only
the ex treme cri sis that made Bre mer’s plan con ceiv able.

In fact, Bre mer’s open de ter mi na tion to auc tion off Iraq’s state-
owned as sets un der cover of cri sis did a lot to con firm the wide- 
spread per cep tion that the in va sion was more about lib er at ing
Iraq’s wealth for for eign com pa nies than about lib er at ing its peo- 
ple from despo tism. The coun try spi raled into vi o lence. The US
mil i tary and its pri vate con trac tors re sponded with more vi o lence,
more shocks. Un fath omable sums of money dis ap peared into the
black hole of the con trac tor econ omy—money that came to be
known as “Iraq’s miss ing bil lions.”

It wasn’t just the seam less merger of cor po rate power and open
war fare that felt like a glimpse into the dystopian fu ture imag ined
so many times in sci ence fic tion and Hol ly wood films. It was also
the clear mech a nism of us ing cri sis to ram through poli cies that
would never have been fea si ble in nor mal times. It was in Iraq that
I de vel oped the the sis for The Shock Doc trine. Orig i nally, the book
was go ing to fo cus ex clu sively on Bush’s war, but then I started to
no tice the same tac tics (and the same con trac tors, such as Hal- 
libur ton, Black wa ter, Bech tel…) in dis as ter zones around the
world. First came an in tense cri sis—nat u ral dis as ter, ter ror ist at- 
tack—then came the blitzkrieg of pro-cor po rate poli cies. Of ten the
strat egy of cri sis ex ploita tion was dis cussed right out in the open—
no dark con spir acy the o ries re quired.

As I delved deeper, I re al ized that this strat egy had been a silent
part ner to the im po si tion of ne olib er al ism for more than forty
years. That “shock tac tics” fol low a clear pat tern: wait for a cri sis
(or even, in some in stances, as in Chile or Rus sia, help fo ment
one), de clare a mo ment of what is some times called “ex tra or di nary
pol i tics,” sus pend some or all demo cratic norms—and then ram
the cor po rate wish list through as quickly as pos si ble. The re search
showed that vir tu ally any tu mul tuous sit u a tion, if framed with suf- 
fi cient hys te ria by po lit i cal lead ers, could serve this soft en ing-up
func tion. It could be an event as rad i cal as a mil i tary coup, but the
eco nomic shock of a mar ket or bud get cri sis would also do the
trick. In the midst of hy per in fla tion or a bank ing col lapse, for in- 
stance, the coun try’s gov ern ing elites were fre quently able to sell a
pan icked pop u la tion on the ne ces sity for at tacks on so cial pro tec- 
tions, or enor mous bailouts to prop up the fi nan cial pri vate sec tor
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—be cause the al ter na tive, they claimed, was out right eco nomic
apoc a lypse.

The Shock Doc tor’s Hand book

Shock tac tics were first de ployed in the ser vice of ne olib er al ism in
the early 1970s, in Latin Amer ica, and they are still be ing used to- 
day to ex tract “free-mar ket” con ces sions against the pop u lar will.

We’ve seen it hap pen re cently, be fore Trump, in US cities in- 
clud ing De troit and Flint, where loom ing mu nic i pal bank ruptcy
be came the pre text for dis solv ing lo cal democ racy and ap point ing
“emer gency man agers.” It is un fold ing in Puerto Rico, where the
on go ing debt cri sis has been used to in stall the un ac count able “Fi- 
nan cial Over sight and Man age ment Board,” an en force ment
mech a nism for harsh aus ter ity mea sures, in clud ing cuts to pen- 
sions and waves of school clo sures. It is be ing de ployed in Brazil,
where the highly ques tion able im peach ment of Pres i dent Dilma
Rouss eff in 2016 was fol lowed by the in stal la tion of an un elected,
zeal ously pro-busi ness regime that has frozen pub lic spend ing for
the next twenty years, im posed pun ish ing aus ter ity, and be gun
sell ing off air ports, power sta tions, and other pub lic as sets in a
frenzy of pri va ti za tion.

And it is hap pen ing in bla tant form un der the pres i dency of
Don ald Trump. On the cam paign trail, he did not tell his ador ing
crowds that he would cut funds for meals-on-wheels, a vi tal source
of nu tri tion for the el derly and dis abled, or ad mit that he was go- 
ing to try to take health in sur ance away from mil lions of Amer i- 
cans. He said the very op po site, as on so many other is sues.

Since tak ing of fice, he’s never al lowed the at mos phere of chaos
and cri sis to let up. The out rages come so fast and fu ri ous that
many are un der stand ably strug gling to find their foot ing. Ex pe ri- 
enc ing Trump’s tsunami of Oval Of fice de crees—seven ex ec u tive
or ders in his first eleven full days, plus eleven pres i den tial mem o- 
randa is sued in that same pe riod—has felt a lit tle like stand ing in
front of one of those ten nis ball ma chines. Op po nents might swat
back a ball or two, but we’re all still get ting hit in the face over and
over again. Even the wide spread be lief among many (or is it
hope?) that Trump will not last his full term con trib utes to the col- 
lec tive ver tigo: noth ing about the cur rent sit u a tion is sta ble or
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static, which is a very dif fi cult po si tion from which to strate gize or
or ga nize.

Democ racy, Sus pended un til Fur ther No tice

The last half cen tury shows how de lib er ately—and ef fec tively—the
shock doc trine strat egy has been de ployed by gov ern ments to
over come demo cratic re sis tance to pro foundly dam ag ing poli cies.
And some kind of democ racy-avoid ance strat egy is needed, be- 
cause many ne olib eral poli cies are so un pop u lar that peo ple re li- 
ably re ject them both at the polls and in the streets. With good rea- 
son: as the tremen dous hoard ing (and hid ing) of vast sums of
wealth by a small and un ac count able global class of vir tual oli- 
garchs makes clear, those who ben e fit most from these rad i cal so- 
cial re struc tur ings are a small mi nor ity, while the ma jor ity see
their stan dard of liv ing stag nate or slip, even in pe ri ods of rapid
eco nomic growth. Which is why, for those who are de ter mined to
push through these poli cies, ma jor ity rule and demo cratic free- 
doms aren’t a friend—they are a hin drance and a threat.

Not ev ery ne olib eral pol icy is un pop u lar, of course. Peo ple do
like tax cuts (for the mid dle class and work ing poor, if not for the
su per-rich), as well as the idea of cut ting “red tape” (at least in the- 
ory). But they also, on the whole, like their taxes to pay for state-
funded health care, clean wa ter, good pub lic schools, safe work- 
places, pen sions, and other pro grams to care for the el derly and
dis ad van taged. Politi cians plan ning to slash these kinds of es sen- 
tial pro tec tions and ser vices, or to pri va tize them, are rightly wary
of putting those plans at the cen ter of their elec toral plat forms. Far
more com mon is for ne olib eral politi cians to cam paign on prom- 
ises of cut ting taxes and gov ern ment waste while pro tect ing es sen- 
tial ser vices, and then, un der cover of some sort of cri sis (real or
ex ag ger ated), claim, with ap par ent re luc tance and wring ing of
hands, that, sorry, we have no choice but to go af ter your health
care.

Do ing It Fast and All at Once

The bot tom line is that hard-core free mar keters or “lib er tar i ans”
(as the bil lion aire Koch broth ers de scribe them selves) are at- 
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tracted to mo ments of cat a clysm be cause non-apoc a lyp tic re al ity
is ac tu ally in hos pitable to their an tidemo cratic am bi tions.

Speed is of the essence in all this, since pe ri ods of shock are
tem po rary by na ture. Like Bre mer, shock-drunk lead ers and their
fun ders usu ally try to fol low Machi avelli’s ad vice in The Prince:
“For in juries ought to be done all at one time, so that, be ing tasted
less, they of fend less.” The logic is straight for ward enough: Peo ple
can de velop re sponses to se quen tial or grad ual change. But if
dozens of changes come from all di rec tions at once, the hope is
that pop u la tions will rapidly be come ex hausted and over whelmed,
and will ul ti mately swal low their bit ter medicine. (Re call the de- 
scrip tion of Poland’s shock ther apy as un fold ing in “dog years.”)

The Shock Doc trine was con tro ver sial when it came out in 2007.
I was chal leng ing a rosy ver sion of his tory that many of us have
grown up with—the ver sion which tells us that dereg u lated mar- 
kets and democ racy ad vanced to gether, hand in hand, over the
sec ond half of the twen ti eth cen tury. The truth, it turns out, is
much uglier. The ex treme form of cap i tal ism that has been re mak- 
ing our world in this pe riod—which No bel Prize–win ning econ o- 
mist Joseph Stiglitz has termed “mar ket fun da men tal ism”—very
of ten could ad vance only in con texts where democ racy was sus- 
pended and peo ple’s free doms were sharply cur tailed. In some
cases, fe ro cious vi o lence, in clud ing tor ture, was used to keep re- 
bel lious pop u la tions un der con trol.

The late econ o mist Mil ton Fried man called his most fa mous
book Cap i tal ism and Free dom, pre sent ing hu man lib er a tion and
mar ket lib er a tion as flip sides of the same coin. And yet the first
coun try to put Fried man’s ideas into prac tice in unadul ter ated
form was not a democ racy—it was Chile, in the im me di ate af ter- 
math of the CIA-sup ported coup that over threw a demo crat i cally
elected so cial ist pres i dent, Sal vador Al lende, and in stalled a far-
right dic ta tor, Gen eral Au gusto Pinochet.

This was not an ac ci dent—the ideas were just too un pop u lar to
be in tro duced with out the help of a strong-arm despot. Richard
Nixon had fa mously growled af ter Al lende won the 1970 elec tions:
“Make the econ omy scream.” With Al lende left dead in the bloody
coup, Fried man ad vised Pinochet that he should not blink when it
came to eco nomic trans for ma tion, pre scrib ing what he termed the
“shock treat ment” ap proach. Un der the ad vice of the famed econ o- 
mist and his for mer stu dents (known in Latin Amer ica as “the
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Chicago Boys”), Chile re placed its pub lic school sys tem with
vouch ers and char ter schools, made health care pay-as-you-go,
and pri va tized kinder gartens and ceme ter ies (and did many other
things US Re pub li cans have been eye ing for decades). And re call:
this was in a coun try whose peo ple were dis tinctly hos tile to ex- 
actly these poli cies—a coun try which had, be fore the coup, demo- 
crat i cally cho sen so cial ist poli cies.

Sim i lar regimes were in stalled in sev eral Latin Amer i can coun- 
tries dur ing this pe riod. Lead ing in tel lec tu als in the re gion drew a
di rect con nec tion be tween the eco nomic shock treat ments that im- 
pov er ished mil lions and the epi demic of tor ture that rav aged hun- 
dreds of thou sands in Chile, Ar gentina, Uruguay, and Brazil who
be lieved in a fairer so ci ety. As the late Uruguayan his to rian Ed- 
uardo Galeano asked: “How can this in equal ity be main tained if
not through jolts of elec tric shock?”

Latin Amer ica re ceived a par tic u larly strong dose of these twin
forms of shock. Most “free-mar ket” makeovers were not so bloody.
Rad i cal po lit i cal tran si tions such as the col lapse of the So viet
Union or the end of South African apartheid have also pro vided
dis ori ent ing cover for ne olib eral eco nomic trans for ma tions. The
most fre quent mid wife by far has been large-scale eco nomic cri sis,
which time and again has been har nessed to de mand rad i cal cam- 
paigns of pri va ti za tion, dereg u la tion, and cuts to safety nets. But
in truth, any shock can do the trick—in clud ing nat u ral dis as ters
that re quire large-scale re con struc tion and there fore pro vide an
open ing to trans fer land and re sources from the vul ner a ble to the
pow er ful.

The Op po site of De cency

Most peo ple are ap palled by this kind of cri sis ex ploita tion, and
with good rea son. The shock doc trine is the po lar op po site of the
way de cent peo ple, left to their own de vices, tend to re spond when
they see wide spread trauma, which is to of fer help. Think of the
stag ger ing $3 bil lion pri vately do nated in the af ter math of the
2010 earth quake in Haiti, or the mil lions of fered in re sponse to
the 2015 quake in Nepal or the 2004 Asian tsunami. These dis as- 
ters, like so many oth ers, pro voked ex tra or di nary ges tures of gen- 
eros ity from in di vid u als around the world. Thou sands upon thou- 
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sands of reg u lar peo ple do nated money and vol un teered their la- 
bor.

As the Amer i can his to rian and writer Re becca Sol nit has so elo- 
quently de scribed, dis as ters have a way of bring ing out the best in
us. It is in such mo ments that we of ten see some of the most mov- 
ing dis plays of mu tual aid and sol i dar ity. In Sri Lanka af ter the
2004 tsunami, de spite decades of in tereth nic civil war, Mus lims
saved their Hindu neigh bors and Hin dus saved their Bud dhist
neigh bors. In flooded post-Ka t rina New Or leans, peo ple put their
own lives at great risk to res cue and care for their neigh bors. Af ter
Su per storm Sandy hit New York, a re mark able net work of vol un- 
teers fanned out across the city, un der the ban ner of Oc cupy Sandy
—it grew out of the Oc cupy Wall Street move ment—to serve hun- 
dreds of thou sands of meals, help clear out more than a thou sand
homes, and pro vide cloth ing, blan kets, and med i cal care to thou- 
sands of peo ple in need.

The shock doc trine is about over rid ing these deeply hu man im- 
pulses to help, seek ing in stead to cap i tal ize on the vul ner a bil ity of
oth ers in or der to max i mize wealth and ad van tage for a se lect few.

There are few things more sin is ter than that.

The Art of the Steal

Shock doc trine logic is en tirely in keep ing with Trump’s view of
the world. He un abashedly sees life as a bat tle for dom i nance over
oth ers—and he keeps ob ses sive track of who is win ning. In his
much-self-cel e brated ne go ti a tions, the ques tions are al ways the
same: What’s the most that I can get out of this deal? How do I ex- 
ploit my ad ver sary’s weak ness?

In a par tic u larly can did mo ment on Fox & Friends in 2011, he
de scribed a deal he made with for mer Libyan leader Muam mar
Qaddafi like this: “I rented him a piece of land. He paid me more
for one night than the land was worth for the whole year, or for
two years, and then I didn’t let him use the land. That’s what we
should be do ing. I don’t want to use the word screwed, but I
screwed him. That’s what we should be do ing.”

If Trump ex tracted preda tory terms only from de spised dic ta- 
tors, few tears would be shed. But this is Trump’s at ti tude to all
ne go ti a tions. In Think Big, one of his how-to-be-like-me man u als,
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he de scribes his ne go ti a tion phi los o phy this way: “You hear lots of
peo ple say that a great deal is when both sides win. That is a bunch
of crap. In a great deal you win—not the other side. You crush the
op po nent and come away with some thing bet ter for your self.”

This cold-blooded en thu si asm for ex ploit ing the weak ness of
oth ers has shaped Trump’s ca reer as a real es tate de vel oper, and it
is a trait he shares with many mem bers of his ad min is tra tion. It’s
wor ry ing for what it tells us about not only the at mos phere of
chaos his team ap pears to be con sciously cul ti vat ing but also, far
more alarm ingly, how they might ex ploit any larger crises yet to
come.

So far, Trump’s un end ing at mos phere of cri sis has been sus- 
tained largely through his own over-the-top rhetoric—declar ing
cities “crime-in fested” sites of “car nage” when in fact the vi o lent-
crime rate has been de clin ing na tion wide for decades; ham mer ing
away at a man u fac tured nar ra tive about an im mi grant crime wave;
and gen er ally in sist ing that Obama de stroyed the coun try. Soon
enough, how ever, Trump could well have some crises to ex ploit
that are dis tinctly more real, since cri sis is the log i cal con clu sion of
his poli cies on ev ery front.

Given this, it’s well worth tak ing a close look at the ways in
which Trump and his team have ex ploited mo ments of cri sis in the
past to achieve their eco nomic and po lit i cal goals. Un der stand ing
this track record will make what ever hap pens next a whole lot less
shock ing, and will ul ti mately help us to re sist these tired tac tics.

A Ca reer Forged in Shock

In the United States, the ne olib eral rev o lu tion got a head start in
New York City in the mid-1970s. Up un til this point, the city had
been a bold, if im per fect, ex per i ment in so cial democ racy, fea tur- 
ing the most gen er ous pub lic ser vices in the United States, from li- 
braries to mass tran sit to hos pi tals. But in 1975, fed eral and state
cut backs, com bined with a na tional re ces sion, pushed New York to
the brink of all-out bank ruptcy, and the cri sis was seized upon to
dra mat i cally re make the city. Un der cover of cri sis came a wave of
bru tal aus ter ity, sweet heart deals to the rich, and pri va ti za tions—
with the end re sult of turn ing the city so many of us love into the
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tem ple of spec u la tive fi nance, lux ury con sump tion, and non stop
gen tri fi ca tion that we know to day.

In Fear City, a re cently pub lished book about this lit tle-un der- 
stood chap ter in Amer ica’s past, his to rian Kim Phillips-Fein
metic u lously doc u ments how the re mak ing of New York City in the
sev en ties was a pre lude to what would be come a global tidal wave,
one that has left the world sharply di vided be tween the one per- 
cent and the rest—and nowhere more so than in the city Don ald
Trump calls home. It’s also a story in which Trump plays a star- 
ring, if un flat ter ing, role.

In 1975, with no help forth com ing from Pres i dent Ger ald Ford,
it looked so likely that the United States’ largest and most sto ried
city would ac tu ally go bank rupt that the New York Daily News ran
a ban ner head line that said sim ply: FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD. At
the time, Trump was just twenty-nine years old and still work ing
in the shadow of his wealthy fa ther, who had made his for tune
build ing dis tinctly un flashy mid dle-class homes in New York’s
outer bor oughs—and who was no to ri ous as a land lord prac tic ing
sys temic dis crim i na tion against African Amer i cans.

Trump had al ways dreamed of mak ing his mark in Man hat tan,
and with the debt cri sis he saw his big chance. The open ing came
in 1976, when the famed Com modore Ho tel, a his toric mid town
land mark, an nounced that it was los ing so much money that it
might have to close down. The city gov ern ment was pan icked at
the prospect of this iconic build ing sit ting empty, broad cast ing a
mes sage of ur ban de cay and de priv ing the city of tax rev enue.
They needed a buyer, quick, and the mood was suf fi ciently des per- 
ate that, as one lo cal tele vi sion broad cast put it, “beg gars can’t be
choosers.”

En ter Trump, proto–dis as ter cap i tal ist. Part ner ing with the Hy- 
att Cor po ra tion, Trump had a plan to re place the Com modore’s
clas sic brick fa cade with “a new skin” of re flec tive glass, and to re- 
open it as the Grand Hy att Ho tel (this was in the brief win dow be- 
fore the fu ture US pres i dent be gan in sist ing that all his de vel op- 
ments bear his name). He ex tracted ex tra or di nary terms from a
city in cri sis. As Phillips-Fein ex plains:

Trump would be al lowed to pur chase the prop erty from
the rail road for $9.5 mil lion. Then he would sell it for a
dol lar to the Ur ban De vel op ment Cor po ra tion….Fi nally,
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the UDC would lease the prop erty back to Trump and
the Hy att Cor po ra tion for ninety-nine years, al low ing
the de vel op ers to pay taxes far be low the nor mal rate
for four decades—a wind fall worth hun dreds of mil lions
of dol lars. (As of 2016, Trump’s tax break has cost New
York City $360 mil lion in un col lected taxes.)

Yes, that’s right: for $9.5 mil lion down, Trump ex tracted a tax-
break wind fall for the prop erty worth $360 mil lion (and count ing)
from the city. The new ho tel was a blight—what one ar chi tec tural
critic de scribed as “an out-of-towner’s vi sion of city life.” In other
words, it was vin tage Trump, a man who would go on to sell the
world on a Rus sian oli garch’s vi sion of the United States as fil tered
through boot leg VHS copies of the eight ies soap op eras Dy nasty
and Dal las. In Phillips-Fein’s words:

Don ald Trump and the de vel op ers who ex ploited the
city’s des per a tion to build their tow ers had lit tle in ter est
in the rest of New York. The fact that mil lions of dol lars
went to sub si dize build ing projects in stead of restor ing
pub lic ser vices or pro mot ing re cov ery in the poor and
work ing-class neigh bor hoods of the city never reg is- 
tered as a moral con cern.

What is strik ing about this story is not sim ply that a young
Trump seized on New York’s eco nomic catas tro phe to boost his
own for tune, ex tract ing preda tory terms from a gov ern ment in cri- 
sis. It’s also that this was not just any deal—it was the one that let
Trump emerge from his fa ther’s shadow and de ci sively turned him
into a player in his own right. Trump’s ca reer was forged in shock,
shaped by the unique op por tu ni ties for profit pre sented by mo- 
ments of cri sis. Right from his break out mo ment, his at ti tude to- 
ward the pub lic sphere was that it was there to be pil laged, to en- 
rich him self.

It’s an at ti tude that has stayed with him ever since. It’s worth re- 
mem ber ing that on Sep tem ber 11, 2001, shortly af ter the Twin
Tow ers came down, Trump gave an in ter view to a ra dio sta tion
dur ing which he could not help ob serv ing that, with the Tow ers
gone, he now had the tallest build ing in down town Man hat tan.
Dead bod ies were in the street, lower Man hat tan looked like a war
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zone, and yet, with only a lit tle en cour age ment from the ra dio
hosts, Trump was think ing about his brand ad van tage.

When I asked Phillips-Fein what lessons she drew from study- 
ing Trump’s ac tions dur ing New York’s debt cri sis, her re ply was
all about fear. There was, she said, “this deep level of fear about
bank ruptcy, fear of the fu ture. And it’s that kind of fear that re ally
makes pos si ble the cut backs of the time, and also the sense that
the city needs a sav ior in the first place.” Since the 2016 elec tion,
she has been think ing about this a lot. “The way that fear can make
things that seem po lit i cally im pos si ble sud denly feel as though
they’re the only al ter na tive. And so I think that is one of the things
that we need to fight at this mo ment, and to find ways to re sist
that sense of over whelm ing fear and chaos, and to find forms of
sol i dar ity that can counter it.”

It’s good ad vice. Es pe cially since Trump has as sem bled around
him an all-star cast of cri sis op por tunists.

Meet the Dis as ter Cap i tal ism Cab i net

Se nior mem bers of Trump’s team have been at the heart of some
of the most egre gious ex am ples of the shock doc trine in re cent
mem ory. What fol lows is a brief over view of their ex ploits (which,
by na ture of just how many Gold man Sachs ex ec u tives Trump has
ap pointed, is by no means ex haus tive).

Prof it ing from Cli mate Change and War

Rex Tiller son, US sec re tary of state, has built his ca reer in large
part around tak ing ad van tage of the prof itabil ity of war and in sta- 
bil ity. Exxon Mo bil prof ited more than any oil ma jor from the in- 
crease in the price of oil that was the re sult of the 2003 in va sion of
Iraq. It also di rectly ex ploited the Iraq War to defy State De part- 
ment ad vice and make an ex plo ration deal in Iraqi Kur dis tan, a
move that, be cause it side lined Iraq’s cen tral gov ern ment, could
well have sparked a full-blown civil war, and cer tainly did con trib- 
ute to in ter nal con flict.

As CEO of Exxon Mo bil, Tiller son prof ited from dis as ter in other
ways as well. As we have al ready seen, as an ex ec u tive at the fos sil
fuel gi ant, he spent his ca reer work ing for a com pany that, de spite
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its own sci en tists’ re search into the re al ity of hu man-caused cli- 
mate change, de cided to fund and spread mis in for ma tion and junk
cli mate sci ence. All the while, ac cord ing to an LA Times in ves ti ga- 
tion, Exxon Mo bil (both be fore and af ter those two com pa nies
merged) worked dili gently to fig ure out how to fur ther profit from
and pro tect it self against the very cri sis on which it was cast ing
doubt. It did so by ex plor ing drilling in the Arc tic (which was melt- 
ing, thanks to cli mate change), re design ing a nat u ral gas pipe line
in the North Sea to ac com mo date ris ing sea lev els and su per- 
charged storms, and do ing the same for a new rig off the coast of
Nova Sco tia.

At a pub lic event in 2012, Tiller son ac knowl edged that cli mate
change was hap pen ing—but what he said next was re veal ing: “as a
species,” hu mans have al ways adapted. “So we will adapt to this.
Changes to weather pat terns that move crop pro duc tion ar eas
around—we’ll adapt to that.”

He’s quite right: hu mans do adapt when their land ceases to
pro duce food. The way hu mans adapt is by mov ing. They leave
their homes and look for places to live where they can feed them- 
selves and their fam i lies. But, as Tiller son well knows, we do not
live at a time when coun tries gladly open their bor ders to hun gry
and des per ate peo ple. In fact, he now works for a pres i dent who
has painted refugees from Syria—a coun try where drought was an
ac cel er ant of the ten sions that led to civil war—as Tro jan horses
for ter ror ism. A pres i dent who in tro duced a travel ban that, if it
had not been blocked by the courts, would have barred Syr ian mi- 
grants from en ter ing the United States. A pres i dent who has said
about Syr ian chil dren seek ing asy lum, “I can look in their faces
and say ‘You can’t come.’ ” A pres i dent who has not budged from
that po si tion even af ter he or dered mis sile strikes on Syria, sup- 
pos edly moved by the hor ri fy ing im pacts of a chem i cal weapon at- 
tack on Syr ian chil dren and “beau ti ful ba bies.” (But not moved
enough to wel come them and their par ents.) A pres i dent who has
an nounced plans to turn the track ing, sur veil lance, in car cer a tion,
and de por ta tion of im mi grants into a defin ing fea ture of his ad- 
min is tra tion.

Wait ing in the wings, bid ing their time, are plenty of other
mem bers of the Trump team who have deep skills in prof it ing
from all of that.
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Prof it ing from Pris ons

Be tween elec tion day and the end of Trump’s first month in of fice,
the stocks of the two largest pri vate prison com pa nies in the USA,
Core Civic (for merly the Cor rec tions Cor po ra tion of Amer ica) and
the GEO Group, dou bled, soar ing by 140 per cent and 98 per cent,
re spec tively.

And why not? Just as Exxon learned to profit from cli mate
change, these com pa nies are part of the sprawl ing in dus try of pri- 
vate pris ons, pri vate se cu rity, and pri vate sur veil lance that sees
wars and mi gra tion—both very of ten linked to cli mate stresses—as
ex cit ing and ex pand ing mar ket op por tu ni ties. In the United
States, the Im mi gra tion and Cus toms En force ment agency (ICE)
in car cer ates up to thirty-four thou sand im mi grants thought to be
in the coun try il le gally on any given day, and 73 per cent of them
are held in pri vate pris ons. Lit tle won der, then, that these com pa- 
nies’ stocks soared on Trump’s elec tion. And soon they had even
more rea sons to cel e brate: one of the first things Jeff Ses sions did
as Trump’s at tor ney gen eral was re scind the Obama ad min is tra- 
tion’s de ci sion to move away from for-profit jails for the gen eral
prison pop u la tion.

Prof it ing from War and Sur veil lance

Trump ap pointed as deputy de fense sec re tary Patrick Shana han, a
top ex ec u tive at Boe ing who, at one point, was re spon si ble for sell- 
ing costly hard ware to the US mil i tary, in clud ing Apache and Chi- 
nook he li copters. He also over saw Boe ing’s bal lis tic mis sile de- 
fense pro gram—a part of the op er a tion that stands to profit enor- 
mously if in ter na tional ten sions con tinue to es ca late un der
Trump.

And this is part of a much larger trend. As Lee Fang re ported in
the In ter cept in March 2017, “Pres i dent Don ald Trump has
weaponized the re volv ing door by ap point ing de fense con trac tors
and lob by ists to key gov ern ment po si tions as he seeks to rapidly
ex pand the mil i tary bud get and home land se cu rity pro grams….At
least 15 of fi cials with fi nan cial ties to de fense con trac tors have
been ei ther nom i nated or ap pointed so far.”

The re volv ing door is noth ing new, of course. Re tired mil i tary
brass re li ably take up jobs and con tracts with weapons com pa nies.
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What’s new is the num ber of gen er als with lu cra tive ties to mil i- 
tary con trac tors whom Trump has ap pointed to cab i net posts with
the power to al lo cate funds—in clud ing those stem ming from his
plan to in crease spend ing on the mil i tary, the Pen ta gon, and the
De part ment of Home land Se cu rity by more than $80 bil lion in
just one year.

The other thing that has changed is the size of the Home land Se- 
cu rity and sur veil lance in dus try. This sec tor grew ex po nen tially af- 
ter the Sep tem ber 11 at tacks, when the Bush ad min is tra tion an- 
nounced it was em bark ing on a never-end ing “war on ter ror” and
that ev ery thing that could be out sourced would be. New firms with
tinted win dows sprouted up like malev o lent mush rooms around
sub ur ban Vir ginia, out side Wash ing ton, DC, and ex ist ing ones,
like Booz Allen Hamil ton, ex panded into brand-new ter ri to ries.
Writ ing in Slate in 2005, Daniel Gross cap tured the mood of what
many called the se cu rity bub ble: “Home land se cu rity may have
just reached the stage that In ter net in vest ing hit in 1997. Back
then, all you needed to do was put an ‘e’ in front of your com pany
name and your IPO would rocket. Now you can do the same with
‘fortress.’ ”

That means many of Trump’s ap pointees come from firms that
spe cial ize in func tions which, not so long ago, it would have been
un think able to out source. His Na tional Se cu rity Coun cil chief of
staff, for in stance, is re tired Lieu tenant Gen eral Keith Kel logg.
Among the many jobs Kel logg has had with se cu rity con trac tors
since go ing pri vate was one with Cu bic De fense. Ac cord ing to the
com pany, he led “our ground com bat train ing busi ness and fo cus
on ex pand ing the com pany’s world wide cus tomer base.” If you
think “com bat train ing” is some thing armies used to do all on their
own, you’d be right.

One no tice able thing about Trump’s con trac tor ap pointees is
how many of them come from firms that did not even ex ist be fore
9/11: L1 Iden tity So lu tions (spe cial iz ing in bio met rics), the
Chertoff Group (founded by Bush’s Home land Se cu rity di rec tor
Michael Chertoff), Palan tir Tech nolo gies (a sur veil lance/big data
firm co founded by Pay Pal bil lion aire and Trump backer Pe ter
Thiel), and many more. Se cu rity firms draw heav ily on the mil i tary
and in tel li gence wings of gov ern ment for their staffing. Un der
Trump, a re mark able num ber of lob by ists and staffers from these
firms are now mi grat ing back to gov ern ment, where they will very
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likely push for even more op por tu ni ties to mon e tize the hunt for
peo ple Pres i dent Trump likes to call “bad hom bres.”

This cre ates a dis as trous cock tail. Take a group of peo ple who
di rectly profit from on go ing war and then put those same peo ple
at the heart of gov ern ment. Who’s go ing to make the case for
peace? In deed, the idea that a war could ever defini tively end
seems a quaint relic of what dur ing the Bush years was dis missed
as “pre–Sep tem ber 11 think ing.”

Prof it ing from Eco nomic Cri sis

Ties be tween the US gov ern ment and the busi ness world date back
to 1776 (sev eral of the Found ing Fa thers were from wealthy plan- 
ta tion-own ing fam i lies). The re volv ing door has been spin ning
ever since, re gard less of whether a Demo crat or a Re pub li can was
in the Oval Of fice. The dif fer ence with Trump, as is so of ten the
case, is one of vol ume, and shame less ness.

As of this writ ing, Don ald Trump has ap pointed five cur rent or
for mer Gold man Sachs ex ec u tives to se nior roles in his ad min is- 
tra tion, in clud ing Steve Mnuchin as Trea sury sec re tary, James
Dono van (for merly a Gold man Sachs man ag ing di rec tor) as
deputy Trea sury sec re tary, Gary Cohn (for merly Gold man’s chief
op er at ing of fi cer) as di rec tor of the White House Na tional Eco- 
nomic Coun cil, and Dina Pow ell (for merly Gold man’s head of im- 
pact in vest ing) as the White House se nior coun selor for eco nomic
ini tia tives. Even Steve Ban non once worked at Gold man. And
that’s not count ing Trump’s pick to lead the Se cu ri ties and Ex- 
change Com mis sion, Jay Clay ton, who served as Gold man’s lawyer
on multi bil lion-dol lar deals, and whose wife is a wealth man ager
with the com pany.

Mak ing all these Gold man ap point ments is par tic u larly brazen
given Trump’s in vo ca tion of the bank to at tack his op po nents. In a
typ i cally vi cious salvo at his GOP ri val Ted Cruz, he claimed the
Gold man guys “have to tal, to tal con trol over him. Just like they
have to tal con trol over Hillary Clin ton.”

It’s also ex tremely wor ry ing for what it says about the ad min is- 
tra tion’s will ing ness to ex ploit the eco nomic shocks that may well
re ver ber ate on their watch. Of all the ma jor Wall Street in vest ment
banks at the cen ter of the 2008 sub prime mort gage cri sis, Gold- 
man Sachs was among the most preda tory. Not only did Gold man
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do a huge amount to help in flate the mort gage bub ble with com- 
plex fi nan cial in stru ments, but it then turned around and, mid cri- 
sis, al legedly bet against the mort gage mar ket and earned bil lions.
In 2016, the bank was or dered by the United States Jus tice De- 
part ment to pay a set tle ment of $5 bil lion—the largest set tle ment
Gold man had ever paid—for these and other mal prac tices. In
2010, it agreed to a fur ther $550-mil lion fine, the largest ever paid
by a Wall Street firm in the then 76-year his tory of the Se cu ri ties
and Ex change Com mis sion, for its role in the fi nan cial cri sis.

Demo cratic sen a tor Carl Levin, who headed the 2010 Sen ate
sub com mit tee that in ves ti gated Gold man Sachs fol low ing the fi- 
nan cial cri sis, sum ma rized their mis deeds:

The ev i dence shows that Gold man re peat edly put its
own in ter ests and prof its ahead of the in ter ests of its
clients and our com mu ni ties…. Gold man Sachs didn’t
just make money. It prof ited by tak ing ad van tage of its
clients’ rea son able ex pec ta tion that it would not sell
prod ucts that it didn’t want to suc ceed, and that there
was no con flict of eco nomic in ter est be tween the firm
and the cus tomers it had pledged to serve. Gold man’s
ac tions demon strate that it of ten saw its clients not as
valu able cus tomers, but as ob jects for its own profit.
This mat ters be cause in stead of do ing well when its
clients did well, Gold man Sachs did well when its
clients lost money.

Even among Gold man alumni, Steven Mnuchin has dis tin- 
guished him self by his will ing ness to profit off mis ery. Af ter the
2008 Wall Street col lapse, and in the midst of the fore clo sure cri- 
sis, Mnuchin pur chased a Cal i for nia bank. The re named com pany,
OneWest, earned Mnuchin the nick name “Fore clo sure King,” re- 
port edly col lect ing $1.2 bil lion from the gov ern ment to help cover
the losses for fore closed homes and evict ing tens of thou sands of
peo ple be tween 2009 and 2014. One at tempted fore clo sure in- 
volved a ninety-year-old woman who was be hind on her pay ments
by 27 cents.

These preda tory prac tices drew fire dur ing Mnuchin’s con fir ma- 
tion hear ing for Trea sury sec re tary (though not enough for Re pub- 
li cans to vote against him). Ore gon Demo cratic sen a tor Ron
Wyden said dur ing the hear ing that, “while Mr. Mnuchin was
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CEO, the bank proved it could put more vul ner a ble peo ple on the
streets faster than just about any body,” and charged “OneWest
churned out fore clo sures like Chi nese fac to ries churned out
Trump suits and ties.”

Prof it ing from Nat u ral Dis as ters

And then there’s Vice Pres i dent Mike Pence, seen by many as the
grown-up in Trump’s messy room. Yet it is Pence, the for mer gov- 
er nor of In di ana, who ac tu ally has the most dis turb ing track
record when it comes to bloody-minded ex ploita tion of hu man
suf fer ing.

When Mike Pence was an nounced as Don ald Trump’s run ning
mate, I thought to my self, “I know that name. I’ve seen it some- 
where.” And then I re mem bered. He was at the heart of one of the
most shock ing sto ries I’ve ever cov ered: the dis as ter cap i tal ism
free-for-all that fol lowed Ka t rina and the drown ing of New Or- 
leans. Mike Pence’s do ings as a prof i teer from hu man suf fer ing are
so ap palling that they are worth ex plor ing in a lit tle more depth,
since they tell us a great deal about what we can ex pect from this
ad min is tra tion dur ing times of height ened cri sis.

The Ka t rina Blue print

Be fore we delve into Pence’s role, what’s im por tant to re mem ber
about Hur ri cane Ka t rina is that, though it is usu ally de scribed as a
“nat u ral dis as ter,” there was noth ing nat u ral about the way it im- 
pacted the city of New Or leans. When Ka t rina hit the coast of Mis- 
sis sippi in Au gust 2005, it had been down graded from a Cat e gory
5 to a still-dev as tat ing Cat e gory 3 hur ri cane. But by the time it
made its way to New Or leans, it had lost most of its strength and
been down graded again, to a “trop i cal storm.”

That’s rel e vant, be cause a trop i cal storm should never have bro- 
ken through New Or leans’s flood de fense. Ka t rina did break
through, how ever, be cause the lev ees that pro tect the city did not
hold. Why? We now know that de spite re peated warn ings about
the risk, the Army Corps of En gi neers had al lowed the lev ees to
fall into a state of dis re pair. That fail ure was the re sult of two main
fac tors.
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One was a spe cific dis re gard for the lives of poor Black peo ple,
whose homes in the Lower Ninth Ward were left most vul ner a ble
by the fail ure to fix the lev ees. This was part of a wider ne glect of
pub lic in fra struc ture across the United States, which is the di rect
re sult of decades of ne olib eral pol icy. Be cause when you sys tem at- 
i cally wage war on the very idea of the pub lic sphere and the pub lic
good, of course the pub licly owned bones of so ci ety—roads,
bridges, lev ees, wa ter sys tems—are go ing to slip into a state of
such dis re pair that it takes lit tle to push them be yond the break ing
point. When you mas sively cut taxes so that you don’t have money
to spend on much of any thing be sides the po lice and the mil i tary,
this is what hap pens.

It wasn’t just the phys i cal in fra struc ture that failed the city, and
par tic u larly its poor est res i dents, who are, as in so many US cities,
over whelm ingly African Amer i can. The hu man sys tems of dis as ter
re sponse also failed, the sec ond great frac tur ing. The arm of the
fed eral gov ern ment that is tasked with re spond ing to mo ments of
na tional cri sis like this is the Fed eral Emer gency Man age ment
Agency, with state and mu nic i pal gov ern ments also play ing key
roles in evac u a tion plan ning and re sponse. All lev els of gov ern- 
ment failed.

It took FEMA five days to get wa ter and food to peo ple in New
Or leans who had sought emer gency shel ter in the Su per dome. The
most har row ing im ages from that time were of peo ple stranded on
rooftops—of homes and hos pi tals—hold ing up signs that said
HELP, watch ing the he li copters pass them by. Peo ple helped each
other as best they could. They res cued each other in ca noes and
row boats. They fed each other. They dis played that beau ti ful hu- 
man ca pac ity for sol i dar ity that mo ments of cri sis so of ten in ten- 
sify. But at the of fi cial level, it was the com plete op po site. I’ll al- 
ways re mem ber the words of Cur tis Muham mad, a long time New
Or leans civil rights or ga nizer, who said this ex pe ri ence “con vinced
us that we had no care tak ers.”

The way this aban don ment played out was deeply un equal, and
the di vi sions cleaved along lines of race and class. Many peo ple
were able to leave the city on their own—they got into their cars,
drove to a dry ho tel, called their in sur ance bro kers. Some peo ple
stayed be cause they be lieved the storm de fenses would hold. But a
great many oth ers stayed be cause they had no choice—they didn’t
have a car, or were too in firm to drive, or sim ply didn’t know what
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to do. Those are the peo ple who needed a func tion ing sys tem of
evac u a tion and re lief—and they were out of luck. It felt like Bagh- 
dad all over again, with some peo ple tak ing shel ter in their own
pri vate Green Zones while many more were left stranded in the
Red Zone—where the worst was yet to come.

Aban doned in the city with out food or wa ter, those in need did
what any one would do in those cir cum stances: they took pro vi- 
sions from lo cal stores. Fox News and other me dia out lets seized
on this to paint New Or leans’s Black res i dents as dan ger ous “loot- 
ers” who would soon be com ing to in vade the dry, white parts of
the city and sur round ing sub urbs and towns. Build ings were
spray-painted with mes sages: “Loot ers will be shot.” Check points
were set up to trap peo ple in the flooded parts of town. On
Danziger Bridge, po lice of fi cers shot Black res i dents on sight (five
of the of fi cers in volved ul ti mately pled guilty, and the city came to
a $13.3-mil lion set tle ment with the fam i lies in that case and two
other sim i lar post-Ka t rina cases). Mean while, gangs of armed
white vig i lantes prowled the streets look ing, as one res i dent later
put it in an ex posé by in ves tiga tive jour nal ist A.C. Thomp son, for
“the op por tu nity to hunt Black peo ple.” In the Red Zone, ap par- 
ently, any thing goes.

I was in New Or leans and I saw for my self how amped up the
po lice and mil i tary were—not to men tion pri vate se cu rity guards
from com pa nies like Black wa ter who were show ing up fresh from
Iraq. It felt very much like a war zone, with poor and Black peo ple
in the crosshairs—peo ple whose only crime was try ing to sur vive.
By the time the Na tional Guard ar rived to or ga nize a full evac u a- 
tion of the city, it was done with a level of ag gres sion and ruth less- 
ness that was hard to fathom. Sol diers pointed ma chine guns at
res i dents as they boarded buses, pro vid ing no in for ma tion about
where they were be ing taken. Chil dren were of ten sep a rated from
their par ents.

What I saw dur ing the flood ing shocked me. But what I saw in
the af ter math of Ka t rina shocked me even more. With the city
reel ing, and with its res i dents dis persed across the coun try and
un able to pro tect their own in ter ests, a plan emerged to ram
through a pro-cor po rate wish list with max i mum ve loc ity. Mil ton
Fried man, then ninety-three years old, wrote an ar ti cle for the
Wall Street Jour nal stat ing, “Most New Or leans schools are in ru- 
ins, as are the homes of the chil dren who have at tended them. The
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chil dren are now scat tered all over the coun try. This is a tragedy. It
is also an op por tu nity to rad i cally re form the ed u ca tional sys tem.”

In a sim i lar vein, Richard Baker, at that time a Re pub li can con- 
gress man from Lou i si ana, de clared, “We fi nally cleaned up pub lic
hous ing in New Or leans. We couldn’t do it, but God did.” I was in
an evac u a tion shel ter near Ba ton Rouge when Baker made that
state ment. The peo ple I spoke with were just floored by it. Imag ine
be ing forced to leave your home, hav ing to sleep in a cot in some
cav ernous con ven tion cen ter, and then find ing out that the peo ple
who are sup posed to rep re sent you are claim ing this was some sort
of di vine in ter ven tion—God ap par ently re ally likes condo de vel op- 
ments.

Baker got his “cleanup” of pub lic hous ing. In the months af ter
the storm, with New Or leans’s res i dents—and all their in con ve- 
nient opin ions, rich cul ture, and deep at tach ments—out of the
way, thou sands of pub lic hous ing units, many of which had sus- 
tained min i mal storm dam age be cause they were on high ground,
were de mol ished. They were re placed with con dos and town-
homes priced far out of reach for most who had lived there.

And this is where Mike Pence en ters the story. At the time Ka t- 
rina hit New Or leans, Pence was chair man of the pow er ful and
highly ide o log i cal Re pub li can Study Com mit tee (RSC), a cau cus of
con ser va tive law mak ers. On Sep tem ber 13, 2005—just four teen
days af ter the lev ees were breached and with parts of New Or leans
still un der wa ter—the RSC con vened a fate ful meet ing at the of- 
fices of the Her itage Foun da tion in Wash ing ton, DC. Un der
Pence’s lead er ship, the group came up with a list of “Pro-Free-
Mar ket Ideas for Re spond ing to Hur ri cane Ka t rina and High Gas
Prices”—thirty-two pseudo re lief poli cies in all, each one straight
out of the dis as ter cap i tal ism play book.

What stands out is the com mit ment to wage all-out war on la bor
stan dards and the pub lic sphere—which is bit terly ironic, be cause
the fail ure of pub lic in fra struc ture is what turned Ka t rina into a
hu man catas tro phe in the first place. Also no table is the de ter mi- 
na tion to use any op por tu nity to strengthen the hand of the oil and
gas in dus try. The list in cludes rec om men da tions to “au to mat i cally
sus pend Davis–Ba con pre vail ing wage laws in dis as ter ar eas” (a
ref er ence to the law that re quires fed eral con trac tors to pay a liv- 
ing wage); “make the en tire af fected area a flat-tax free-en ter prise
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zone”; and “re peal or waive re stric tive en vi ron men tal reg u la- 
tions…that ham per re build ing.”

Pres i dent Bush adopted many of the rec om men da tions within
the week, al though, un der pres sure, he was even tu ally forced to
re in state the la bor stan dards. An other rec om men da tion called for
giv ing par ents vouch ers to use at pri vate and char ter schools (for-
profit schools sub si dized with tax dol lars), a move per fectly in line
with the vi sion held by Trump’s pick for ed u ca tion sec re tary, Betsy
De Vos. Within the year, New Or leans be came the most pri va tized
school sys tem in the United States.

And there was more. Though cli mate sci en tists have di rectly
linked the in creased in ten sity of hur ri canes to warm ing ocean
tem per a tures, that didn’t stop Pence and his com mit tee from call- 
ing on Con gress to re peal en vi ron men tal reg u la tions on the Gulf
Coast, give per mis sion for new oil re finer ies in the United States,
and green-light “drilling in the Arc tic Na tional Wildlife Refuge.”
It’s a kind of mad ness. Af ter all, these very mea sures are a sure fire
way to drive up green house gas emis sions, the ma jor hu man con- 
trib u tor to cli mate change, which leads to fiercer storms. Yet they
were im me di ately cham pi oned by Pence, and later adopted by
Bush, un der the guise of re spond ing to a dev as tat ing hur ri cane.

It’s worth paus ing to tease out the im pli ca tions of all of this.
Hur ri cane Ka t rina turned into a catas tro phe in New Or leans be- 
cause of a com bi na tion of ex tremely heavy weather, pos si bly
linked to cli mate change, and weak and ne glected pub lic in fra- 
struc ture. The so-called so lu tions pro posed by the group Pence
headed at the time were the very things that would in evitably ex ac- 
er bate cli mate change and weaken pub lic in fra struc ture even fur- 
ther. He and his fel low “free-mar ket” trav el ers were de ter mined, it
seems, to do the very things that are guar an teed to lead to more
Ka tri nas in the fu ture.

And now Mike Pence is in a po si tion to bring this vi sion to the
en tire United States.

Klep toc racy Free-for-All

The oil in dus try wasn’t the only one to profit from Hur ri cane Ka t- 
rina. Im me di ately af ter the storm, the whole Bagh dad gang of con- 
trac tors—Bech tel, Fluor, Hal libur ton, Black wa ter, CH2M Hill, and
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Par sons, in fa mous for its sloppy Iraq work—de scended on New
Or leans. They had a sin gu lar vi sion: to prove that the kinds of pri- 
va tized ser vices they had been pro vid ing in Iraq and Afghanistan
also had an on go ing do mes tic mar ket—and to col lect no-bid con- 
tracts to tal ing $3.4 bil lion in the process.

The con tro ver sies were le gion, too many to delve into here. Rel- 
e vant ex pe ri ence of ten ap peared to have noth ing to do with how
con tracts were al lo cated. Take, for ex am ple, the com pany that
FEMA paid $5.2 mil lion to per form the cru cial role of build ing a
base camp for emer gency work ers in St. Bernard Parish, a sub urb
of New Or leans. The camp con struc tion fell be hind sched ule and
was never com pleted. Un der in ves ti ga tion, it emerged that the
con trac tor, Light house Dis as ter Re lief, was in fact a re li gious
group. “About the clos est thing I have done to this is just or ga nize
a youth camp with my church,” con fessed Light house’s di rec tor,
Pas tor Gary Hel dreth.

Af ter all the lay ers of sub con trac tors had taken their cut, there
was next to noth ing left for the peo ple do ing the work. Au thor
Mike Davis tracked the way FEMA paid Shaw $175 per square foot
to in stall blue tarps on dam aged roofs, even though the tarps
them selves were pro vided by the gov ern ment. Once all the sub- 
con trac tors took their share, the work ers who ac tu ally ham mered
in the tarps were paid as lit tle as two dol lars per square foot. “Ev- 
ery level of the con tract ing food chain, in other words, is
grotesquely overfed ex cept the bot tom rung,” Davis wrote, “where
the ac tual work is car ried out.” These sup posed “con trac tors” were
re ally—like the Trump Or ga ni za tion—hol low brands, suck ing out
profit and then slap ping their name on cheap or nonex is tent ser- 
vices.

In or der to off set the tens of bil lions go ing to pri vate com pa nies
in con tracts and tax breaks, in No vem ber 2005 the Re pub li can-
con trolled Con gress an nounced that it needed to cut $40 bil lion
from the fed eral bud get. Among the pro grams that were slashed:
stu dent loans, Med ic aid, and food stamps. So, the poor est peo ple
in the United States sub si dized the con trac tor bo nanza twice: first,
when Ka t rina re lief mor phed into un reg u lated cor po rate hand- 
outs, pro vid ing nei ther de cent jobs nor func tional pub lic ser vices;
and sec ond, when the few pro grams that di rectly as sist the un em- 
ployed and work ing poor na tion wide were gut ted to pay those
bloated bills.
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—

New Or leans is the dis as ter cap i tal ism blue print—de signed by the
cur rent vice pres i dent and by the Her itage Foun da tion, the hard-
right think tank to which Trump has out sourced much of his ad- 
min is tra tion’s bud get ing. Ul ti mately, the re sponse to Ka t rina
sparked an ap proval rat ings free fall for George W. Bush, a plunge
that even tu ally lost the Re pub li cans the pres i dency in 2008. Nine
years later, with Re pub li cans now in con trol of Con gress and the
White House, it’s not hard to imag ine this test case for pri va tized
dis as ter re sponse be ing adopted on a na tional scale.

The pres ence of highly mil i ta rized po lice and armed pri vate sol- 
diers in New Or leans came as a sur prise to many. Since then, the
phe nom e non has ex panded ex po nen tially, with lo cal po lice forces
across the coun try out fit ted to the gills with mil i tary-grade gear,
in clud ing tanks and drones, and pri vate se cu rity com pa nies fre- 
quently pro vid ing train ing and sup port. Given the ar ray of pri vate-
mil i tary and se cu rity con trac tors oc cu py ing key po si tions in the
Trump ad min is tra tion, we can ex pect all of this to ex pand fur ther
with each new shock.

The Ka t rina ex pe ri ence also stands as a stark warn ing to those
who are hold ing out hope for Trump’s promised tril lion dol lars in
in fra struc ture spend ing. That spend ing will fix some roads and
bridges, and it will cre ate jobs (though—as we’ll see in Chap ter 10
—far less than green in fra struc ture in vest ment to tran si tion off
fos sil fu els would). Cru cially, Trump has in di cated that he plans to
do as much as pos si ble not through the pub lic sec tor but through
pub lic-pri vate part ner ships—which have a ter ri ble track record for
cor rup tion, and may re sult in far lower wages than true pub lic
works projects would. Given Trump’s busi ness record, and Pence’s
role in the ad min is tra tion, there is ev ery rea son to fear that his
big-ticket in fra struc ture spend ing could be come a Ka t rina-like
klep toc racy, a gov ern ment of thieves, with the Mar-a-Lago set
help ing them selves to vast sums of tax payer money.

New Or leans pro vides a har row ing pic ture of what we can ex- 
pect when the next shock hits. But sadly, it is far from com plete:
there is much more that this ad min is tra tion may try to push
through un der cover of cri sis. To be come shock re sis tant, we need
to pre pare for that too.
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CHAP TER NINE

 

THE TOXIC TO-DO LIST
WHAT TO EX PECT WHEN YOU ARE EX PECT- 

ING A CRI SIS
 

In New Or leans af ter Ka t rina, some of the key play ers who now
sur round Trump showed to what lengths they will go to dec i mate
the pub lic sphere and ad vance the in ter ests of real es tate de vel op- 
ers, pri vate con trac tors, and oil com pa nies. To day, they are in a
po si tion to take Ka t rina na tional.

What makes this con stel la tion of dis as ter cap i tal ists all the more
wor ry ing is the fact that, though Trump has been able to do a great
deal of dam age in his first few months in of fice, he has been re- 
peat edly stymied by the courts and by Con gress. And many of the
more rad i cal items on this ad min is tra tion’s wish list have yet to be
at tempted at all. His ed u ca tion sec re tary, Betsy De Vos, for in- 
stance, has de voted her life to push ing for a pri va tized ed u ca tion
sys tem like the one in New Or leans af ter Ka t rina. Many of the fig- 
ures who sur round Trump are pas sion ate about dis man tling So cial
Se cu rity. Sev eral are equally fer vent in their dis taste for a free
press, unions, and po lit i cal protests. Trump him self has mused
pub licly about bring ing in “the feds” to deal with crime in cities
like Chicago, and on the cam paign trail he pledged to block all
Mus lims from en ter ing the US, not just the ones from the coun- 
tries on his var i ous lists. His at tor ney gen eral, Jeff Ses sions, has
been highly crit i cal of po lice de part ment “con sent de crees,” an im- 
por tant mea sure that al lows the Jus tice De part ment and fed eral
courts to in ter vene in lo cal and state po lice forces if they iden tify a
pat tern of abuse—for ex am ple, re peated shoot ings of un armed
Black peo ple. Ses sions claims these ac count abil ity mech a nisms
“can re duce morale for the po lice of fi cers,” im pair ing their abil ity
to fight crime (a claim un sup ported by the data).
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The wealth i est fun ders of Trump’s cam paign and of the Far
Right more broadly—the multi bil lion aire Koch Broth ers and the
Mer cer fam ily—have their sights set on elim i nat ing the re main ing
re stric tions on money in pol i tics, while do ing away with those laws
that re quire trans parency in how such pri vate money is spent. Un- 
der the guise of bat tling a man u fac tured “vot ing fraud” cri sis, they
are also back ing groups that have been push ing mea sures to make
it even harder for low-in come peo ple and mi nori ties to vote, such
as rules re quir ing photo ID to cast a bal lot (some form of these ini- 
tia tives had al ready been en acted in at least thirty-two states by
the time Trump was elected). If these twin goals are fully re al ized,
pro gres sive chal lengers will be so out spent by their Re pub li can ri- 
vals, and will have so much trou ble get ting their sup port ers into
vot ing booths, that the cor po rate coup Trump rep re sents could
well be come per ma nent.

Re al iz ing the full breadth of this an tidemo cratic vi sion is not
achiev able in the cur rent cir cum stances. With out a cri sis, the
courts would keep get ting in the way, as would sev eral state gov- 
ern ments con trolled by Democrats, and on some of Trump’s more
sadis tic dreams—like bring ing back tor ture—even Con gress might
stand up to him.

But the full agenda is still there, ly ing in wait. Which is why au- 
thor and jour nal ist Pe ter Maass, writ ing in the In ter cept, de- 
scribed the Trump White House as “a pis tol cocked to go off at the
first touch”—or rather, the first cri sis. As Mil ton Fried man wrote
long ago, “only a cri sis—ac tual or per ceived—pro duces real
change. When that cri sis oc curs, the ac tions that are taken de pend
on the ideas that are ly ing around. That, I be lieve, is our ba sic
func tion: to de velop al ter na tives to ex ist ing poli cies, to keep them
alive and avail able un til the po lit i cally im pos si ble be comes po lit i- 
cally in evitable.” Sur vival ists stock pile canned goods and wa ter in
prepa ra tion for ma jor dis as ters; these guys stock pile spec tac u larly
an tidemo cratic ideas.

So the ques tions we need to fo cus on are these: What dis as ter,
or se ries of dis as ters, could play the en abling role? And what tasks
on the toxic to-do list are most likely to rear their heads at these
first op por tu ni ties?

It’s high time for some dis as ter pre pared ness.
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States of Emer gency, States of Ex cep tion

Dur ing the cam paign, some imag ined that the more overtly racist
el e ments of Trump’s plat form were just talk de signed to rile up the
base, not any thing he se ri ously in tended to act on. In Trump’s first
week in of fice, when he im posed a travel ban on seven ma jor ity-
Mus lim coun tries, that com fort ing il lu sion dis ap peared fast. And
the re sponse was im me di ate. In ma jor cities across the United
States, thou sands upon thou sands of peo ple left their homes and
flooded to the air ports, de mand ing that the ban be re voked and
that the trav el ers be ing de tained be re leased. Taxi driv ers in New
York re fused to take fares to or from JFK air port, lo cal politi cians
and lawyers showed up in droves to help the peo ple un der de ten- 
tion, and a fed eral court judge fi nally in ter vened to block the ban.
When Trump slightly mod i fied his ex ec u tive or der and reis sued it,
an other judge got in his way.

The whole episode showed the power of re sis tance, and of ju di- 
cial courage, and there was much to cel e brate. But we can’t for get
that a ter ror ist at tack in the United States would pro vide the ad- 
min is tra tion with a pre text to try to over ride much of this kind of
push back. In all like li hood they would do it swiftly, by declar ing
protests and strikes that block roads and air ports a threat to “na- 
tional se cu rity,” and then us ing that cover to go af ter protest or ga- 
niz ers—with sur veil lance, ar rests, and im pris on ment. Many of us
well re mem ber the “with us or with the ter ror ists” at mos phere that
de scended af ter Sep tem ber 11—but we don’t need to go back that
far to see how these dy nam ics work.

In the im me di ate af ter math of the West min ster ter ror at tacks in
Lon don in March 2017, when a driver plowed into a crowd of
pedes tri ans, de lib er ately killing four peo ple and in jur ing dozens
more, the Con ser va tive gov ern ment wasted no time declar ing that
any ex pec ta tion of pri vacy in dig i tal com mu ni ca tions was now a
threat to na tional se cu rity. Home Sec re tary Am ber Rudd went on
the BBC and de clared the end-to-end en cryp tion pro vided by pro- 
grams like What sApp to be “com pletely un ac cept able.” And she
said that they were meet ing with the large tech firms “to ask them
to work with us” on pro vid ing back door ac cess to these plat forms.

In France in 2015, af ter the co or di nated at tacks in Paris that
killed 130 peo ple, the gov ern ment of François Hol lande de clared a
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“state of emer gency” that banned po lit i cal protests. I was in
France a week af ter those hor rific events and it was strik ing that,
though the at tack ers had tar geted a con cert, a foot ball sta dium,
restau rants, and other em blems of daily Parisian life, it was only
out door po lit i cal ac tiv ity that was not per mit ted. Large con certs,
Christ mas mar kets, and sport ing events—the sorts of places that
were likely tar gets for fur ther at tacks—were all free to carry on as
usual.

In the months that fol lowed, the state-of-emer gency de cree was
ex tended again and again—un til it had been in place for well over
a year. It is cur rently set to re main in ef fect un til at least July 2017
—the new nor mal. And this took place un der a cen ter-left gov ern- 
ment in a coun try with a long tra di tion of dis rup tive strikes and
protests. One would have to be naive to imag ine that Don ald
Trump and Mike Pence wouldn’t im me di ately seize on any at tack
in the USA to go much fur ther down that same road. We should be
pre pared for se cu rity shocks to be ex ploited as ex cuses to in crease
the round ing up and in car cer a tion of large num bers of peo ple
from the com mu ni ties this ad min is tra tion is al ready tar get ing:
Latino im mi grants, Mus lims, Black Lives Mat ter or ga niz ers, cli- 
mate ac tivists. It’s all pos si ble. And, in the name of free ing the
hands of law en force ment of fi cials, Ses sions would have his ex cuse
to do away with fed eral over sight of state and lo cal po lice.

Un for tu nately, there is no guar an tee that, in the af ter math of an
at tack, judges would show the same courage in stand ing up to
Trump as they did im me di ately af ter his in au gu ra tion. As much as
they po si tion them selves as neu tral ar biters, courts are not im- 
mune to pub lic hys te ria. And there is no doubt that the Pres i dent
would seize on any do mes tic ter ror ist at tack to blame the courts.
He made this abun dantly clear when he tweeted, af ter his first
travel ban was struck down: “Just can not be lieve a judge would
put our coun try in such peril. If some thing hap pens blame him
and court sys tem.”

The Dark Prince Is Back

Trump has made no se cret of his in ter est in tor ture. “Tor ture
works,” he said on the cam paign, “only a stupid per son would say
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it doesn’t work.” He also pledged to fill up Guan tanamo with new
“bad dudes, be lieve me, we’re gonna load it up.”

Legally, this won’t be easy. Ever since the George W. Bush ad- 
min is tra tion found loop holes it could ex ploit to take a turn to ward
sadism, the US courts have made it harder for fu ture ad min is tra- 
tions to fol low suit, as has the Sen ate, which passed an amend- 
ment in 2015 clearly stat ing that all in ter ro ga tion tech niques must
fol low the Army Field Man ual.

Still, if the coun try found it self in the grip of a large-enough se- 
cu rity cri sis, there is no rea son to ex pect that a Re pub li can-con- 
trolled House and Sen ate would refuse the White House the pow- 
ers it de manded. And Mike Pom peo, Trump’s CIA di rec tor, has in- 
di cated an alarm ing open ness to go ing back ward. Af ter orig i nally
stat ing un equiv o cally in his con fir ma tion hear ing that he would
not al low tor ture tac tics to re turn, he fol lowed up with an ad den- 
dum: “If ex perts be lieved cur rent law was an im ped i ment to gath- 
er ing vi tal in tel li gence to pro tect the coun try, I would want to un- 
der stand such im ped i ments and whether any rec om men da tions
were ap pro pri ate for chang ing cur rent law.” He has also called for
a re ver sal of the lim ited re stric tions on dig i tal sur veil lance put in
place af ter Ed ward Snow den’s rev e la tions.

Even with out the bless ing of Con gress or the CIA, an ad min is- 
tra tion that is de ter mined to vi o late the law can, un for tu nately,
find a way. The like li est route for Trump is to out source this dirty
work to pri vate con trac tors. None other than Black wa ter founder
Erik Prince (who hap pens to be the brother of Sec re tary of Ed u ca- 
tion Betsy De Vos) has been coun sel ing Trump be hind the scenes.
In ves tiga tive jour nal ist Jeremy Sc ahill, who wrote an award-win- 
ning book on Black wa ter, re ports that Prince not only do nated
$100,000 to a Trump-friendly po lit i cal ac tion com mit tee but ac- 
tively ad vised the tran si tion team “on mat ters re lated to in tel li- 
gence and de fense, in clud ing weigh ing in on can di dates for the
De fense and State de part ments.” And in April, the Wash ing ton
Post pub lished a re port re veal ing that

the United Arab Emi rates ar ranged a se cret meet ing in
Jan u ary be tween Black wa ter founder Erik Prince and a
Rus sian close to Pres i dent Vladimir Putin as part of an
ap par ent ef fort to es tab lish a back-chan nel line of com- 
mu ni ca tion be tween Mos cow and Pres i dent-elect Don- 
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ald Trump, ac cord ing to U.S., Eu ro pean and Arab of fi- 
cials. The meet ing took place around Jan. 11—nine days
be fore Trump’s in au gu ra tion—in the Sey chelles is lands
in the In dian Ocean, of fi cials said.

Prince, the Post re ported, “pre sented him self as an un of fi cial en- 
voy for Trump.” Through a spokesper son, Prince de scribed the ac- 
count as “a com plete fab ri ca tion. The meet ing had noth ing to do
with Pres i dent Trump.”

Prince’s ap pear ance in all this is alarm ing for rea sons that go
well be yond the rev e la tion of yet an other link be tween the Trump
team and Rus sia. In the wake of a long line of law suits and in ves ti- 
ga tions (in 2014, a US fed eral jury found four Black wa ter em ploy- 
ees guilty on charges in clud ing first-de gree mur der in a mas sacre
in Bagh dad’s Nisour Square that left sev en teen peo ple dead),
Prince at tempted to re name Black wa ter and fi nally sold the com- 
pany. He now has a new firm: Fron tier Ser vices Group. He is get- 
ting in on the anti-im mi grant frenzy sweep ing the globe, pitch ing
the com pany as the most ef fi cient way to keep mi grants from suc- 
cess fully cross ing bor ders. In Eu rope, he makes the case that by
pay ing his com pany to work in Libya, coun tries can “se cure land
bor ders and so pre vent mi grants from reach ing the Mediter- 
ranean.” Writ ing in the Fi nan cial Times in early 2017, Prince ex- 
plained that if his plan were im ple mented, “there would be
nowhere for mi grant smug glers to hide: they can be de tected, de- 
tained and han dled us ing a mix ture of air and ground op er a- 
tions”—all pri vate, all for-profit.

Prince’s resur fac ing is a re minder that there are many back door
ways around con sti tu tional prac tices. And Trump, as well as other
lead ers, can turn to com pa nies like his for sur veil lance, in ter ro ga- 
tion, and mas sively ramped-up bor der con trols.

No, They Don’t Need to Plan It

Some have warned that Trump has so much to gain from an at- 
mos phere of height ened fear and con fu sion, and such a bla tant
dis re gard for the truth, that we should ex pect this ad min is tra tion
to cook up its own crises. While it would be un wise to put any thing
past this con stel la tion of char ac ters, the fact is that ne far i ous con- 
spir a cies may well be un nec es sary. Af ter all, Trump’s reck less and
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in com pe tent ap proach to gov er nance is noth ing short of a dis as- 
ter-cre ation ma chine.

Take the ad min is tra tion’s in cen di ary pub lic state ments and
poli cies re lat ing to Mus lims and “rad i cal Is lamic ter ror ism.” A
decade and a half into the so-called war on ter ror, it’s not con tro- 
ver sial to state the ob vi ous: these kinds of ac tions and rhetoric
make vi o lent re sponses dis tinctly more likely. These days, the peo- 
ple warn ing about this dan ger most force fully are not an tiracism
or an ti war ac tivists, but lead ing fig ures in the mil i tary and in tel li- 
gence com mu ni ties and the for eign pol icy es tab lish ment. They ar- 
gue that any per cep tion that the United States is at war with Is lam
as a faith and Mus lims as a group is a gift to ex trem ists look ing to
ra tio nal ize bloody at tacks on Amer i can sol diers and civil ians.
Daniel L. By nam, a se nior fel low at the Brook ings In sti tu tion who
served on the Joint 9/11 In quiry Staff of the House and Sen ate In- 
tel li gence Com mit tees, puts it this way: “Trump’s ac tions and
rhetoric add cred i bil ity to the ji hadists’ nar ra tive of civ i liza tional
war.”

Al ready, ISIS re port edly de scribed Trump’s first anti-Mus lim-
travel ex ec u tive or der as a “blessed ban” that will help to re cruit
fight ers. Iran’s for eign min is ter warned the ban was “a gift to ex- 
trem ists.” Even Trump’s own na tional se cu rity ad viser, Lieu tenant
Gen eral H.R. Mc Mas ter, has de scribed Trump’s re peated use of
the term “rad i cal Is lamic ter ror ism” as un help ful be cause, he says,
the ter ror ists are “un-Is lamic.” Yet noth ing has changed. Trump
seems de ter mined to do ev ery thing pos si ble to re in force the holy
war mes sage.

The idea that Trump doesn’t re al ize how provoca tive he’s be ing
rings about as hol low as his claims of be ing un aware that his racist
rhetoric has gen er ated a cli mate ripe for hate crimes.

The Shock of War

The most lethal way that gov ern ments over re act to ter ror ist at- 
tacks is by ex ploit ing the at mos phere of fear to em bark on a full-
blown for eign war. It doesn’t nec es sar ily mat ter if the tar get has
no con nec tion to the orig i nal ter ror at tacks. Iraq wasn’t re spon si- 
ble for 9/11, and it was in vaded any way.
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Trump’s like li est tar gets are mostly in the Mid dle East, and they
in clude (but are by no means lim ited to) the fol low ing: Syria;
Yemen, where Trump has al ready in creased the num ber of drone
strikes; Iraq, where deadly strikes with high civil ian ca su al ties are
also on the rise; and, most per ilously, Iran. And then, of course,
there’s North Ko rea. Al ready, af ter vis it ing the de mil i ta rized zone
di vid ing North and South Ko rea, Sec re tary of State Tiller son de- 
clared “all op tions are on the ta ble,” point edly re fus ing to rule out
a pre emp tive mil i tary strike in re sponse to the North Ko rean
regime’s mis sile test ing. This was fol lowed by Trump’s mus cle-
flex ing an nounce ment of the im me di ate de ploy ment of a US Navy
strike group, in clud ing two de stroy ers, a guided-mis sile cruiser,
and a nu clear-pow ered air craft car rier, to the Ko rean Penin sula
(em bar rass ingly for the ad min is tra tion, the car rier was pho- 
tographed thou sands of miles away, head ing in the op po site di rec- 
tion for joint ex er cises with the Aus tralian Navy). And it was all
un der lined by a testos terone-fu eled tweet from Trump about how,
if China doesn’t step in, “we will solve the prob lem with out them!
U.S.A.” North Ko rean state me dia, mean while, is sued a hair-rais- 
ing dec la ra tion that the coun try was pre pared to launch a nu clear
at tack “in the US main land.”

Trump has openly called for a new nu clear “arms race”—a call
we have not heard since the 1980s. He has re port edly asked his
for eign pol icy ad vis ers re peat edly why the United States can’t just
use nu clear weapons, seem ingly not grasp ing the prin ci ple of re- 
tal i a tion. And one of Trump’s big gest fi nan cial back ers, Shel don
Adel son, has talked about need ing to threaten Iran with a nu clear
strike in the “mid dle of the desert that doesn’t hurt a soul…maybe
a cou ple of rat tlesnakes…. Then you say, ‘See! The next one is in
the mid dle of Tehran. So, we mean busi ness.’ ” Adel son do nated
$5 mil lion to Trump’s in au gu ra tion, the largest do na tion of its
kind ever.

I am not say ing a nu clear war is likely. But in Trump’s very short
time in of fice, there has al ready been a level of mil i tary es ca la tion
that is both chill ing and bizarrely hap haz ard. As in di cated by his
early de ploy ment of the most pow er ful con ven tional weapon in the
US ar se nal—the Mas sive Ord nance Air Blast, or MOAB—Trump is
drunk on the al lure of show ing the world he’s top dog. Which is
why Mikhail Gor bachev, who worked to ward dis ar ma ment when
he was So viet leader, wrote in Time mag a zine that to day “the nu- 
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clear threat once again seems real. Re la tions be tween the great
pow ers have been go ing from bad to worse for sev eral years now.
The ad vo cates for arms build-up and the mil i tary-in dus trial com- 
plex are rub bing their hands.” (And that was be fore Trump upped
the ante with North Ko rea.)

There are many rea sons why peo ple around Trump, par tic u larly
the many who came straight from the de fense sec tor, might de cide
that fur ther mil i tary es ca la tion is in or der. As we saw, Trump’s
April 2017 mis sile strike on Syria—or dered with out con gres sional
ap proval and there fore il le gal ac cord ing to some ex perts—won
him the most pos i tive news cov er age of his pres i dency, with lib eral
hawks fawn ing over him as en thu si as ti cally as his su per fans on
Fox. His in ner cir cle, mean while, im me di ately pointed to the at- 
tacks as proof that there was noth ing un to ward go ing on be tween
the White House and Rus sia. “If there was any thing that Syria did,
it was to val i date the fact that there is no Rus sia tie,” Trump’s 33-
year-old son Eric told the Daily Tele graph (per haps in ad ver tently
re veal ing that there might have been more than sym pa thy for
“beau ti ful ba bies” be hind the de ci sion to stage such a dra matic
strike).

Exxon’s Wars

There is an other rea son why this ad min is tra tion might rush to ex- 
ploit a se cu rity cri sis to start a new war or es ca late an on go ing con- 
flict: there is no faster or more ef fec tive way to drive up the price
of oil, es pe cially if the vi o lence in ter feres with oil sup plies mak ing
it to the world mar ket.

Par tic u larly wor ry ing on this front is Sec re tary of State Rex
Tiller son’s re la tion ship with Exxon Mo bil, one of the oil gi ants that
would ben e fit most di rectly from a price spike. Yes, Tiller son
agreed to di vest from the com pany, and to re cuse him self from de- 
ci sions that specif i cally re late to Exxon Mo bil for one year. But his
ties to the com pany re main deep. Not only was Tiller son at Exxon
for forty-one years, his en tire work ing life, but Exxon Mo bil has
agreed to pay him a re tire ment pack age worth a stag ger ing $180
mil lion, a sum so large (es pe cially given how far the com pany’s
for tunes fell un der his lead er ship) that it may well in spire some
feel ings of grat i tude in the sec re tary of state. (How would you feel
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about a cor po ra tion that pro vided you with a $180-mil lion exit
pack age?) As Tom Sanzillo, di rec tor of fi nance at the In sti tute for
En ergy Eco nom ics and Fi nan cial Anal y sis, puts it, “You can take
the boy out of Exxon but you can not take the Exxon out of the
boy.”

More over, while Tiller son may be ex cluded from de ci sions re lat- 
ing to in fra struc ture in which Exxon Mo bil has a clear in ter est
(such as ap proval of the Key stone XL pipe line), he can not re cuse
him self from the many for eign pol icy de ci sions that could im pact
oil prices—de ci sions po ten tially worth bil lions to the com pany.
That, af ter all, would mean re cus ing him self from any dis cus sion
of mil i tary con flict in oil-rich re gions, or di rect dis cus sion with the
lead ers of pet rostates. We have al ready seen that Tiller son is do ing
no such thing.

The link be tween war and oil prices is not hy po thet i cal. When
oil prices go down, in sta bil ity in creases in oil-de pen dent coun tries
such as Venezuela and Rus sia. Con versely, when con flict breaks
out in coun tries with con sid er able oil as sets—whether Nige ria or
Kuwait—the price of oil shoots up as mar kets an tic i pate a con trac- 
tion in sup ply. (The price of oil even got a small bump when
Trump or dered the April mis sile strike on Syria.) “There is a close
cor re la tion be tween oil prices and con flict,” ex plains Michael
Klare, pro fes sor of peace and world se cu rity stud ies at Hamp shire
Col lege. Ex hibit A of this phe nom e non was the 2003 in va sion of
Iraq, which helped send the price of oil soar ing from around $30 a
bar rel at the start of the in va sion to above $100 by 2008. That, in
turn, is what trig gered the boom in tar sands in vest ment and the
rush to the Arc tic. And this dy namic could be re peated. A war that
takes large state-owned oil re serves off line, or which sig nif i cantly
weak ens the power of OPEC, would be a boon for the oil ma jors.
Exxon Mo bil, loaded with tar sands re serves and with megapro- 
jects pend ing in the Rus sian Arc tic, would have a huge amount to
gain.

Per haps the only per son who would have more to gain from this
kind of in sta bil ity is Vladimir Putin, head of a vast petro-state that
has been in eco nomic cri sis since the price of oil col lapsed. Rus sia
is the world’s lead ing ex porter of nat u ral gas, and its sec ond-
largest ex porter of oil (af ter Saudi Ara bia). When the price was
high, this was great news for Putin: prior to 2014, fully 50 per cent
of Rus sia’s bud get rev enues came from oil and gas. But when
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prices plum meted, the gov ern ment was sud denly short hun dreds
of bil lions of dol lars, an eco nomic catas tro phe that has had
tremen dous hu man costs. Ac cord ing to the World Bank, in 2015
real wages fell in Rus sia by nearly 10 per cent; Rus sia’s cur rency,
the ru ble, de pre ci ated by close to 40 per cent; and the pop u la tion
of peo ple clas si fied as poor in creased from 3 mil lion to over 19
mil lion. Putin plays the strong man, but this eco nomic cri sis makes
him vul ner a ble at home.

Which is why many have spec u lated that Rus sia’s high-risk mil i- 
tary in volve ment in Syria is partly driven by a de sire to get oil
prices back up. This the ory has been floated most promi nently by
Alexan der Temerko, a right-wing, Ukrain ian-born British busi- 
ness man who works in the oil in dus try. In 2015, Temerko wrote in
the Guardian:

Pro longed war in the Mid dle East would serve Putin’s
in ter ests per fectly. The deeper and more wide spread
the con flict, the more world oil and gas prices are likely
to rise, help ing him stage an eco nomic re cov ery at home
and ren der the sanc tions use less.

Ush er ing in bet ter times at home is there fore Putin’s
ul ti mate aim as he seeks to prop up a sys tem that takes
ad van tage of peo ple’s pa tri o tism and pub lic spirit. The
grand plan is for his vi tal oil and gas rev enues to re- 
cover so he can buy the loy alty of Rus sia’s 140 mil lion-
strong pop u la tion.

(This is some thing of an over sim pli fi ca tion: Putin has other rea- 
sons for be ing in Syria as well, in clud ing a de sire to ac cess the
coun try’s ports and po ten tially its oil and gas fields—and war, as
ever, is a great dis trac tion from the mis ery at home.)

We’ve also heard a lot about how Exxon Mo bil made a mas sive
deal with the Rus sian state oil com pany Ros neft to drill for oil in
the Arc tic, which Putin bragged was worth half a tril lion dol lars.
That deal was de railed by US sanc tions against Rus sia im posed
un der the Obama ad min is tra tion. It is still em i nently pos si ble, de- 
spite the pos tur ing on both sides over Syria, that Trump could lift
those sanc tions and clear the way for that deal to go ahead, which
would quickly boost Exxon Mo bil’s flag ging for tunes. (Months af ter
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Trump took of fice, the com pany re quested a waiver from the US
sanc tions, and was de nied.)

But even if the sanc tions are lifted, there is an other fac tor stand- 
ing in the way of the project mov ing for ward: the de pressed price
of oil. Tiller son made the deal with Ros neft in 2011, when the price
of oil was soar ing at around $110 a bar rel. Their first com mit ment
was to ex plore for oil in the sea north of Siberia, un der tough-to-
ex tract, icy con di tions. Since the oil price col lapse, other oil ma- 
jors, in clud ing Shell and France’s To tal, have backed away from
Arc tic drilling, in part be cause frozen con di tions drive up costs so
much. (The break-even price for Arc tic drilling is es ti mated to be
around $100 a bar rel, if not more.) So even if sanc tions are lifted
un der Trump, it won’t make sense for Exxon and Ros neft to move
ahead with their project un less oil prices are high enough. In other
words, both par ties have sig nif i cant and multi-lay ered rea sons for
want ing the price of oil to shoot back up.

Which is why we need to be very clear that a state of in sta bil ity
and un cer tainty is not some thing that is feared by core fig ures in
and around the Trump ad min is tra tion; on the con trary, many will
em brace it. Trump has sur rounded him self with mas ters of chaos
—from Tiller son to Mnuchin. And chaos has a long track record of
send ing the price of oil up. If it rises to $80 or more a bar rel, then
the scram ble to dig up and burn the dirt i est fos sil fu els, in clud ing
those un der melt ing ice, will be back on. A price re bound would
un leash a global frenzy in new high-risk, high-car bon fos sil fuel
ex trac tion, from the Arc tic to the tar sands. If that is al lowed to
hap pen, it re ally would rob us of our last chance of avert ing cat a- 
strophic cli mate change.

So, in a very real sense, pre vent ing war and avert ing cli mate
chaos are one and the same fight.

Eco nomic Shocks

Just as Trump could not be un aware that his anti-Mus lim ac tions
and rhetoric make ter ror at tacks more likely, I sus pect that many
in the Trump ad min is tra tion are fully cog nizant of the fact that
their frenzy of fi nan cial dereg u la tion makes other kinds of shocks
and dis as ters more likely as well. Trump has an nounced plans to
dis man tle Dodd–Frank, the most sub stan tive piece of leg is la tion
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in tro duced af ter the 2008 bank ing col lapse. Dodd–Frank wasn’t
tough enough, but its ab sence will lib er ate Wall Street to go wild
blow ing new bub bles, which will in evitably burst, cre at ing new
eco nomic shocks.

Trump’s team are not un aware of this, they are sim ply un con- 
cerned—the prof its from those mar ket bub bles are too tan ta liz ing.
Be sides, they know that since the banks were never bro ken up,
they are still too big to fail, which means that if it all comes crash- 
ing down, they will be bailed out again, just like in 2008. (In fact,
Trump is sued an ex ec u tive or der call ing for a re view of the spe cific
part of Dodd–Frank de signed to pre vent tax pay ers from be ing
stuck with the bill for an other such bailout—an omi nous sign, es- 
pe cially with so many for mer Gold man ex ec u tives mak ing White
House pol icy.)

Some mem bers of the ad min is tra tion surely also see a few cov- 
eted pol icy op tions open ing up in the wake of a good mar ket shock
or two. Dur ing the cam paign, Trump courted vot ers by promis ing
not to touch So cial Se cu rity or Medi care. But that may well be un- 
ten able, given the deep tax cuts on the way. An eco nomic cri sis
would give Trump a handy ex cuse for aban don ing those prom ises.
In the midst of a mo ment be ing sold to the pub lic as eco nomic Ar- 
maged don, Betsy De Vos might even have a shot at re al iz ing her
dream of re plac ing pub lic schools with a sys tem based on vouch ers
and char ters.

Trump’s gang has a long wish list of poli cies that do not lend
them selves to nor mal times. In the early days of the new ad min is- 
tra tion, for in stance, Mike Pence met with Wis con sin gov er nor
Scott Walker to hear how the gov er nor had man aged to strip pub- 
lic sec tor unions of their right to col lec tive bar gain ing in 2011.
(Hint: he used the cover of the state’s fis cal cri sis, prompt ing New
York Times colum nist Paul Krug man to de clare that in Wis con sin
“the shock doc trine is on full dis play.”)

The pic ture is clear. We will very likely not see this ad min is tra- 
tion’s full eco nomic bar barism in the first year. That will only re- 
veal it self later, af ter the in evitable bud get crises and mar ket
shocks kick in. Then, in the name of res cu ing the gov ern ment and
per haps the en tire econ omy, the White House will start check ing
off the more chal leng ing items on the cor po rate wish list.
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Weather Shocks

Just as Trump’s na tional se cu rity and eco nomic poli cies are sure
to gen er ate and deepen crises, the ad min is tra tion’s moves to ramp
up fos sil fuel pro duc tion, dis man tle large parts of the coun try’s en- 
vi ron men tal laws, and trash the Paris cli mate ac cord all pave the
way for more large-scale in dus trial ac ci dents—not to men tion fu- 
ture cli mate dis as ters. There is a lag time of about a decade be- 
tween the re lease of car bon diox ide into the at mos phere and the
full re sult ing warm ing, so the very worst cli matic ef fects of the ad- 
min is tra tion’s poli cies won’t likely be felt un til they’re out of of fice.

That said, we’ve al ready locked in so much warm ing that no
pres i dent can com plete a term with out fac ing ma jor weather-re- 
lated dis as ters. In fact, Trump wasn’t even two months in be fore
he was deal ing with over whelm ing wild fires on the Great Plains,
which led to so many cat tle deaths that one rancher de scribed the
event as “our Hur ri cane Ka t rina.”

Trump showed no great in ter est in the fires, not even spar ing
them a tweet. But when the first su per storm hits a coast, we
should ex pect a very dif fer ent re ac tion from a pres i dent who
knows the value of ocean front prop erty, and has only ever been in- 
ter ested in build ing for the one per cent. The worry, of course, is a
re peat of Ka t rina’s rip-offs and Iraq’s “miss ing bil lions,” since con- 
tracts handed out in a hurry are ripe for cor rup tion, and it is evac- 
uees and work ers who pay the price.

Lux ury Dis as ter Re sponse

The big gest Trump-era es ca la tion, how ever, will most likely be in
dis as ter re sponse ser vices mar keted specif i cally to ward the
wealthy—what a New Yorker head line re cently dubbed “Dooms- 
day Prep for the Su per-Rich.” When I was writ ing The Shock Doc- 
trine, this in dus try was still in its in fancy, and sev eral early com- 
pa nies didn’t make it. I wrote, for in stance, about a short-lived air- 
line called Help Jet, based in Trump’s beloved West Palm Beach.
While it lasted, Help Jet of fered an ar ray of gold-plated res cue ser- 
vices in ex change for a mem ber ship fee.

When a hur ri cane was on its way, Help Jet dis patched lim ou- 
sines to pick up mem bers, booked them into five-star golf re sorts
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and spas some where safe, then whisked them away on pri vate jets.
“No stand ing in lines, no has sle with crowds, just a first-class ex- 
pe ri ence that turns a prob lem into a va ca tion,” read the com pany’s
mar ket ing ma te ri als. “En joy the feel ing of avoid ing the usual hur- 
ri cane evac u a tion night mare.” With the ben e fit of hind sight, it
seems Help Jet, far from mis judg ing the mar ket for these ser vices,
was sim ply ahead of its time. These days, lux ury real es tate de vel- 
op ments in New York have be gun mar ket ing ex clu sive pri vate dis- 
as ter ameni ties to would-be res i dents—ev ery thing from emer- 
gency light ing to pri vate wa ter pumps and gen er a tors to thir teen-
foot flood gates. One Man hat tan con do minium boasts of its wa ter- 
tight util ity rooms sealed “sub ma rine-style,” in case an other Su- 
per storm Sandy hits the coast. Trump’s golf cour ses are try ing to
pre pare too. In Ire land, Trump In ter na tional Golf Links and Ho tel
ap plied to build a two-mile-long, thir teen-foot wall to pro tect the
coastal prop erty from ris ing seas and in creas ingly dan ger ous
storms.

Evan Os nos re cently re ported in the New Yorker that, in Sil i con
Val ley and on Wall Street, the more se ri ous high-end sur vival ists
are hedg ing against cli mate dis rup tion and so cial col lapse by buy- 
ing space in cus tom-built un der ground bunkers in Kan sas (pro- 
tected by heav ily armed mer ce nar ies) and build ing es cape homes
on high ground in New Zea land. It goes with out say ing that you
need your own pri vate jet to get there—the ul ti mate Green Zone.

At the ul tra-ex treme end of this trend is Pay Pal bil lion aire Pe ter
Thiel, a ma jor Trump donor and mem ber of his tran si tion team.
Thiel un der wrote an ini tia tive called the Seast eading In sti tute, co- 
founded by Pa tri Fried man (grand son of Mil ton) in 2008. The goal
of Seast eading is for wealthy peo ple to even tu ally se cede into fully
in de pen dent na tion-states, float ing in the open ocean—pro tected
from sea-level rise and fully self-suf fi cient. Any body who doesn’t
like be ing taxed or reg u lated will sim ply be able to, as the move- 
ment’s man i festo states, “vote with your boat.” Thiel re cently has
ap peared to lose in ter est in the project, say ing that the lo gis tics of
build ing float ing na tion-states were “not quite fea si ble,” but it con- 
tin ues.

What is wor ry ing about the en tire top-of-the-line sur vival ist
phe nom e non (apart from its gen eral weird ness) is that, as the
wealthy cre ate their own lux ury es cape hatches, there is di min ish- 
ing in cen tive to main tain any kind of dis as ter re sponse in fra struc- 
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ture that ex ists to help ev ery one, re gard less of in come—pre cisely
the dy namic that led to enor mous and un nec es sary suf fer ing in
New Or leans dur ing Ka t rina. (The sur vival ists re fer to FEMA as
“Fool ishly Ex pect ing Mean ing ful Aid”—a joke that is only funny if
you have the means to pay cash for your own es cape.)

This two-tiered dis as ter in fra struc ture is gal lop ing ahead at
alarm ing speed. In fire-prone states such as Cal i for nia and Col- 
orado, in sur ance com pa nies pro vide a “concierge” ser vice to their
ex clu sive clients: when wild fires threaten their man sions, the com- 
pa nies dis patch teams of pri vate fire fight ers to coat them in fire-
re tar dant. The pub lic sphere, mean while, is left to fur ther de cay.

Cal i for nia pro vides a glimpse of where this is all headed. For its
fire fight ing, the state re lies on up wards of 4,500 prison in mates,
who are paid a dol lar an hour when they’re on the fire line, putting
their lives at risk bat tling wild fires, and about two bucks a day
when they’re back at camp. By some es ti mates, Cal i for nia saves
about a bil lion dol lars a year through this pro gram—a snap shot of
what hap pens when you mix aus ter ity pol i tics with mass in car cer- 
a tion and cli mate change.

I Don’t Feel Hot—Do You Feel Hot?

The uptick in high-end dis as ter prep also means there is less rea- 
son for the big win ners in our econ omy to em brace the de mand ing
pol icy changes re quired to pre vent an even warmer and more dis- 
as ter-prone fu ture. Which might help ex plain the Trump ad min is- 
tra tion’s de ter mi na tion to do ev ery thing pos si ble to ac cel er ate the
cli mate cri sis.

So far, much of the dis cus sion around Trump’s en vi ron men tal
roll backs has fo cused on sup posed schisms be tween the mem bers
of his in ner cir cle who ac tively deny cli mate sci ence, in clud ing
EPA head Scott Pruitt and Trump him self, and those who con cede
that hu mans are in deed con tribut ing to plan e tary warm ing, such
as Rex Tiller son and Ivanka Trump. But this misses the point:
what ev ery one who sur rounds Trump shares is a con fi dence that
they, their chil dren, and in deed their class will be just fine, that
their wealth and con nec tions will pro tect them from the worst of
the shocks to come. They will lose some beach front prop erty, sure,
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but noth ing that can’t be re placed with a new man sion in the
moun tains.

What mat ters isn’t their stated views on the sci ence of cli mate
change. What mat ters is that not one of them ap pears to be wor- 
ried about cli mate change. The early cat a strophic events are play- 
ing out mostly in poor parts of the world, where the peo ple are not
white. And when dis as ters do strike wealthy West ern na tions,
there are grow ing num bers of ways for the wealthy to buy their
rel a tive safety. Early in Trump’s term, Re pub li can con gress man
Steve King caused a con tro versy by tweet ing, “We can’t re store our
civ i liza tion with some body else’s ba bies.” It was a re veal ing com- 
ment on many fronts. Cli mate change is not a con cern for the Re- 
pub li can Party be cause a great many peo ple in po si tions of power
clearly think it’ll be “some body else’s ba bies” who will shoul der the
risks, ba bies who don’t count as much as their own. They may not
all be cli mate de niers, but al most ev ery one of them is cat a stroph i- 
cally un con cerned.

This in sou ciance is rep re sen ta tive of an ex tremely dis turb ing
trend. In an age of ever-widen ing in come in equal ity, a sig nif i cant
co hort of our elites are walling them selves off not just phys i cally
but also psy cho log i cally, men tally de tach ing them selves from the
col lec tive fate of the rest of hu man ity. This se ces sion ism from the
hu man species (if only in their minds) lib er ates them not only to
shrug off the ur gent need for cli mate ac tion but also to de vise ever
more preda tory ways to profit from cur rent and fu ture dis as ters
and in sta bil ity.

What we are hurtling to ward is the fu ture I glimpsed in New Or- 
leans and Bagh dad all those years ago. A world de mar cated into
Green Zones and Red Zones and black sites for who ever doesn’t
co op er ate. And it’s headed to ward a Black wa ter-style econ omy in
which pri vate play ers profit from build ing the walls, from putting
the pop u la tion un der sur veil lance, from pri vate se cu rity and pri va- 
tized check points.

A World of Green Zones and Red Zones

This is the way our world is be ing carved up at an alarm ing rate.
Eu rope, Aus tralia, and North Amer ica are erect ing in creas ingly
elab o rate (and pri va tized) bor der fortresses to seal them selves off
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from peo ple flee ing for their lives. Flee ing, quite of ten, as a di rect
re sult of forces un leashed pri mar ily by those fortressed con ti nents,
whether preda tory trade deals, wars, or eco log i cal dis as ters in ten- 
si fied by cli mate change.

Hands are wrung about the “mi grant cri sis”—but not nearly so
much about the crises driv ing the mi gra tions. Since 2014, an es ti- 
mated thir teen thou sand peo ple have drowned in the Mediter- 
ranean try ing to reach Eu ro pean shores. For those who make it,
safety is far from as sured. The mas sive mi grant camp in Calais,
France, was nick named “the jun gle”—an echo of the way Ka t rina’s
aban doned peo ple were cat e go rized as “an i mals.” In late 2016, just
be fore Trump was elected, the Calais camp was bull dozed.

But it’s the Aus tralian gov ern ment that has gone the fur thest in
treat ing hu man des per a tion as a con ta gion. For five con sec u tive
years since 2012 mi grant boats headed for Aus tralia’s coast line
have been sys tem at i cally in ter cepted at sea and their oc cu pants
flown to re mote de ten tion camps on the is lands of Nauru and
Manus. Nu mer ous re ports have de scribed the con di tions in the
camps as tan ta mount to tor ture. But the gov ern ment shrugs. Af ter
all, they don’t run the camps—pri vate, for-profit con trac tors do (of
course).

Con di tions are so de graded on Nauru that in one week in 2016,
two refugees set them selves on fire in an at tempt to awaken the
world to their plight. It hasn’t worked. Prime Min is ter Mal colm
Turn bull con tin ues to refuse de mands com ing from many Aus- 
tralians to wel come the refugees into their vast coun try. “We can- 
not be misty-eyed about this,” he says, as sert ing that Aus tralians
“have to be very clear and de ter mined in our na tional pur pose.”

Nauru, in ci den tally, is one of the Pa cific is lands vul ner a ble to
sea-level rise. Its res i dents, af ter see ing their home turned into a
prison for peo ple flee ing war in places such as So ma lia and
Afghanistan, will quite pos si bly be forced to be come mi grants
them selves. It’s an other glimpse into an al ready-here fu ture: to- 
mor row’s cli mate refugees re cruited into ser vice as to day’s prison
guards.

Jets, Drones, and Boats
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The irony is par tic u larly acute be cause many of the con flicts driv- 
ing mi gra tion to day have al ready been ex ac er bated by cli mate
change. For in stance, be fore civil war broke out in Syria, the coun- 
try faced its deep est drought on record—roughly 1.5 mil lion peo ple
were in ter nally dis placed as a re sult. A great many dis placed farm- 
ers moved to the bor der city of Daraa, which hap pens to be where
the Syr ian up ris ing broke out in 2011. Drought was not the only
fac tor in bring ing ten sions to a head, but many an a lysts, in clud ing
for mer sec re tary of state John Kerry, are con vinced it was a key
con trib u tor.

In fact, if we chart the lo ca tions of the most in tense con flict
spots in the world right now—from the blood i est bat tle fields in
Afghanistan and Pak istan, to Libya, Yemen, So ma lia, and Iraq—
what be comes clear is that these also hap pen to be some of the
hottest and dri est places on earth. The Is raeli ar chi tect Eyal Weiz- 
man has mapped the tar gets of West ern drone strikes and found
an “as tound ing co in ci dence.” The strikes are in tensely con cen- 
trated in re gions with an av er age of just 200 mil lime ters (7.8
inches) of rain fall per year—so lit tle that even slight cli mate dis- 
rup tion can push them into drought. In other words, we are bomb- 
ing the dri est places on the planet, which also hap pen to be the
most desta bi lized.

A frank ex pla na tion for this was pro vided in a US mil i tary re port
pub lished by the Cen ter for Naval Analy ses a decade ago: “The
Mid dle East has al ways been as so ci ated with two nat u ral re- 
sources, oil (be cause of its abun dance) and wa ter (be cause of its
scarcity).” When it comes to oil, wa ter, and war in the Mid dle East,
cer tain pat terns have be come clear over time. First, West ern
fighter jets fol low that abun dance of oil in the re gion, set ting off
spi rals of vi o lence and desta bi liza tion. Next come the West ern
drones, closely track ing wa ter scarcity as drought and con flict mix
to gether. And just as bombs fol low oil, and drones fol low drought
—so, now, boats fol low both. Boats filled with refugees flee ing
homes rav aged by war and drought in the dri est parts of the
planet.

And the same ca pac ity to dis count the hu man ity of the “other,”
which jus ti fies civil ian deaths and ca su al ties from bombs and
drones, is now be ing trained on the peo ple in the boats (or ar riv ing
on buses or on foot)—cast ing their need for se cu rity as a threat,
their des per ate flight as some sort of in vad ing army.
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The dra matic rise in right-wing na tion al ism, anti-Black racism,
Is lam o pho bia, and straight-up white supremacy over the past
decade can not be pried apart from this mael strom—from the jets
and the drones, the boats and walls. The only way to jus tify such
un ten able lev els of in equal ity is to dou ble down on the o ries of
racial hi er ar chy that tell a story about how the peo ple be ing locked
out of the global Green Zone de serve their fate, whether it’s Trump
cast ing Mex i cans as rapists and “bad hom bres,” and Syr ian
refugees as closet ter ror ists, or prom i nent Con ser va tive Cana dian
politi cian Kel lie Leitch propos ing that im mi grants be screened for
“Cana dian val ues,” or suc ces sive Aus tralian prime min is ters jus ti- 
fy ing sin is ter is land de ten tion camps as a “hu man i tar ian” al ter na- 
tive to death at sea.

This is what global desta bi liza tion looks like in so ci eties that
have never re dressed their foun da tional crimes—coun tries that
have in sisted slav ery and In dige nous land theft were just glitches
in oth er wise proud his to ries. Af ter all, there is lit tle more Green
Zone/Red Zone than the econ omy of the slave plan ta tion—of cotil- 
lions in the mas ter’s house steps away from tor ture in the fields,
all of it tak ing place on the vi o lently stolen In dige nous land on
which North Amer ica’s wealth was built.

What is be com ing clear is that the same the o ries of racial hi er ar- 
chy that jus ti fied those vi o lent thefts in the name of build ing the
in dus trial age are vis i bly resur fac ing as the sys tem of wealth and
com fort they con structed starts to un ravel on mul ti ple fronts si- 
mul ta ne ously.

Trump is just one early and vi cious man i fes ta tion of that un rav- 
el ing. He is not alone. He won’t be the last.

A Cri sis of Imag i na tion

Search ing for a word to de scribe the huge dis crep an cies in priv i- 
leges and safety be tween those in Iraq’s Green and Red zones,
jour nal ists of ten landed on “sci-fi.” And of course, it was. The
walled city where the wealthy few live in rel a tive lux ury while the
masses out side war with one an other for sur vival is pretty much
the de fault premise of ev ery dystopian sci-fi movie that gets made
these days, from The Hunger Games, with the deca dent Capi tol
ver sus the des per ate colonies, to Ely sium, with its spa-like elite
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space sta tion hov er ing above a sprawl ing and lethal favela. It’s a
vi sion deeply en meshed with the dom i nant West ern re li gions,
with their grand nar ra tives of great floods wash ing the world
clean, with only a cho sen few se lected to be gin again. It’s the story
of the great fires that sweep in, burn ing up the un be liev ers and
tak ing the right eous to a gated city in the sky. We have col lec tively
imag ined this ex treme win ners-and-losers end ing for our species
so many times that one of our most press ing tasks is learn ing to
imag ine other pos si ble ends to the hu man story, ones in which we
come to gether in cri sis rather than split apart, take down bor ders
rather than erect more of them.

Be cause we all pretty much know where the road we are on is
lead ing. It leads to a world of Ka tri nas, a world that con firms our
most cat a strophic night mares. Though there is a thriv ing sub cul- 
ture of utopian sci-fi, the cur rent crops of main stream dystopian
books and films imag ine and reimag ine that same Green
Zone/Red Zone fu ture over and over again. But the point of
dystopian art is not to act as a tem po ral GPS, show ing us where we
are in evitably headed. The point is to warn us, to wake us—so that,
see ing where this per ilous road leads, we can de cide to swerve.

“We have it in our power to be gin the world over again.” So said
Thomas Paine many years ago, neatly sum ma riz ing the dream of
es cap ing the past that is at the heart of both the colo nial project
and the Amer i can Dream. The truth, how ever, is that we do not
have this god like power of rein ven tion, nor did we ever. We must
live with the messes and mis takes we have made, as well as within
the lim its of what our planet can sus tain.

But we do have it in our power to change our selves, to at tempt
to right past wrongs, and to re pair our re la tion ships with one an- 
other and with the planet we share. It’s this work that is the
bedrock of shock re sis tance.
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PART IV

 

HOW THINGS COULD GET BET TER
 

She’s on the hori zon…I go two steps, she moves two
steps away.

I walk ten steps and the hori zon runs ten steps ahead.
No mat ter how much I walk, I’ll never reach her.

What good is utopia? That’s what: it’s good for walk- 
ing.

—ED UARDO GALEANO

Walk ing Words, 1995
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CHAP TER TEN

 

WHEN THE SHOCK DOC TRINE BACK FIRES
 

When I was in my late teens, my mother had a de bil i tat ing se ries
of strokes, which turned out to have been caused by a brain tu mor.
The first stroke came as a com plete shock—she was younger than I
am now, phys i cally ac tive and pro fes sion ally driven. One minute
she was bik ing, the next she was in a neu ro log i cal ICU, in ca pable
of mov ing or of breath ing with out a res pi ra tor.

Up un til my mother’s stroke, I had been a pretty dif fi cult
teenager—I was with drawn from my par ents, wild with my friends,
se ri ally dis hon est. I did well at school for the most part, my one
sav ing grace, but home life was strained or worse.

In the in stant that my mother’s life changed for ever, I did too. I
dis cov ered I knew how to be help ful. Af fec tion ate (imag ine). I
grew up overnight. Af ter brain surgery, she grad u ally re cov ered
some, though far from all, of her mo bil ity. Watch ing her adapt to a
dif fer ent life as a dis abled per son, I learned a lot about the power
of hu mans to find new re serves of strength.

It is true that peo ple can regress dur ing times of cri sis. I have
seen it many times. In a shocked state, with our un der stand ing of
the world badly shaken, a great many of us can be come child like
and pas sive, and overly trust ing of peo ple who are only too happy
to abuse that trust. But I also know, from my own fam ily’s nav i ga- 
tion of a shock ing event, that there can be the in verse re sponse as
well. We can evolve and grow up in a cri sis, and set aside all kinds
of bull shit—fast.

Re sis tance, Mem ory, and the Lim its to No

This is true for whole so ci eties as well. Faced with a shared
trauma, or a com mon threat, com mu ni ties can come to gether in
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de fi ant acts of san ity and ma tu rity. It has hap pened be fore, and
the early signs are good that it might be hap pen ing again.

The Trump ad min is tra tion is com ing af ter huge sec tors of the
pop u la tion at once: tens of mil lions of peo ple im pacted by pro- 
posed bud get cuts, civil rights ac tivists, artists, In dige nous tribes,
im mi grants, cli mate sci en tists…Their mil i tary bel liger ence and en- 
vi ron men tal ar son are at tacks that reach far out side US bor ders to
wage war on global sta bil ity and plan e tary hab it abil ity. It’s clear
that, like many shock ther a pists be fore them, Trump and his gang
are bet ting that this all-at-once strat egy will over whelm their ad- 
ver saries, send ing them scram bling in all di rec tions and ul ti mately
caus ing them to give up out of sheer ex haus tion or a sense of fu til- 
ity.

This blitzkrieg strat egy, though it has of ten worked in the past,
is ac tu ally quite high-risk. The dan ger of start ing fights on so
many fronts is that if it doesn’t suc ceed in de mor al iz ing your op- 
po nents, it could very well unite them.

On the day Trump signed the per mit ap prov ing the Key stone XL
oil pipe line, Ponca Na tion mem ber Mekasi Camp Horinek shared
a ver sion of this the ory with re porter Alleen Brown:

I want to say thank you to the pres i dent for all the bad
de ci sions that he’s mak ing—for the bad cab i net ap- 
point ments that he’s made and for awak en ing a sleep- 
ing gi ant. Peo ple that have never stood up for them- 
selves, peo ple that have never had their voices heard,
that have never put their bod ies on the line are now
out raged. I would like to say thank you to Pres i dent
Trump for his big otry, for his sex ism, for bring ing all of
us in this na tion to gether to stand up and unite.

When Ar gentina Said No

Be cause shock tac tics rely on the pub lic be com ing dis ori ented by
fast-mov ing events, they tend to back fire most spec tac u larly in
places where there is a strong col lec tive mem ory of pre vi ous in- 
stances when fear and trauma were ex ploited to un der mine
democ racy. Those mem o ries serve as a kind of shock ab sorber,
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pro vid ing pop u la tions with shared ref er ence points that al low
them to name what’s hap pen ing and fight back.

It’s a les son I learned when I glimpsed an other kind of fu ture on
the streets of Buenos Aires over fif teen years ago. At the end of
2001 and the be gin ning of 2002, Ar gentina was in the grips of an
eco nomic cri sis so se vere that it stunned the world.

In the 1990s, the coun try had opened it self to cor po rate glob al- 
iza tion so rapidly and so thor oughly that the In ter na tional Mon e- 
tary Fund held it up as a model stu dent. The iconic lo gos of global
banks, ho tel chains, and US fast-food restau rants glowed from the
Buenos Aires sky line, and its new shop ping malls were so fash ion- 
able and lux u ri ous that they fre quently drew com par isons with
Paris. Time mag a zine, on its cover, de clared Ar gentina’s econ omy
a “mir a cle.”

And then it all came crash ing down. Amidst a spi ral ing debt cri- 
sis, the gov ern ment at tempted to im pose a new round of eco nomic
aus ter ity, and all those gleam ing global banks had to board up
their win dows and doors to pre vent cus tomers rush ing in to with- 
draw their life sav ings. Protests spread across the coun try. In the
sub urbs, su per mar kets (owned by Eu ro pean chains) were looted.
In the midst of this chaotic scene, Fer nando de la Rúa, then Ar- 
gentina’s pres i dent, went on tele vi sion, his face shiny with sweat,
and an nounced that the coun try was un der at tack from “groups
that are en e mies of or der who are look ing to spread dis cord and
vi o lence.” He de clared a thirty-day state of siege—which gave him
the power to sus pend a range of con sti tu tional guar an tees, in clud- 
ing free dom of the press—and or dered ev ery one to stay in their
homes.

For many Ar gen tini ans, the pres i dent’s words sounded like a
pre lude to a mil i tary coup—and that proved a fa tal mis step. Peo- 
ple, no mat ter their age, knew their his tory, in clud ing the fact that
when the mil i tary staged its bru tal coup in 1976, the need to re- 
store pub lic or der against in ter nal en e mies had been the pre text.
The junta stayed in power un til 1983, and in that time it stole the
lives of some thirty thou sand peo ple.

De ter mined not to lose their coun try again, and even while de la
Rúa was still on tele vi sion or der ing peo ple to stay in their homes,
Buenos Aires’s famed cen tral square, Plaza de Mayo, filled up with
tens of thou sands of peo ple, many bang ing pots and pans with
spoons and forks, a word less but roar ing re buke to the pres i dent’s
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in struc tions. Ar gen tini ans would not give up their ba sic free doms
in the name of or der. Not again, not this time.

And then this great gath er ing found its voice, and a sin gle re bel- 
lious cry rose up from the crowds of grand moth ers and high
school stu dents, mo tor cy cle couri ers and un em ployed fac tory
work ers, their words di rected at the politi cians, the bankers, the
IMF, and ev ery other “ex pert” who claimed to have the per fect
recipe for Ar gentina’s pros per ity and sta bil ity: “¡Que se vayan to- 
dos!”—ev ery one must go! Demon stra tors stayed in the streets even
af ter pro test ers were killed in clashes with po lice, bring ing the to- 
tal who lost their lives across the coun try to more than twenty.
Amidst the may hem, the pres i dent was forced to lift the state of
siege and flee the pres i den tial palace in a he li copter. As a new
pres i dent was ap pointed, the peo ple would rise up and re ject him
in dis gust—again and then again, flip ping through three pres i- 
dents in just three weeks.

Mean while, in the rub ble of Ar gentina’s democ racy, some thing
strange and won der ful started to hap pen: neigh bors poked their
heads out of their apart ments and houses and, in the ab sence of a
po lit i cal lead er ship or a sta ble gov ern ment, be gan to talk to each
other. To think to gether. A month later, there were al ready some
250 “asam bleas bar ri ales” (neigh bor hood as sem blies, small and
large) in down town Buenos Aires alone. Pic ture Oc cupy Wall
Street—but ev ery where. The streets, parks, and plazas were filled
with meet ings as peo ple stayed up late into the night, plan ning, ar- 
gu ing, tes ti fy ing—and vot ing on ev ery thing from whether Ar- 
gentina should pay its for eign debts, to when the next protest
should be held, to how to sup port a group of work ers who had
turned their aban doned fac tory into a demo cratic co op er a tive.

Many of those first as sem blies were as much group ther apy as
po lit i cal meet ings. Par tic i pants spoke about their ex pe ri ence of
iso la tion in a city of 13 mil lion. Aca demics and shop keep ers apol o- 
gized for not watch ing out for each other, pub lic ity man agers ad- 
mit ted that they used to look down on un em ployed fac tory work- 
ers, as sum ing they de served their plight, never imag in ing that the
cri sis would reach the bank ac counts of the cos mopoli tan mid dle
class. And apolo gies for present-day wrongs soon gave way to tear- 
ful con fes sions about events dat ing back to the dic ta tor ship. I wit- 
nessed a house wife stand up and pub licly ad mit that, three
decades ear lier, when she heard yet an other story about some one’s
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brother or hus band be ing kid napped by the junta, she had learned
to close her heart to the suf fer ing, telling her self, “Por algo será”—
it must have been for some thing. They were try ing to un der stand,
to gether, how they had lost so much in the past, and build ing re la- 
tion ships to pre vent those mis takes from ever be ing re peated.

And from be low, they were chang ing the story of a na tion.
The po lit i cal changes that came out of Ar gentina’s up ris ing were

far from utopian. The gov ern ment that even tu ally re stored democ- 
racy, headed first by Nés tor Kirch ner and then by his wife Cristina,
was mas ter ful at read ing the street, and chan neled enough of its
spirit and de mands to pre side over more than a decade of pro gres- 
sive (if scan dal-marred) rule. To this day, de bates rage about how
more could have been made from that unique po lit i cal mo ment if
the pop u lar move ments had been ready with their own plan for
tak ing power and gov ern ing dif fer ently. Yet it’s un de ni able that, in
re sist ing de la Rúa’s aus ter ity plans and de fy ing his or der to stay
home, Ar gen tini ans saved them selves from years of eco nomic
blood let ting.

When Spain Said No

An other ex am ple of how his tor i cal mem ory can serve as a pow er- 
ful shock ab sorber took place a few years later, in Spain. On March
11, 2004, ten bombs ripped through com muter trains and rail sta- 
tions in Madrid, killing nearly two hun dred peo ple. Be cause it was
an at tack on a tran sit sys tem that al most ev ery one in Madrid used,
the sense that any one could be the next vic tim spread rapidly
through the city, as it would in Paris more than a decade later
when si mul ta ne ous at tacks ter ror ized that city.

An of fi cial in ves ti ga tion found that the at tacks had been staged
by a ter ror ist cell in spired by al Qaeda, re port edly in re tal i a tion for
Spain’s par tic i pa tion in the US-led in va sion of Iraq. Yet Spain’s
prime min is ter at the time, José María Az nar, im me di ately went
on tele vi sion and told Spaniards to blame the Basque sep a ratists
and—in a bizarre non se quitur—to sup port his un pop u lar de ci sion
to par tic i pate in the Iraq War. “No ne go ti a tion is pos si ble or de sir- 
able with these as sas sins who so many times have sown death all
around Spain. Only with firm ness can we end the at tacks,” Az nar
said.
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In the United States af ter 9/11, many, in clud ing most of the me- 
dia, saw the “with us or with the ter ror ists” rhetoric of George W.
Bush and Dick Ch eney as ev i dence of strong lead er ship, and
handed them enor mous new pow ers to fight what would be come
the never-end ing “war on ter ror.” (Tur key’s au to cratic pres i dent,
Re cep Tayyip Er doğan, would pull off some thing even more dra co- 
nian af ter a failed coup at tempt in 2016, later lock ing in sweep ing
new pow ers in a ref er en dum.) And yet when Az nar tried sim i lar
tac tics on his grief-stricken pop u la tion, they were not seen as ev i- 
dence of strong lead er ship but rather as an omi nous sign of a
resur gent fas cism. “We are still hear ing the echoes of Franco,” said
José An to nio Mar tines Soler, a prom i nent Madrid news pa per ed i- 
tor who had been per se cuted un der Fran cisco Franco’s dic ta tor- 
ship, which ter ror ized the coun try for thirty-six years. “In ev ery
act, in ev ery ges ture, in ev ery sen tence, Az nar told the peo ple he
was right, that he was the owner of the truth and those who dis- 
agreed with him were his en e mies.”

So, over the next two days, re mem ber ing a time when fear had
gov erned their coun try, Spaniards surged into the streets in im- 
pres sive num bers, say ing no to fear and to ter ror ism—but also to
gov ern ment lies and the Iraq War. All of this hap pened to be on
the eve of na tional elec tions, and vot ers seized the op por tu nity to
de feat Az nar and vote in a party that promised to pull Span ish
troops out of Iraq. It was the col lec tive mem ory of past shocks that
made Spain re sis tant to new ones.

9/11 and the Per ils of Of fi cial For get ting

When two planes flew into the World Trade Cen ter in New York
and an other plowed into the Pen ta gon, on Sep tem ber 11, 2001,
they hit a coun try which lacked the kind of shared mem ory of
trauma that ex isted in Spain and Ar gentina. That’s not to say US
his tory is un marked by re peated trau mas. The United States was
founded in do mes tic state ter ror, from the geno cide of In dige nous
peo ples to slav ery through to lynch ing and mass in car cer a tion;
trauma has been ever-present right up to this day. More over, very
fre quently, shocks and crises have been hand maid ens to the worst
abuses. In the af ter math of the Civil War, the prom ise of land re- 
dis tri bu tion as eco nomic repa ra tion to freed slaves was promptly
be trayed. The fi nan cial cri sis of 1873, known as the Great Panic,
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fur ther en trenched the ex cuse that the econ omy was too rav aged
and the coun try too di vided—and in stead of repa ra tions came a
reign of ter ror against freed slaves in the South. Dur ing the Great
De pres sion, amidst eco nomic panic, as many as two mil lion Mex i- 
cans and Mex i can Amer i cans were ex pelled. Af ter the at tacks on
Pearl Har bor, ap prox i mately 120,000 Ja pa nese Amer i cans (two-
thirds of whom had been born in the United States) were in car cer- 
ated in in tern ment camps; just as in Canada al most the en tire Ja- 
pa nese-Cana dian cit i zenry was rounded up and forcibly in terned.

So the prob lem af ter 9/11 was not that the United States had no
ex pe ri ence of how shock ing events can be har nessed to at tack
democ racy and hu man rights. The prob lem, rather, was that these
past trau matic events, while very well un der stood within the com- 
mu ni ties im pacted, were in suf fi ciently un der stood more broadly:
they are not part of a shared na tional nar ra tive that could have
helped all Amer i cans see the dif fer ence be tween rea son able se cu- 
rity mea sures and lead ers tak ing ad van tage of fear to ad vance op- 
por tunis tic agen das.

That’s why the Bush ad min is tra tion was able to mer ci lessly ex- 
ploit the shock of the Sep tem ber 11 trauma to at tack civil lib er ties
at home and launch wars abroad, which we now know were jus ti- 
fied through doc tored in tel li gence. That’s why the ne glect and vi o- 
lence of the state dur ing and af ter Ka t rina came as no great sur- 
prise to the city’s African-Amer i can res i dents—yet seemed un- 
prece dented to so many white Amer i cans.

The split be tween peo ple who were stunned by Trump’s vic tory
and those who saw it com ing fol lowed sim i lar racial fault lines.

Shock Re sis tance in the USA

But one thing that’s be come clear since Trump took of fice is that
the mem ory of how ter ror was ex ploited af ter Sep tem ber 11 lives
on. Though Trump and his sup port ers have tried their best to use
fear—of Mus lims, of Mex i cans, of vi o lent “ghet tos”—to con trol and
di vide the pop u la tion, the tac tic has back fired re peat edly. Since
Trump’s elec tion, count less peo ple have par tic i pated in po lit i cal
ac tions and gath er ings for the first time in their lives, and have
rushed to show sol i dar ity with peo ple who have been cast as the
“other.”
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It be gan on Day One of the new ad min is tra tion. At Trump’s in- 
au gu ra tion, small groups rep re sent ing dif fer ent move ments—from
cli mate jus tice to Black Lives Mat ter—oc cu pied var i ous street in- 
ter sec tions to block ac cess to the cer e mony. Then, the next day,
came the women’s marches: with some six hun dred cities par tic i- 
pat ing, this ap pears to have been the largest co or di nated protest in
US his tory, with an es ti mated 4.2 mil lion peo ple on the streets.
And though large women’s or ga ni za tions and es tab lished ac tivists
helped with the or ga niz ing and lo gis tics, the orig i nal idea came
from a re tired at tor ney and grand mother in Hawaii, who said to a
few dozen friends on Face book: “I think we should march.”

I marched in DC with fam ily and friends and was struck by the
fact that, though women were in the ma jor ity, tens of thou sands of
men had shown up as well, stand ing up to de fend the rights of
their part ners, moth ers, sis ters, daugh ters, and friends. And while
some may have ini tially thought they were march ing only to de- 
fend a woman’s right to make de ci sions over her own body, as well
as for pay eq uity, they soon dis cov ered that, in this new era,
women’s rights are far more ex pan sive, in clud ing Black women’s
right to be free from po lice vi o lence, and im mi grant women’s right
to be free from fear of de por ta tion, and trans women’s right to be
free from hate and ha rass ment. As the mis sion state ment de- 
clared: “This march is the first step to wards uni fy ing our com mu- 
ni ties, grounded in new re la tion ships, to cre ate change from the
grass roots level up.”

This same spirit of unity has been on dis play when spe cific com- 
mu ni ties have been tar geted by the ad min is tra tion, or by the wave
of hate crimes it has helped un leash. The new ac tivism was most
vis i ble af ter Trump is sued the first of his Mus lim travel bans, and
tens of thou sands of peo ple—of all faiths and none—took to the
streets and air ports to de clare “we are all Mus lims” and “let them
in.”

One of the coun tries in cluded in the travel ban was Yemen. In
New York, Yemeni-Amer i can fam i lies—who own many of the city’s
ubiq ui tous cor ner stores (known lo cally as “bode gas”)—or ga nized
swiftly. This is not a com mu nity known for be ing po lit i cally ac tive,
nor is it one that is rep re sented by big or ga ni za tions or unions.
And yet in a mat ter of days, the city saw its first “bodega strike,”
with over a thou sand busi nesses clos ing down, and some shop- 
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keep ers hold ing out door Mus lim prayers. Thou sands of their fam- 
ily mem bers, friends, and cus tomers came out to sup port them.

Faith groups have been par tic u larly ac tive in push ing back
against the di vide-and-con quer tac tics. When Jew ish ceme ter ies in
St. Louis and Phil a del phia were van dal ized, for in stance, Is lamic
or ga ni za tions raised more than $160,000—eight times their ini tial
goal—to help pay for the re pairs. And when a white na tion al ist
opened fire in a mosque in Que bec City in Jan u ary 2017, killing six
peo ple and in jur ing nine teen, the re sponse in the prov ince and
across Canada was pow er ful, in clud ing dozens of memo ri als and
vig ils, many of them out side mosques—from Van cou ver to
Toronto to Iqaluit.

Small acts too can as sert our com mon hu man ity in an at mos- 
phere of fear and di vi sion. Trump sup port ers launched a vi cious
on line cam paign to smear Linda Sar sour, a Pales tinian Amer i can
who was one of the or ga niz ers of the Women’s March on Wash ing- 
ton, as a closet sup porter of ter ror ism and an anti-Semite. Such
false claims were pre cisely the kind of at tacks that ru ined lives and
ca reers af ter Sep tem ber 11. But this time, it didn’t work—an #IS- 
tand With Linda coun ter cam paign rose up al most in stantly, so loud
and large that it all but buried the smears. And when im mi gra tion
of fi cers ar rested 24-year-old Daniel Ramirez Med ina—who had
come to the USA from Mex ico with his par ents as a child—or ga niz- 
ers launched a suc cess ful cam paign for his re lease, free ing him
from a Wash ing ton state de ten tion cen ter af ter more than six
weeks in cus tody.

On a larger scale, hun dreds of cities and coun ties (joined by
schools, cam puses, churches, and restau rants) have stepped for- 
ward to de clare them selves “sanc tu ar ies” for im mi grants the
Trump ad min is tra tion would seek to de port. The sanc tu ary move- 
ment (which be gan well be fore the 2016 elec tions) is in spired by
the be lief that, by com ing to gether, com mu ni ties can try to pre vent
de por ta tions from tak ing place on their watch. But as many have
pointed out, this of ten does not pre vent po lice and bor der of fi cials
from con duct ing raids and break ing up fam i lies. That’s why the
Amer i can Civil Lib er ties Union, which raised nearly $80 mil lion
through on line do na tions in the first three months af ter elec tion
day, has been co or di nat ing a cam paign to pres sure state and city
gov ern ments to adopt a set of nine ba sic poli cies aimed at pro tect- 
ing im mi grants from Trump’s agenda. Within a month, over a



171

thou sand com mu ni ties had al ready started to push their lo cal law
en force ment agen cies to make these com mit ments. (There have
been crit i cisms, it should be noted, that these de mands do not go
far enough.)

There have also been many ac tions de signed to high light the in- 
ter de pen dence that ex ists be tween cit i zens and im mi grants, which
mount ing xeno pho bia seeks to deny. In Feb ru ary 2017, work ers
across sec tors and cities par tic i pated in a Day With out Im mi- 
grants, high light ing how de pen dent the Amer i can econ omy is on
the peo ple Trump is try ing to kick out. As one or ga nizer of the
day’s events told a re porter, “We want to make sure that peo ple
un der stand that this city would stop func tion ing if we weren’t
there to build, or cook, or clean.” (Af ter twelve restau rant work ers
in Ok la homa were fired for par tic i pat ing in the demon stra tion, at
least two nearby restau rants im me di ately of fered to hire them.)

The Re venge of Re al ity

An other hall mark of the Trump era is the war on facts: not only
has the press been cast as an en emy of the peo ple, but sci en tific in- 
for ma tion has dis ap peared from gov ern ment web sites and there
has been a de facto ban on talk ing about cli mate change through
of fi cial gov ern ment com mu ni ca tions chan nels. In re sponse, sev- 
eral cre ative ini tia tives have emerged to de fend ob jec tive re al ity.
Days af ter the in au gu ra tion, the Bad lands Na tional Park Twit ter
ac count was the first to de fect from the ad min is tra tion’s clamp-
down on sci ence, tweet ing out facts about ocean acid i fi ca tion and
the level of car bon diox ide in the at mos phere. The posts were
taken down shortly af ter they were is sued, but not be fore spark ing
a trend of rogue Twit ter ac counts.

With key sci en tific re search mys te ri ously dis ap pear ing from
gov ern ment web sites, there’s been a con certed in ter na tional ef fort
to save it from the mem ory hole. Shortly af ter Trump’s win, the In- 
ter net Ar chive, a San Fran cisco–based non profit dig i tal li brary,
which for the last two decades has ded i cated it self to pre serv ing
Web con tent for the pub lic (and al ready has hun dreds of bil lions
of web pages archived), an nounced plans to find a backup server in
Canada to pre serve US data. In the days be fore Trump’s in au gu ra- 
tion, “data res cue” events were held in sev eral cities, as re- 
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searchers and con cerned vol un teers met to back up data sets from
the EPA and other gov ern ment web sites. And in Feb ru ary 2017, a
“hackathon” at UC Berke ley drew two hun dred data de fend ers to
help save the knowl edge gen er ated by pub lic in sti tu tions such as
the De part ment of En ergy and NASA’S earth sci ences pro grams.

Sci en tists are of ten wary of en gag ing in po lit i cal ac tivism, since
ad vo cacy on the same is sue you are re search ing can be seized
upon as ev i dence of bias. It’s an un der stand able cau tion, but faced
with the Trump ad min is tra tion’s open at tacks on sci en tific re al ity
and bald at tempts to sup press in con ve nient re search, many sci en- 
tists have con cluded they have to take a stand. Jane Goodall, the
famed pri ma tol o gist, has de scribed the at tacks on sci ence as “a
trum pet call” to the sci en tific com mu nity.

Which is why, on Earth Day 2017, tens of thou sands of sci en tists
par tic i pated in the March for Sci ence in Wash ing ton, while up- 
wards of forty thou sand joined sci ence marches in Chicago and
Los An ge les—and these were just the largest of more than six hun- 
dred marches held across the USA and in sixty-eight other coun- 
tries. “If we can not dis cuss facts openly,” one Stan ford bi ol o gist
told the Guardian, “how can democ racy, based on pub lic dis cus- 
sions and trust in our so ci etal truths, sur vive? And so we will
march.” (One chant that made the rounds: “What do we want? Ev- 
i dence-based re search. When do we want it? Af ter peer re view.”)
Just one week later, hun dreds of thou sands of us con verged in the
blis ter ing heat in Wash ing ton (once again, with hun dreds of satel- 
lite marches else where), com ing to gether un der a ban ner of “cli- 
mate, jobs, and jus tice.” This time the de mand was not just for sci- 
ence to be re spected, but for it to form the ba sis of a bold and ur- 
gent eco nomic and so cial trans for ma tion.

—

What has stood out in this wave of early re sis tance is how the bar- 
ri ers defin ing who is and who is not an “ac tivist” or an “or ga nizer”
are com pletely break ing down. Peo ple are or ga niz ing mass events
who have never or ga nized any thing po lit i cal be fore. A great many
are dis cov er ing that, what ever their field of ex per tise, whether
they are lawyers or restau rant work ers, they have cru cial skills to
share in this emerg ing net work of re sis tance. And wher ever they
live or work, whether it’s a lab o ra tory or a bodega or a law firm or
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in side the home, they have the power, if they or ga nize with oth ers,
to throw a wrench into a dan ger ous sys tem.

At the same time, many of us are re al iz ing that if we’re go ing to
rise to the ur gency and mag ni tude of this mo ment, we need skills
and knowl edge that we cur rently lack—about his tory, about how to
change the po lit i cal sys tem, and even about how to change our- 
selves. So, in ad di tion to the highly vis i ble cam paigns and demon- 
stra tions, there has also been a surge of pop u lar ed u ca tion. For
many, a first step is re learn ing how democ racy works. When Har- 
vard grad u ate stu dents an nounced an on line and in-per son “Re- 
sis tance School,” meant to equip fledg ling or ga niz ers with “the
tools we need to fight back at the fed eral, state, and lo cal lev els,”
over fifty thou sand peo ple—com ing from all fifty states—signed
up.

In the days fol low ing Trump’s elec tion, a hand ful of for mer
Demo cratic con gres sional staffers drafted a twenty-four-page
Google Doc u ment, dis till ing lessons learned from see ing the Tea
Party chal lenge Obama’s agenda dis trict by dis trict. They called it
the In di vis i ble Guide. In Trump’s first hun dred days, over seven
thou sand “In di vis i ble” chap ters were formed—most con sist ing not
of hard ened ac tivists but of school teach ers and re tirees, fu ri ous
that their elected rep re sen ta tives were help ing fur ther Trump’s
agenda. More than a straight for ward how-to man ual for bot tom-
up democ racy, the In di vis i ble Guide and the ac tivism that sprang
out of it have of fered, as one Vir ginia-based In di vis i ble re cruit and
first-time or ga nizer put it, “not just a po lit i cal com mu nity, but a
com mu nity that cares for you, where what’s bring ing you to gether
is this shared sense of civic re spon si bil ity to ward this sys tem that’s
go ing off the rails.”

There is also a grow ing de sire among white peo ple to do more to
chal lenge racial bi ases in our selves, our com mu ni ties, and our
fam i lies. Groups like Show ing Up for Racial Jus tice have seen in- 
ter est in their train ings and work shops surge. The Arab Amer i can
As so ci a tion of New York and other groups are host ing re li ably
packed train ings on how to ef fec tively in ter vene in hate crimes
and racist ha rass ment.

Mean while, as the ad min is tra tion pre pared the ground for
slash ing fund ing to women’s shel ters, fam ily plan ning, and vi o- 
lence-against-women pro grams, grass roots fundrais ing ef forts
took off in re sponse. Planned Par ent hood re ported an as ton ish ing
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260,000 donors in the month af ter the elec tion, with nearly a
quar ter of the con tri bu tions com ing in the name of Mike Pence
(dur ing the elec tion cam paign, the vice pres i dent had said he
wanted the land mark, pro-choice Roe v. Wade Supreme Court de- 
ci sion sent “to the ash heap of his tory”).

All of these acts of sol i dar ity and ex pres sions of unity re flect the
fact that, af ter decades of “siloed” pol i tics, more and more peo ple
un der stand that we can only beat Trump ism in co op er a tion with
one an other—no one move ment can win on its own. The trick is
go ing to be to stick to gether, and have each other’s backs as never
be fore. That’s why over fifty pro gres sive groups, drawn from a
dizzy ing ar ray of strug gles, greeted the start of Trump’s cab i net
hear ings with a dec la ra tion of “United Re sis tance”—pub licly
pledg ing “to take ac tion to sup port one an other, to be ac count able
to one an other, and to act to gether in sol i dar ity, whether in the
streets, in the halls of power, or in our com mu ni ties ev ery day.
When they come for one, they come for us all.”

Nor can we af ford to re strict our vi sion to any one sphere. As
An gela Davis put it, con clud ing a rous ing speech at the Women’s
March on Wash ing ton, “The next 1,459 days of the Trump ad min- 
is tra tion will be 1,459 days of re sis tance: Re sis tance on the
ground, re sis tance in the class rooms, re sis tance on the job, re sis- 
tance in our art and in our mu sic. This is just the be gin ning and in
the words of the inim itable Ella Baker, ‘We who be lieve in free dom
can not rest un til it comes.’ ”

—

The re fusal to be bul lied by Trump reaches be yond US bor ders,
across the North Amer i can con ti nent. When the Mus lim travel ban
was an nounced, thou sands of Cana di ans, led by Mus lim and im- 
mi grant-rights groups, im me di ately sprang into ac tion, de mand- 
ing that Canada pro vide safe haven to the mi grants and refugees
be ing de nied en try to the USA. There’s also a bur geon ing sup port
move ment to wel come the grow ing num bers of im mi grants flee ing
the States and cross ing into Canada by foot, even in sub zero
weather (with hor ri fy ing sto ries of fin gers and toes lost to frost- 
bite).

Cana dian refugee law cur rently treats the United States as a
“safe” coun try, and there fore not a le git i mate point from which to
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flee and seek asy lum in Canada. But many are now putting pres- 
sure on the Cana dian gov ern ment—through pe ti tions and demon- 
stra tions—to change those rules. As a let ter from a group of law
pro fes sors pointed out, Trump’s ac tions “re flect the very big otry,
xeno pho bia and na tivist fear-mon ger ing that the in ter na tional
refugee regime was de signed to coun ter act.”

In Mex ico, mean while, tens of thou sands of peo ple across more
than a dozen cities have protested Trump’s im mi gra tion poli cies,
as well as his anti-Mex i can eth nic smears. Out side North Amer ica,
the pres sure is on too. In the UK, nearly two mil lion peo ple signed
an of fi cial pe ti tion to block Trump from mak ing a state visit to
Britain (Trump, re port edly, is de mand ing a ride in the golden
royal car riage). There is also a grow ing in ter na tional move ment
call ing on gov ern ments to im pose trade sanc tions on the United
States for vi o lat ing the emis sions re duc tion pledges it made un der
the Paris cli mate ac cord. And the move ment to jam the Trump
brand is grow ing, in clud ing a global call to boy cott com pa nies that
rent space in Trump’s var i ous tow ers, as well as cam paigns to
push de vel op ers to drop the Trump name from cities’ sky lines.

…and around the World

Nearly ev ery coun try has its own white na tion al ist or neo-fas cist
move ment to con front, and there are many signs that re sis tance is
ris ing. In re sponse to the anti-im mi grant back lash in Eu rope, huge
demon stra tions have been held in cities across the con ti nent—
from Berlin to Hel sinki—to in sist that mi grants are wel come. In
Barcelona, more than 100,000 peo ple heeded a call from their
new mayor (a for mer hous ing rights ac tivist) and marched
through the streets un der the ban ner “volem acol lir” (We wel come
them).

Many grass roots or ga ni za tions have sprung up to pro vide di rect
aid where gov ern ments have failed. When large num bers of mi- 
grants be gan ar riv ing in Greece in 2015, they en coun tered a peo ple
who had “en dured five years of aus ter ity shock treat ment, who had
seen their lives de graded and their so cial, po lit i cal and la bor rights
van ish ing,” writes so ci ol o gist Theodoros Kary otis. And yet, rather
than jeal ously guard what lit tle they had left, lo cals met mi grants
with an “out pour ing of sol i dar ity.” Thou sands of Greeks opened
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their homes to refugees, mil lions of home-cooked meals were de- 
liv ered to refugee camps, free health care was pro vided in com mu- 
nity-run clin ics, and a ware house in a worker-run fac tory was
opened to col lect do nated items such as clothes and baby food.

In Ger many, as pro pos als sur faced that mi grants be housed in
dodgy con di tions that in cluded school gyms, va cant of fice build- 
ings, empty ware houses, army bar racks, and even a for mer Nazi
forced-la bor camp, peo ple or ga nized an “Airbnb for refugees,”
match ing mi grant fam i lies in need of a safe place to stay with
spare rooms in lo cal houses. The ef fort has now spread to thir teen
other coun tries. My coun try is home to a re mark able pro-refugee
move ment that has seen thou sands of Cana di ans spon sor Syr ian
fam i lies, tak ing fi nan cial and in ter per sonal re spon si bil ity for the
new com ers’ needs for one year as they ad justed to a new lan guage,
cul ture, and cli mate. The New York Times de scribed it as “the
world’s most per sonal re set tle ment pro gram.”

Most en cour ag ingly, while the early as sump tion was that
Trump’s rise could set off a wave of far-right elec toral vic to ries, in
some coun tries it seems to be hav ing the op po site ef fect. Wit ness- 
ing Trump’s ugly ad min is tra tion in ac tion, some elec torates are
de cid ing to stop the tide. Ahead of elec tions in the Nether lands in
March 2017, many pre dicted a win for Geert Wilders and his pro- 
foundly anti-Is lamic and xeno pho bic Free dom Party. In stead,
Wilders’s sup port sud denly col lapsed and the gov ern ing party held
on to the most seats. But the big gest win ner in the elec tion was the
Green Left party, which went from hold ing four seats to cap tur ing
four teen. The party’s leader, Jesse Klaver, is of Mo roc can and In- 
done sian de scent and cam paigned with a bold an tiracist mes sage.
On elec tion day, Klaver had ad vice for other politi cians in Eu rope
fac ing resur gent right-wing pop ulism and racism: “Don’t try to
fake the pop u lace. Stand for your prin ci ples. Be straight. Be pro-
refugee. Be pro-Eu ro pean…. You can stop pop ulism.”

—

It’s a piece of ad vice that many heeded in France a cou ple of
months later, though ul ti mately not enough. Faced with the threat
of a vic tory for the Far Right’s Ma rine Le Pen, many with drew
their sup port from cen trist can di dates, fear ing a re peat of Clin ton
vs. Trump, and lent it in stead to the left pop ulist can di date, Jean-
Luc Mé len chon. He had cam paigned on an anti–free trade, pro-
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peace, and rad i cal eco nomic re dis tri bu tion agenda and started at- 
tract ing crowds as large as sev enty thou sand, more than any other
can di date. Against all odds, Mé len chon—who was ini tially re- 
ported to have the sup port of just 9 per cent of vot ers—man aged to
cap ture 19.6 per cent of votes cast in the first bal lot, putting him
within just 2 per cent age points of mak ing it to the fi nal runoff. In
the fi nal vote, Em manuel Macron, a ne olib eral for mer banker,
trounced Ma rine Le Pen, though her ex trem ist party still re ceived
a record num ber of votes. And roughly one-third of el i gi ble vot ers
chose to ex press their dis plea sure with both Le Pen and Macron by
ei ther ab stain ing or spoil ing their bal lots. In Spain, mean while,
can di dates with deep roots in so cial move ments have won may- 
oralty races in Barcelona and Madrid, and have be gun in tro duc ing
con crete poli cies that wel come refugees, bat tle home less ness, and
fight pol lu tion at the same time.

Will Sol i dar ity Sur vive a Ma jor Shock?

These re ac tions are a vast im prove ment over the far too suc cess ful
post–Sep tem ber 11 di vide-and-con quer pol i tics. So far, Trump’s
shock tac tics aren’t dis ori ent ing the op po si tion. In stead, they are
wak ing peo ple up, in the United States and around the world. But
of course the new al liances in the US have not yet had to face a
ma jor se cu rity cri sis or a state of emer gency. The real test will be
whether the brav ery and sol i dar ity seen so far can be sus tained
when peo ple are be ing told they are in im mi nent dan ger, and that
the group they’re ex press ing sol i dar ity with could be har bor ing the
in di vid ual who set off a bomb last week.

Nev er the less, there is rea son to be lieve that many of the re la- 
tion ships be ing built in these early days will be strong enough to
counter the fear that in evitably sets in dur ing a state of emer gency.
If Trump tries to use a cri sis event to ram through dra co nian mea- 
sures, this emerg ing re sis tance is poised to rise up and act as a hu- 
man bar rier to say: “No—not this time.”
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CHAP TER ELEVEN

 

WHEN NO WAS NOT ENOUGH
 

Here’s the trou ble. Just say ing no to shock tac tics is of ten not
enough to stop them, at least not on its own. It’s a les son I learned
the year af ter The Shock Doc trine came out, when Wall Street suf- 
fered its worst cri sis since the Great Crash of 1929.

We saw how the 2008 fi nan cial cri sis—the clear re sult of
unchecked greed in the fi nan cial sec tor—was ex ploited all around
the world, but par tic u larly in south ern Eu rope, to ex tract pun ish- 
ing, shock doc trine–style con ces sions from reg u lar peo ple. Eu ro- 
peans re sisted these cyn i cal tac tics with in cred i ble tenac ity and
courage (well be yond any thing seen so far in the United States un- 
der Trump). They oc cu pied squares and plazas and stayed for
months. They staged gen eral strikes that shut down cities and, in
some cases, even voted to throw the bas tards out. Out side Eu rope,
in Tunisia, it was a sud den rise in food prices that be came the cat- 
a lyst for the wave of up ris ings that came to be called the Arab
Spring.

One of the street slo gans in this pe riod, which orig i nated in Italy
be fore spread ing to Greece and Spain, was: “We will not pay for
your cri sis!” Mil lions of peo ple un der stood that this was what was
be ing asked of them. They were get ting stuck with the bankers’
bills, forced to pay for their sins with a higher cost of liv ing and
lower wages. And they said no. Loudly, un mis tak ably, and in
tremen dous num bers.

But in the vast ma jor ity of cases, it wasn’t enough—the eco- 
nomic pun ish ments kept com ing. At times, a par tic u larly egre- 
gious aus ter ity mea sure might be suc cess fully fought back with
street protests. Que bec stu dents fought off a tu ition in crease in
2012, much as Chilean stu dents fought for an over haul of their
bro ken ed u ca tion sys tem in 2011. But the aus ter ity agenda ground
on.
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More im por tantly, this wave of protest and oc cu pa tions did not
pro duce a fun da men tal change in the eco nomic model, one that
could shift us off the road headed to ward that world of Green
Zones and Red Zones. When the fail ures of our cur rent model re- 
vealed them selves in a man ner more spec tac u lar than at any point
since the Great De pres sion, we did not col lec tively seize that mo- 
ment to grab the wheel of his tory and swerve.

The re spon si bil ity for that is col lec tive. No one per son or po lit i- 
cal party is to blame for the roads not taken. But the fail ures in the
af ter math of the 2008 fi nan cial crash were stark est in the United
States, be cause of the re mark able num ber of fac tors that seemed
aligned in fa vor of trans for ma tive, rather than in cre men tal,
change. Which is why it’s worth re vis it ing that mo ment of cri sis in
some depth, not to point fin gers, but to un der stand what it looks
like to miss such a rare po lit i cal open ing—so we don’t re peat those
mis takes when the next eco nomic shock hits.

Let’s cast our minds back to the be gin ning of 2009. Barack
Obama was en ter ing the White House as the first African-Amer i- 
can pres i dent, a de ci sive re buke to eight years of Bush. He had
eas ily car ried the pop u lar vote and for the next two years his fel low
Democrats would con trol Con gress.

Obama also had a clear demo cratic man date to do more than
tin ker with the shat tered econ omy. In the fi nal three months be- 
fore he took of fice, the coun try had lost al most two mil lion jobs
and the pic ture go ing into 2009 looked grim. The idea of tak ing on
Wall Street was in cred i bly pop u lar (it still is) be cause the big fi- 
nan cial in sti tu tions that had tanked the global econ omy were the
rea son so many peo ple had lost their homes and jobs and seen
their life sav ings evap o rate. The banks had no de fend ers—their ex- 
ec u tives were vir tu ally in hid ing. On the cam paign trail, Obama
had talked force fully about how he would re build the econ omy in
fa vor of “the hard work and sac ri fice of folks on Main Street” while
stand ing up to “the greed and ir re spon si bil ity of Wall Street.”

The new ad min is tra tion had a man date to bat tle the cli mate cri- 
sis too. Af ter eight years of de nial and ob struc tion ism un der
George W. Bush, Obama had pledged to put a price on car bon, and
to cre ate five mil lion green jobs by mak ing ma jor in vest ments, in- 
clud ing in re new able en ergy and hy brid cars. When Obama won
the Demo cratic pri mary, he told the cheer ing crowd that this
would be re mem bered as the mo ment the rise of the oceans be gan
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to slow and “the planet be gan to heal.” Yes, he was weak on the de- 
tails, but this was no or di nary elec tion, and there is no ques tion
that the demo cratic man date for bold ness was there.

When the Banks Were on Their Knees

Look ing back, it’s re ally strik ing how much eco nomic power
Obama and the Democrats had in that short win dow be fore they
lost Con gress. First, they had a free hand to de sign a stim u lus pro- 
gram to re build Main Street—and to make it as big as re quired. Af- 
ter decades of un re lent ing cut backs in so cial spend ing, there was
sud denly a wide spread con sen sus on the need for the fed eral gov- 
ern ment to pull the econ omy out of re ces sion. The stim u lus plan
ended up be ing $800 bil lion, a stag ger ing sum, al though, at the
time, it was widely crit i cized for be ing too small.

And that was not the only tool that Obama had to make good on
his prom ises to re build Main Street. The banks were on their
knees, re ceiv ing tril lions of dol lars in pub lic money in di rect
bailouts and loan guar an tees, and there were very lively and
heated de bates go ing on, in the United States and around the
world, about what gov ern ments should de mand in ex change for
sav ing the banks from the con se quences of their own greed.
Should they cap ex ec u tive salaries? Re store Glass–Stea gall, the
De pres sion-era law that sep a rated com mer cial and in vest ment
banks? Should they throw the CEOs re spon si ble for the global cri- 
sis in jail? Should the banks be per ma nently na tion al ized and run
as pub lic trusts? Some of this may sound rad i cal to day, but it’s
worth re mem ber ing that these were the ac tual de bates go ing on in
2009, even in staid pub li ca tions like the Fi nan cial Times. And
there were sim i lar dis cus sions about the fate of the big auto com- 
pa nies, which were also head ing to Wash ing ton need ing bailouts.
Two of the Big Three—Gen eral Mo tors and Chrysler—had to de- 
clare bank ruptcy that same year and were put un der gov ern ment
con trol.

So, let’s zoom out and imag ine what might have been…. Obama
had the elec toral man date for real change, he had a vir tual blank
check to de sign a stim u lus pack age, and he had an op por tu nity to
im pose much-needed changes on two fail ing sec tors of the US
econ omy—the banks and the auto com pa nies.



181

Imag ine if the Democrats had used the lever age they had in
2009 and 2010 to make se ri ous, sub stan tive re struc tur ing de- 
mands of the banks and the auto gi ants in ex change for con tin u ing
to bail them out. Imag ine if Obama, who had been elected on a
prom ise to re build Main Street, solve cli mate change, and sta bi lize
the econ omy, had treated the bank ing and au to mo tive sec tors as
com po nents of a uni fied vi sion for re viv ing the econ omy, while
fight ing in equal ity and cli mate change at the same time.

To be con crete, what if the auto com pa nies had been man dated
to re struc ture them selves so they were pro duc ing the ve hi cles of
the low-car bon fu ture—elec tric cars, elec tric buses, and light rail?
In the midst of the fi nan cial cri sis, two mil lion man u fac tur ing jobs
were lost and hun dreds of fac to ries closed down. What if, in stead
of let ting that hap pen, those fac to ries had been re fur bished and
re tooled? A sim i lar in dus trial trans for ma tion took place dur ing
World War II, when US fac to ries were en listed for the war ef fort.

It would have been ex pen sive, yes, but the banks could have
been re quired to spend a healthy por tion of their bailout money
pro vid ing the nec es sary loans for this in dus trial trans for ma tion
(as it was, they hoarded the cash). And stim u lus money could have
been spent to help work ers get the train ing they needed to fully
par tic i pate in the tran si tion, build ing the pub lic in fra struc ture—
tran sit, en ergy grids—of this same green econ omy. Obama’s in fra- 
struc ture bill did in clude im por tant sup port for green en ergy and
green projects, but the clean in fra struc ture of the fu ture, in clud ing
pub lic tran sit and light rail, was short changed in fa vor of the dirty
in fra struc ture of the past, such as high ways. And the op por tu ni ties
pre sented by the bank and auto bailouts were squan dered al most
com pletely. Even af ter all their fail ures, the at ti tude in Wash ing- 
ton was still: the banks know best, the auto com pa nies know best,
our job is just to get these in dus tries on their feet as quickly as
pos si ble so they can get back to a gen tly tweaked ver sion of busi- 
ness as usual.

The Jobs Rev o lu tion That Wasn’t

This road not taken mat ters be cause, right now, one of the big gest
ob sta cles to se ri ous ac tion on cli mate change is the fos sil fuel com- 
pa nies’ suc cess ful po si tion ing of them selves as the only ones ca pa- 
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ble of cre at ing well-pay ing jobs and keep ing the lights on. Obama
and the Democrats could have buried that claim once and for all.

Other coun tries, in the same pe riod, did bury the claim. Over
the past decade, the Ger man gov ern ment has treated the green
econ omy as the main way to re vive its man u fac tur ing sec tor. In
the process, it has cre ated 400,000 jobs, and now 30 per cent of
the coun try’s en ergy comes from re new ables. And Ger many has
the strong est econ omy in Eu rope by far. The en ergy tran si tion
there is in com plete—Ger many re mains ex ces sively re liant on coal
—and its gov ern ment has in flicted mer ci less aus ter ity on other
coun tries while choos ing an other course for it self. But if the US
had fol lowed Ger many’s do mes tic ex am ple, it would have been so
far along the road to a re new ables-based econ omy that it would
have been im pos si ble for Trump to undo—no mat ter how many
ex ec u tive or ders he signed. And who knows? The new man u fac tur- 
ing jobs and im proved in fra struc ture might well have been enough
to de prive him of his win al to gether.

Granted, all of this change and re struc tur ing would have de- 
manded un com mon fo cus and tough ness. If Obama had taken a
trans for ma tive ap proach to the failed banks and auto com pa nies
and to the reck less en ergy sec tor when he came into of fice, the
back lash would have been fe ro cious and dif fi cult to bear. He
would have been painted as a com mu nist, the US’s own Hugo
Chávez. On the other hand, his man date for wide spread change,
along with the out pour ing of good will that greeted his elec tion,
was ac com pa nied by such rare eco nomic pow ers that it could well
have ush ered in a new era of eco nomic fair ness and cli mate sta bil- 
ity.

The fact that this mo ment passed Amer i cans by is not a fail ure
that can be pinned on the Democrats alone. Dur ing Obama’s first
years in of fice, most pro gres sive or ga ni za tions—re lieved to fi nally
be rid of Bush and flat tered to have the ear of the gov ern ing party
for the first time in a decade—con fused ac cess with power. As a re- 
sult, the kind of out side pres sure that has lever aged ma jor pol icy
vic to ries in the past was largely MIA dur ing Obama’s first term.
De spite some valiant at tempts, there was no united pro gres sive
coali tion pres sur ing Obama to make more of his unique mo ment
in his tory, push ing him to de liver big on jobs, racial jus tice, clean
air, clean wa ter, and bet ter ser vices. That was a mis take. As the
great (and much-missed) his to rian Howard Zinn once wrote, “The
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re ally crit i cal thing isn’t who is sit ting in the White House, but who
is sit ting in—in the streets, in the cafe te rias, in the halls of gov ern- 
ment, in the fac to ries. Who is protest ing, who is oc cu py ing of fices
and demon strat ing. Those are the things that de ter mine what hap- 
pens.”

The bot tom line is that in 2009, as the o rists and or ga niz ers, we
weren’t ready—too many of us were wait ing for change to be de liv- 
ered from on high. And by the time most of us re al ized how in ad e- 
quate that change was, the win dow had closed and the Tea Party
was al ready on the rise.

Re mem ber ing When We Leapt

Be fore shock doc trine pol i tics be came the norm in the eight ies,
crises that were ob vi ously born of fi nan cial greed and cor po rate
malfea sance of ten sparked very dif fer ent re sponses. In fact, they
pro voked some of the most mo men tous pro gres sive vic to ries in
mod ern his tory.

In the United States, af ter the car nage of the Civil War and the
abo li tion of slav ery, Blacks and their rad i cal al lies pushed for eco- 
nomic jus tice and greater so cial rights. They won ma jor vic to ries,
in clud ing free pub lic ed u ca tion for all chil dren—al though it would
take an other cen tury be fore schools were de seg re gated.

The hor rific 1911 fire at the Tri an gle Shirt waist Com pany in New
York City, which took the lives of 146 young im mi grant gar ment
work ers, cat alyzed hun dreds of thou sands of work ers into mil i- 
tancy—even tu ally lead ing to an over haul of the state la bor code,
caps on over time, new rules for child la bor, and break throughs in
health and fire safety reg u la tions.

Most sig nif i cantly, it was only thanks to the col lec tive re sponse
from be low to the Great Crash of 1929 that the New Deal be came
pos si ble. The strike wave of the mid-1930s—the Team sters’ re bel- 
lion and Min ne ap o lis gen eral strike, the 83-day shut down of the
west coast by long shore work ers, and the Flint sit-down strikes in
the auto plants—es tab lished the power of in dus trial unions, and
forced own ers to share a great deal more wealth with their work- 
ers. In this same pe riod, as a re sponse to the suf fer ing brought on
by the Great De pres sion, mass move ments de manded sweep ing
so cial pro grams such as So cial Se cu rity and un em ploy ment in sur- 
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ance (pro grams from which the ma jor ity of African-Amer i can and
many women work ers were no tably ex cluded). In the same pe riod,
tough new rules reg u lat ing the fi nan cial sec tor were in tro duced, at
real cost to un fet tered profit mak ing. Across the in dus tri al ized
world, pres sure from so cial move ments cre ated the con di tions for
pro grams like the New Deal, fea tur ing am bi tious in vest ments in
pub lic in fra struc ture—util i ties, trans porta tion sys tems, hous ing,
and more—on a scale com pa ra ble to what the cli mate cri sis calls
for to day. (Just as the wreck age of the Sec ond World War pro- 
vided an other such cat a lyst.)

In 1969, there was an oil spill in Santa Bar bara, which coated
Cal i for nia’s beau ti ful beaches, and it was some thing like a Great
Crash for the en vi ron ment—a shock mil lions re sponded to by de- 
mand ing fun da men tal change. Many of North Amer ica’s tough est
laws pro tect ing air, wa ter, and en dan gered species can trace their
roots back to the pop u lar anger that ex ploded in re sponse to that
dis as ter.

In all these cases, a painful cri sis served as a wake-up call, ush- 
er ing in mean ing ful leg is la tion that cre ated a fairer and safer so ci- 
ety—thanks in no small part to the hard work of or ga niz ers who
had been pre par ing the ground for years be fore the shocks hit.
These were far from per fect re forms, not full-scale trans for ma- 
tions, and yet they were di rectly re spon si ble for win ning much of
the mod ern so cial safety net, as well as the reg u la tory struc tures
that pro tect so many work ers and pub lic health. More over, win- 
ning them did not re quire au thor i tar ian trick ery. They were so
pop u lar with vot ers that they didn’t have to be snuck in un der
cover of cri sis but rather were loudly de manded by mus cu lar so cial
move ments—a deep en ing of democ racy, not its sub ver sion.

So why did those crises pro duce such vi sion ary change, while
more re cent ones—Ka t rina, the sub prime mort gage de ba cle, BP’s
Deep wa ter Hori zon dis as ter—have left so lit tle pro gres sive pub lic
pol icy be hind?

When Utopia Lends a Hand

Here is one the ory: The in ter play be tween lofty dreams and
earthly vic to ries has al ways been at the heart of mo ments of deep
trans for ma tion. The break throughs won for work ers and their
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fam i lies af ter the Civil War and dur ing the Great De pres sion, as
well as for civil rights and the en vi ron ment in the six ties and early
sev en ties, were not just re sponses to crises. They were re sponses
to crises that un folded in times when peo ple dared to dream big,
out loud, in pub lic—ex plo sions of utopian imag i na tion.

The Gilded Age strik ers of the late nine teenth cen tury, en raged
by the enor mous for tunes be ing amassed off the backs of re- 
pressed la bor ers, were in spired by the Paris Com mune, when the
work ing peo ple of Paris took over the gov ern ing of their city for
months. They dreamed of a “co op er a tive com mon wealth,” a world
where work was but one el e ment of a well-bal anced life, with
plenty of time for leisure, fam ily, and art. Utopian so cial ist fic tion,
in clud ing Ed ward Bel lamy’s Look ing Back ward, topped the best-
seller lists (in sharp con trast to to day, when it is clas sic dystopian
fic tion—George Or well’s 1984, Mar garet At wood’s The Hand- 
maid’s Tale, and Sin clair Lewis’s It Can’t Hap pen Here—that has
reap peared on best-seller lists since Trump’s in au gu ra tion). Work- 
ing-class or ga niz ers in the Great De pres sion were versed not only
in Marx but also in W.E.B. Du Bois, whose vi sion was of a pan–
work ing class move ment that could unite the down trod den to
trans form an un just eco nomic sys tem. As his to rian Robin D.G.
Kel ley has writ ten, the end of the nine teenth cen tury was a pe riod
of fo ment for “black-led bira cial demo cratic, pop ulist, and rad i cal
move ments.”

The same is true of the hard-won vic to ries of the civil rights era.
It was the move ment’s tran scen dent dream—whether ar tic u lated
in the or a tory of Mar tin Luther King Jr. or in the vi sion of the Stu- 
dent Non vi o lent Co or di nat ing Com mit tee—that cre ated the space
for, and in spired, the grass roots or ga niz ing that in turn led to tan- 
gi ble wins. A sim i lar utopian fer vor in the late six ties and early
sev en ties—emerg ing out of the coun ter cul tural up heaval, when
young peo ple were ques tion ing just about ev ery thing—laid the
ground work for fem i nist, les bian and gay, and en vi ron men tal
break throughs.

The New Deal, it is al ways worth re mem ber ing, was adopted by
Pres i dent Roo sevelt at a time of such pro gres sive and Left mil i- 
tancy that its pro grams—rad i cal by to day’s stan dards—ap peared at
the time to be the only way to pre vent full-scale rev o lu tion. And
this was no idle threat. When Up ton Sin clair, the muck rak ing au- 
thor of The Jun gle, ran for gov er nor of Cal i for nia in 1934, it was
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some thing like the Bernie Sanders cam paign of its day. Sin clair
was a cham pion of a more left-wing ver sion of the New Deal, ar gu- 
ing that the key to end ing poverty was full state fund ing of work- 
ers’ co op er a tives. He re ceived nearly 900,000 votes, but fell short
of win ning the gov er nor’s of fice. (If you didn’t learn this in his tory
class, it may not be a co in ci dence. As the Czech nov el ist Mi lan
Kun dera fa mously ob served, “the strug gle of man against power is
the strug gle of mem ory against for get ting.”)

Trapped in the Ma trix

By the time the 2008 fi nan cial fi asco was un fold ing, that utopian
imag i na tion had largely at ro phied. A great many peo ple knew that
the ap pro pri ate re sponse to the cri sis was moral out rage, that gift- 
ing the banks with tril lions, re fus ing to pros e cute those re spon si- 
ble, and ask ing the poor and el derly to pay the steep est costs was
an ob scen ity.

Yet gen er a tions who had grown up un der ne olib er al ism strug- 
gled to pic ture some thing, any thing, other than what they had al- 
ways known. This may also have some thing to do with the power
of mem ory. When work ers rose up against the de prav i ties of the
in dus trial age, many had liv ing mem o ries of a dif fer ent kind of
econ omy. Oth ers were ac tively fight ing to pro tect an ex ist ing way
of life, whether it was the fam ily farm that was be ing lost to preda- 
tory cred i tors or small-scale ar ti sanal busi nesses be ing wiped out
by in dus trial cap i tal ism. Hav ing known some thing dif fer ent, they
were ca pa ble of imag in ing—and fight ing for—a rad i cally bet ter fu- 
ture. Even those who have never known any thing but en slave ment
and apartheid have been end lessly cre ative in find ing ways—of ten
through clan des tine art forms—to nur ture and keep alive the
dream of free dom, self-gov ern ment, and democ racy. As the
Pulitzer Prize–win ning nov el ist Junot Díaz ob served shortly af ter
the 2016 elec tion, fore cast ing the hard times ahead:

Those of us whose an ces tors were owned and bred like
an i mals know that fu ture all too well, be cause it is, in
part, our past. And we know that by fight ing, against all
odds, we who had noth ing, not even our real names,
trans formed the uni verse. Our an ces tors did this with
very lit tle, and we who have more must do the same.
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It is this imag i na tive ca pac ity, the abil ity to en vi sion a world rad i- 
cally dif fer ent from the present, that has been largely miss ing
since the cry of No first be gan echo ing around the world in 2008.
In the West, there is lit tle pop u lar mem ory of any other kind of
eco nomic sys tem. There are spe cific cul tures and com mu ni ties—
most no tably In dige nous com mu ni ties—that have vig i lantly kept
alive mem o ries and mod els of other ways to live, not based on
own er ship of the land and end less ex trac tion of profit. But most of
us who are out side those tra di tions find our selves fully within cap- 
i tal ism’s ma trix—so while we can de mand slight im prove ments to
our cur rent con di tions, imag in ing some thing else en tirely is dis- 
tinctly more dif fi cult.

Which is par tially why the move ments that did emerge—from
Eu rope’s “move ment of the squares” to Oc cupy Wall Street and
even Egypt’s rev o lu tion—were very clear on their “no”: no to the
greed of the bankers, no to aus ter ity, and, in Egypt, no to dic ta tor- 
ship. But what was too of ten miss ing was a clear and cap ti vat ing
vi sion of the world be yond that no.

And in its ab sence, the shocks kept com ing.
With un leashed white supremacy and misog yny, with the world

tee ter ing on the edge of eco log i cal col lapse, with the very last ves- 
tiges of the pub lic sphere set to be de voured by cap i tal, it’s clear
that we need to do more than draw a line in the sand and say “no
more.” Yes, we need to do that and we need to chart a cred i ble and
in spir ing path to a dif fer ent fu ture. And that fu ture can not sim ply
be where we were be fore Trump came along (aka the world that
gave us Trump). It has to be some where we have never been be- 
fore.

Pic tur ing that place re quires a re claim ing of the utopian tra di- 
tion that an i mated so many tran scen dent so cial move ments in the
past. It means hav ing the courage to paint a pic ture of a dif fer ent
world, one which, even if it ex ists only in our minds, can fuel us as
we en gage in winnable bat tles. Be cause, as Os car Wilde wrote in
1891, “a map of the world that does not in clude Utopia is not
worth even glanc ing at, for it leaves out the one coun try at which
Hu man ity is al ways land ing. And when Hu man ity lands there, it
looks out, and, see ing a bet ter coun try, sets sail.”

Part of that voy age is not just talk ing and writ ing about the fu- 
ture we want—but build ing it as we go.
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It’s a prin ci ple I saw in ac tion (and prayer, and song) in Stand- 
ing Rock.
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CHAP TER TWELVE

 

LESSONS FROM STAND ING ROCK
DAR ING TO DREAM
 

Less than a month af ter Trump was elected, I went to Stand ing
Rock, North Dakota. The fore cast called for an epic snow storm
and it was al ready start ing to come down as we ar rived, the low
hills and heavy sky a monochro matic white.

Days ear lier, the gov er nor had an nounced plans to clear the
camps of the thou sands of “wa ter pro tec tors” who had gath ered on
the out skirts of the Stand ing Rock Sioux Reser va tion to try to stop
the Dakota Ac cess pipe line. The com pany was de ter mined to build
the oil pipe line un der Lake Oahe, the sole source of drink ing wa ter
for the Stand ing Rock Sioux, as well as un der an other sec tion of
the Mis souri River, which pro vides drink ing wa ter for 17 mil lion
peo ple. If the pipe line rup tured, the tribal lead ers ar gued, their
peo ple would have no safe wa ter and their sa cred sites would be
des e crated. The move ment’s Lakota-lan guage slo gan, heard
around the world, was Mni Wiconi—“wa ter is life.”

Af ter months of con fronta tions with pri vate se cu rity and highly
mil i ta rized po lice, it seemed the gov er nor now felt, with Trump on
the way to the White House, that the coast was clear to crush the
move ment with force. The blows had been com ing for months—
about 750 peo ple would be ar rested by the time the camps were
cleared—and when I ar rived, Stand ing Rock had al ready be come
the site of the most vi o lent state re pres sion in re cent US his tory.
With the is su ing of the evic tion or der, many were call ing De cem- 
ber 5, 2016, the Stand ing Rock Sioux’s “last stand,” and I along
with many oth ers had trav eled there to stand with them.

In a sur prise de vel op ment, a con voy of more than two thou sand
mil i tary vet er ans had also come to Stand ing Rock to stand with
the Sioux, pre pared to face off against their fel low uni formed of fi- 
cers if need be. The vet er ans said they had taken an oath “to serve
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and pro tect” the Con sti tu tion. And af ter see ing footage of peace ful
In dige nous wa ter pro tec tors be ing bru tally at tacked by se cu rity
dogs, blasted with wa ter can nons in sub zero tem per a tures, and
fired on with rub ber bul lets, pep per spray, and bean-bag rounds,
these vets had de cided that the duty to pro tect now re quired that
they stand up to the gov ern ment which had once sent them to war.

By the time I ar rived, the net work of camps had swelled to
roughly ten thou sand peo ple, liv ing in hun dreds upon hun dreds of
tents, te pees, and yurts. Dozens of kids were sled ding down a
snowy hill. The main camp was a hive of calm, non stop ac tiv ity.
Vol un teer cooks served meals to thou sands, trucks ar riv ing with
fresh in gre di ents all day. Young me dia-mak ers, world-fa mous mu- 
si cians, and Hol ly wood ac tors were fil ing con tin u ous dis patches
about the lat est de vel op ments, ex pos ing their huge fol low ings to
the drama of the stand off. Sem i nars on de col o niza tion and non vi- 
o lence were hap pen ing in the larger tents and a ge o desic dome. A
group of drum mers was gath ered around the sa cred fire, tend ing
to the flames so they were never ex tin guished.

Down the road, the newly ar rived vets were set ting up camp
with im pres sive speed, em ploy ing skills honed on the bat tle fields
of Afghanistan, Iraq, and, for a few, Viet nam. It struck me that the
last time I had spent this much time with US mil i tary per son nel
was in Bagh dad, where young men and women in these same uni- 
forms were sent in to oc cupy a coun try that just so hap pened to
have one of the world’s largest re serves of crude oil. Af ter all the
times Amer i can sol diers have been called upon to pro tect oil and
gas wealth and to wage war on In dige nous peo ple at home and
abroad, it was un bear ably mov ing to see these sol diers show up,
vol un tar ily and un armed, to join an In dige nous-led fight to stop
yet an other wa ter-poi son ing, cli mate-desta bi liz ing fos sil fuel
project.

One of my first con ver sa tions at Stand ing Rock was with leg- 
endary Lakota el der LaDonna Brave Bull Al lard, who in many
ways had got all this re sis tance go ing when she opened the first
camp on her land, the Sa cred Stone Camp. That was in April 2016.
Eight months later, here she was, eyes still sparkling, be tray ing
not a bit of fa tigue de spite play ing den mother to thou sands of
peo ple who had come from across the world to be part of this his- 
toric move ment.
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She told me that the camp had be come a home and a com mu- 
nity to hun dreds and then thou sands. It had also be come a field
hos pi tal—for those in jured by the po lice at tacks, and also those
psy chi cally fright ened by what Trump’s rise was al ready un leash- 
ing.

Learn ing by Liv ing

Brave Bull Al lard, who is the of fi cial his to rian of the Stand ing
Rock Sioux tribe, said that, most of all, the en camp ment had be- 
come a school—for In dige nous youth seek ing to con nect more
deeply with their own cul ture, to live on the land and in cer e mony,
and also for non-In dige nous peo ple who re al ized that the mo ment
called for skills and knowl edge most of us don’t have.

“My grand kids can’t be lieve how lit tle some of the white peo ple
know,” she told me, laugh ing, but with out judg ment. “They come
run ning: ‘Grandma! The white peo ple don’t know how to chop
wood! Can we teach them?’ I say, ‘Yes, teach them.’ ” Brave Bull
Al lard her self pa tiently taught hun dreds of vis i tors what she con- 
sid ered ba sic sur vival skills: how to use sage as a nat u ral dis in fec- 
tant, how to stay warm and dry in North Dakota’s vi cious storms
(“ev ery one needs at least six tarps,” she de clared sternly).

She told me she had come to un der stand that, al though stop- 
ping the pipe line was cru cial, there was some thing greater at work
in this con ver gence. She said the camps were now a place where
In dige nous and non-In dige nous peo ple alike were learn ing to live
in re la tion ship and com mu nity with the land. And for her, it was
not just the hard skills that mat tered. This mo ment was also about
ex pos ing vis i tors to the tra di tions and cer e monies that had been
kept alive de spite hun dreds of years of geno ci dal at tacks on In- 
dige nous peo ple and cul ture. This, she told me, is why the tra di- 
tions sur vived the on slaught. “We knew this day was com ing—the
uni fi ca tion of all the tribes….We are here to pro tect the earth and
the wa ter. This is why we are still alive. To do this very thing we
are do ing. To help hu man ity an swer its most press ing ques tion:
how do we live with the earth again, not against it?”

And this teach ing needs to hap pen fast, she said—cli mate dis- 
rup tion is kick ing in. If non-In dige nous peo ple don’t start to learn
how to take care of earth’s life-sus tain ing sys tems, then we are all
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cooked. With this in mind, Brave Bull Al lard saw the camps as just
the be gin ning. Af ter the pipe line was de feated, she said, the Stand- 
ing Rock Sioux needed to turn them selves into a model for green
en ergy and sus tain able liv ing.

This vi sion of a move ment not just re sist ing but mod el ing and
teach ing the way for ward is shared by many of the move ment’s key
fig ures, in clud ing Stand ing Rock Sioux tribal coun cil mem ber
Cody Two Bears. Dressed in a red sweat shirt with the word War- 
rior em bla zoned in black let ters, he talked about the early days of
Eu ro pean pres ence on these lands, when his an ces tors ed u cated
the vis i tors on how to sur vive in a harsh and un fa mil iar cli mate.
“We taught them how to grow food, keep warm, build long houses.”
But the tak ing never ended, from the earth and from In dige nous
peo ple. And now, Two Bears says, “things are get ting worse. So the
first peo ple of this land have to teach this coun try how to live
again. By go ing green, by go ing re new able, by us ing the bless ings
the Cre ator has given us: the sun and the wind. We are go ing to
start in Na tive coun try. And we’re go ing to show the rest of the
coun try how to live.”

Age of the Pro tec tors

At Stand ing Rock, I found my self think ing a lot about what it
means to be a pro tec tor. Lead ers of the move ment here had in- 
sisted from day one that they were not “pro test ers” out to make
trou ble, but “wa ter pro tec tors” de ter mined to stop a whole other
or der of trou ble. And then there were all the vets in t-shirts that
said To Serve and Pro tect, de cid ing that liv ing up to that oath
meant putting them selves on the front line to pro tect the rights of
the con ti nent’s First Peo ples. And I thought about my own duty to
be a pro tec tor—of my son, and his friends, and the kids yet to
come, in the face of the rocky fu ture we’ve locked in for all of
them.

The role of the pro tec tor, in the wrong hands, can be lethal. In
mo ments of cri sis, strong men step into it with far too much ease,
an nounc ing them selves ready to pro tect the flock from all evil,
ask ing only ab so lute power and blind obe di ence in re turn. Yet the
spirit of pro tec tion that in fused the camp had noth ing in com mon
with that all-pow er ful pa tri ar chal fig ure. Here was a pro tec tion
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born of in ti mate knowl edge of hu man frailty, and it was not the
one-way, pas sive kind of pro tec tion that can go so very wrong.
This pro tec tion was re cip ro cal and it blurred all sep a ra tion: the
wa ter, land, and air pro tect and sus tain all of us—the very least we
can do is pro tect them (or is it us?) when they (or is it we?) are
threat ened. When the peo ple here faced off against ar mored tanks
and riot po lice, chant ing Mni Wiconi, they were giv ing voice to
that core prin ci ple: pro tect the wa ter, be cause wa ter pro tects all of
us.

The same sense of vul ner a bil ity and rec i proc ity guided the vet- 
er ans’ pres ence as well. On De cem ber 5, the Obama ad min is tra- 
tion an nounced it had de nied the per mit to lay the pipe line un der
the tribe’s wa ter reser voir. That evening, a “for give ness cer e mony”
was held on the reser va tion. For hours, hun dreds of vets lined up
to beg for give ness of the el ders for crimes com mit ted against In- 
dige nous peo ples over cen turies by the mil i tary in sti tu tions they
served.

Wes ley Clark Jr., one of the main or ga niz ers of the vet er ans’ del- 
e ga tion to Stand ing Rock, be gan by say ing:

Many of us, me par tic u larly, are from the units that
have hurt you over the many years. We came. We
fought you. We took your land. We signed treaties that
we broke. We stole min er als from your sa cred hills. We
blasted the faces of our pres i dents onto your sa cred
moun tain. Then we took still more land and then we
took your chil dren and then we tried…to elim i nate your
lan guage that God gave you, and the Cre ator gave you.
We didn’t re spect you, we pol luted your Earth, we’ve
hurt you in so many ways but we have come to say that
we are sorry.

A Path through Anger

Amidst the tears and the sage smoke, we felt the touch of his tory.
And some thing else too: a way to deal with rage and grief that
went be yond vent ing. So soon af ter such a di vi sive, crude elec tion,
it came as a tremen dous re lief. For weeks, the screens that oc cupy
too much of my life had been en gulfed in that un re lent ing rage,
and in an gry cir cu lar de bates about who, or what, was the one and
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only true cause of the mess we were now in. Trump won be cause
of the racism of Amer ica—end of dis cus sion, some said. No he
didn’t, it was the elitism of the cor po rate Dems—Bernie would
have fixed ev ery thing, oth ers roared. No, he won be cause of cap i- 
tal ism, the is sue above all oth ers—racism and white supremacy are
a sideshow. No, iden tity pol i tics is what de stroyed us, you whin ers
and di viders. No, it was misog yny, you bunch of flam ing ass holes.
No, it was the fos sil fuel in dus try, de ter mined to suck out their last
mega-prof its, re gard less of how much they desta bi lize the earth.
Plenty of good points were made, but it was strik ing that the goal
was rarely to change minds, or find com mon ground. The goal was
to win the ar gu ment.

And then, within min utes, all that venom dried up. Those bat tles
sud denly made as lit tle sense as putting an oil pipe line un der this
com mu nity’s drink ing wa ter source—a pipe line that was orig i nally
sup posed to pass through the ma jor ity-white city of Bis marck,
where it was widely re jected over con cerns about safety. In the
camps, sur rounded by peo ple who had been fight ing the most
pow er ful in dus tries on earth, the idea that there was any kind of
com pe ti tion be tween these is sues dropped away. In Stand ing
Rock, it was just so clear that it was all of it, a sin gle sys tem. It was
eco ci dal cap i tal ism that was de ter mined to ram that pipe line
through the Mis souri River—con sent and cli mate change be
damned. It was sear ing racism that made it pos si ble to do in
Stand ing Rock what was deemed im pos si ble in Bis marck, and to
treat wa ter pro tec tors as pests to be blasted away with wa ter can- 
nons in frigid weather. Mod ern cap i tal ism, white supremacy, and
fos sil fu els were strands of the same braid, in sep a ra ble. And they
were all wo ven to gether here, on this patch of frozen land.

As the great An ishi naabe writer and or ga nizer Winona LaDuke
wrote of the stand off, “This is a mo ment of ex treme cor po rate
rights and ex treme racism faced with courage, prayers and re- 
solve.” It’s a bat tle that knows no bor ders. All around the world,
the peo ple do ing the sa cred work of pro tect ing frag ile ecolo gies
from in dus trial on slaught are fac ing dirty wars. Ac cord ing to a re- 
port from the hu man rights watch dog Global Wit ness, “More than
three peo ple were killed a week in 2015 de fend ing their land,
forests and rivers against de struc tive in dus tries…. In creas ingly
com mu ni ties that take a stand are find ing them selves in the fir ing
line of com pa nies’ pri vate se cu rity, state forces and a thriv ing mar- 
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ket for con tract killers.” About 40 per cent of the vic tims, they es ti- 
mate, are In dige nous.

Since the elec tion, I had been long ing for some kind of gath er ing
of pro gres sive thinkers and or ga niz ers—to strate gize, unite, and
find a way through the next four years of Trump’s daily bar rage,
the kind of dis cus sion that had been so abruptly in ter rupted in
Aus tralia on the day/night of the elec tion. I pic tured it hap pen ing
at a uni ver sity, in big halls. I didn’t ex pect to find that space at
Stand ing Rock. But that is in deed where I dis cov ered it, in the
camps’ com bi na tion of re ac tion and con tem pla tion, and in the
con stant learn ing-by-do ing mod eled by Brave Bull Al lard and so
many other lead ers here.

At Stand ing Rock, they did not, in the end, man age to stop the
pipe line—at least not yet. In a fla grant be trayal of the treaty and
land rights, Trump im me di ately re versed Obama’s de ci sion and al- 
lowed the com pany—flanked by lay ers of mil i ta rized po lice—to
ram the pipe un der Lake Oahe, with out the con sent of the Stand- 
ing Rock Sioux. As I write, oil is flow ing be neath the com mu nity’s
drink ing wa ter reser voir, and the pipe could burst at any time.
That out rage is be ing chal lenged in the courts, and ex ten sive pres- 
sure is be ing put on the banks that fi nanced the project. Roughly
$80 mil lion (and count ing) has been pulled from the banks that
have in vested in the pipe line.

But the oil still flows.

—

I will never for get the ex pe ri ence of be ing at the main camp when
the news ar rived, af ter the months of re sis tance, that the Obama
ad min is tra tion had fi nally de nied the pipe line per mit. I hap pened
to be stand ing with Tokata Iron Eyes, a fiercely grounded yet play- 
ful thir teen-year-old from Stand ing Rock who had helped kick-
start the move ment against the pipe line. I turned on my phone
video and asked her how she felt about the break ing news. “Like I
have my fu ture back,” she replied, and then she burst into tears. I
did too.

Thanks to Trump, Tokata has again lost that sense of safety.
And yet his ac tion can not and does not erase the pro found learn- 
ing that took place dur ing all those months on the land. The mod- 
el ing of a form of re sis tance that, with one hand, said no to an im- 
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mi nent threat and, with the other, worked tire lessly to build the
yes that is the world we want and need.
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CHAP TER THIR TEEN

 

A TIME TO LEAP
BE CAUSE SMALL STEPS WON’T CUT IT

 

“We can’t keep ask ing our mem bers to sac ri fice. They are los ing so
much. They need those pipe line jobs—we have to of fer them some- 
thing.”

The man mak ing this plea was an ex ec u tive of a ma jor trade
union, with many mem bers in Canada’s oil and gas sec tor.

Sit ting in a large cir cle, sixty peo ple lis tened and shifted in their
chairs. What he was say ing was un de ni able. Ev ery one has a right
to a de cent job. And en ergy work ers are hurt ing badly.

But the peo ple in the room knew too that the case for even one
more pipe line was not a mat ter of bar gain ing with en vi ron men tal- 
ists; it was a doomed at tempt to bar gain with sci ence and chem- 
istry. It is im pos si ble to both keep build ing new fos sil fuel in fra- 
struc ture and have a chance of keep ing tem per a tures at any thing
like safe lev els.

That’s when Arthur Manuel took the floor. A highly re spected
In dige nous in tel lec tual and for mer chief from the Secwepemc Na- 
tion in British Co lum bia, Manuel leaned for ward, looked the union
leader in the eye, and spoke just above a whis per. “Do you think
you are the only peo ple who have had to sac ri fice? Do you know
how much money, how many jobs, my peo ple have turned down
from oil and gas and min ing com pa nies? Tens of mil lions of dol- 
lars.

“We do it be cause there are things that are more im por tant than
money.”

It felt as if the whole room was hold ing its breath. It was one of
sev eral wrench ingly hon est ex changes that hap pened over the
course of a two-day gath er ing in Toronto in May 2015. In the room
were lead ers and or ga niz ers from Haida Gwaii on the west coast to
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Hal i fax on the east coast, rep re sent ing move ments across a huge
spec trum of is sues and iden ti ties.

We had come to gether to fig ure out what con nects the crises fac- 
ing us, and to try to chart a holis tic vi sion for the fu ture that would
over come many of the over lap ping chal lenges at the same time.
Just as in Stand ing Rock, more and more peo ple are start ing to see
and speak about these con nec tions—point ing out, for in stance,
that the eco nomic in ter ests push ing hard est for war, at home and
abroad, are the very same forces most re spon si ble for warm ing the
planet. And that the eco nomic pre car i ous ness that the union rep- 
re sen ta tive was speak ing about, and the at tacks on In dige nous
land rights and on the earth it self that were ref er enced by Arthur
Manuel (who died sud denly at the start of 2017), also flow from
the same place: a cor ro sive val ues sys tem that places profit above
the well-be ing of peo ple and the planet. The same sys tem has al- 
lowed the pur suit of money to so cor rode the po lit i cal process in
the United States that a gang of scan dal-plagued plu to crats could
seize con trol of the White House.

The con nec tions be tween so many of the emer gen cies that com- 
pete for our time and care are clear. Glar ing, even. And yet, for so
many rea sons—pres sure from fun ders, a de sire for “click able”
cam paigns, a fear of seem ing too rad i cal and there fore doomed—
many of us have learned to sever those nat u ral con nec tions, and
work in terms of walled-off “is sues” or si los. Anti-aus ter ity peo ple
rarely talk about cli mate change. Cli mate change peo ple rarely talk
about war or oc cu pa tion. Too sel dom within the en vi ron men tal
move ment are con nec tions made be tween the guns that take Black
lives on the streets of cities such as Fer gu son and Ot tawa and the
ris ing seas and dev as tat ing droughts de stroy ing the home lands of
Black and brown peo ple around the world. Rarely are the dots
con nected be tween the pow er ful men who think they have the
right to use and abuse women’s bod ies and the wide spread no tion
that hu mans have the right to do the same thing to the earth.

So many of the crises we are fac ing are symp toms of the same
un der ly ing sick ness: a dom i nance-based logic that treats so many
peo ple, and the earth it self, as dis pos able. We came to gether out of
a be lief that the per sis tence of these dis con nec tions, of this siloed
think ing, is why pro gres sives are los ing ground on vir tu ally ev ery
front, left fight ing for scraps when we all know that our his tor i cal
mo ment de mands trans for ma tive change. These di vi sions and
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compa rt men taliz atio ns—the hes i tancy to iden tify the sys tems we
are up against—are rob bing us of our full po ten tial, and have
trained too many to be lieve that last ing so lu tions will al ways be
out of reach.

We also came to gether out of a be lief that over com ing those di- 
vi sions—find ing and strength en ing the threads that run through
our var i ous is sues and move ments—is our most press ing task.
That out of those con nec tions would emerge a larger and more
fired-up pro gres sive coali tion than we have seen in decades, one
ca pa ble of tak ing on not only the symp toms of a failed sys tem, but
maybe even the sys tem it self. Our goal, and it wasn’t mod est, was
to try to map not just the world we don’t want but the one we want
in stead.

The di ver sity in the room led to plenty of tough ex changes. But
with long, painful his to ries of failed col lab o ra tions and too much
bro ken trust, tough is what hap pens when peo ple fi nally de cide to
make space to dream to gether. You’d think imag in ing the world
we want would be fun and easy. In fact, it’s the hard est work of all.
It also hap pens to be our only hope. As we have seen, Trump and
his co horts are in tent on push ing the world back ward on ev ery
front, all at once. Only a com pet ing vi sion that is push ing us for- 
ward on mul ti ple fronts has a chance against a force like that. Our
ex per i ment in map ping these in ter sec tional agen das be gan in
Canada, but it’s part of an in ter na tional con ver sa tion—in the US,
the UK, Aus tralia, across Eu rope, and be yond—in which more and
more peo ple are ar riv ing at the same con clu sion: it’s time to unite
around a com mon agenda that can di rectly bat tle the po lit i cal poi- 
son spread ing through our coun tries. No is not enough—it’s time
for some big, bold yeses to rally around.

Time for a Peo ple’s Shock

Ever since the 2008 fi nan cial melt down, I have been puz zling over
the ques tion of what it would take to pull off a truly pro gres sive
pop ulist re sponse to the crises we face.

I had thought, at one point, that the fac tual rev e la tions of cli- 
mate sci ence—if we truly un der stood them—might be the cat a lyst.
Af ter all, there couldn’t be a clearer in di ca tion that our cur rent
sys tem is fail ing: if busi ness as usual is al lowed to con tinue, ever-
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larger ex panses of our planet will cease to be hos pitable to hu man
life. And as we’ve seen, re spond ing ef fec tively to cli mate change
re quires throw ing out the en tire pro-cor po rate eco nomic play book
—which is one of the main rea sons so many right-wing ide o logues
are de ter mined to deny its re al ity. So it seemed to me that, just as
the af ter math of the Great Crash and World War II be came pe ri- 
ods of mas sive so cial trans for ma tion, so could the cli mate cri sis—
an ex is ten tial threat for hu man ity—be come an op por tu nity for
once-in-a-cen tury so cial and eco nomic change.

The ur gency of the cli mate cri sis also gives us some thing that
can be very help ful for get ting big things done: a firm, un yield ing
sci ence-based dead line. We are, it bears re peat ing, out of time.
We’ve been kick ing the can down the road for so many decades
that we are just plain out of road. Which means if we want a shot
at avoid ing cat a strophic warm ing, we need to start a grand eco- 
nomic and po lit i cal tran si tion right now.

And yet, as we all know, cli mate change doesn’t play out like a
mar ket col lapse or a war. With the ex cep tion of in creas ingly com- 
mon mon ster storms, it’s slow and grind ing, mak ing the warm ing
dan ger ously easy to push away into our sub con scious, be hind
more ob vi ous daily emer gen cies. Which is why what brought us
to gether for that meet ing in the spring of 2015 wasn’t only the cli- 
mate cri sis, but some thing that was grab bing front-page head- 
lines: the col lapse in oil prices, which has been such a prob lem for
Exxon Mo bil, Rex Tiller son, and Vladimir Putin. For us in Canada
—where gov ern ments had bet the farm on the ex pen sive tarry oil
in Al berta—the sud den drop in price was prov ing a dev as tat ing
eco nomic blow. In vestors started flee ing from the tar sands, tens
of thou sands of work ers were los ing their jobs, and there was no
Plan B—whether for cre at ing jobs or rais ing gov ern ment rev enues.

For years, Cana di ans had been hear ing that we had to choose
be tween a healthy en vi ron ment and a ro bust econ omy—now it
turned out we had nei ther. Huge swaths of Al berta had been
logged and con tam i nated to get at that heavy oil, In dige nous land
rights had been grossly be trayed, and the econ omy was tank ing
any way. In deed, it was tank ing pre cisely be cause we had pinned so
much on a com mod ity whose price was on a roller coaster ride no- 
body seemed able to con trol.

Which was why a few of us had started dis cussing the idea of a
na tional meet ing, won der ing if per haps the oil price col lapse, com- 
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bined with the ur gency of the cli mate cri sis, might pro vide the cat- 
a lyst for the deep trans for ma tion our so ci ety and econ omy needs
on so many fronts. We be gan imag in ing that we could seize this
junc ture of over lap ping crises to ad vance poli cies that dra mat i cally
im prove lives, close the gap be tween rich and poor, cre ate large
num bers of well-pay ing, low-car bon jobs, and rein vig o rate democ- 
racy from the ground up. This would be the in verse of the shock
doc trine. It would be a Peo ple’s Shock, a blow from be low.

So we sent out a let ter, headed “From price shock to en ergy
shift,” and in vited lead ers from across the coun try to meet in a cir- 
cle for two days and dream big. I’m shar ing what hap pened next in
the hope that the ex pe ri ence might be use ful at a time when so
many are look ing for ways to bridge di vides.

A Plat form with out a Party

In re sponse to our in vi ta tion, they came. Heads of la bor fed er a- 
tions and unions, di rec tors of ma jor green groups, iconic In dige- 
nous and fem i nist lead ers, key or ga niz ers and the o rists fo cused on
mi grant rights, open tech nol ogy, food jus tice, hous ing, faith, and
more. The fact that we were able to bring so many play ers to gether
with only a few weeks’ no tice re flected a shared un der stand ing
that this was a rare po lit i cal open ing—not un like the 2008 fi nan- 
cial cri sis. Only this time, peo ple were de ter mined not to let the
op por tu nity pass us by.

The other fac tor lend ing ur gency to our gath er ing was a loom ing
fed eral elec tion cam paign. The Con ser va tive Party, led by the ex- 
tremely pro-oil Stephen Harper, had been in power for a decade,
but the na tional mood was shift ing and the po lit i cal land scape
looked likely to change. Yet, at that stage in the cam paign, there
wasn’t a po lit i cal party that had suc ceeded in ex cit ing vot ers with a
dif fer ent vi sion for the coun try. On cli mate, both prin ci pal op po si- 
tion par ties—the cen trist Lib er als un der Justin Trudeau and the
cen ter-left New Demo cratic Party—were run ning con ven tional
cam paigns that called for new tar sands pipe lines, still fail ing to
hon estly reckon with ei ther the price col lapse or the cli mate cri sis.

So, at our gath er ing, we de cided to do some thing that move- 
ments in our coun try had not at tempted for sev eral decades: in ter- 
vene in a na tional elec tion by writ ing a “peo ple’s plat form,” one
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that would at tempt to re flect the needs not of one par tic u lar con- 
stituency, but of a great many at once.

We saw this as a chance to be gin to heal not only our re la tion- 
ship with the planet but the colo nial and racial wounds that date
back to our coun try’s found ing.

We kept some thing else in mind too: the way of life that is lead- 
ing to both cli matic and eco nomic desta bi liza tion is cre at ing other
crises as well. It’s giv ing rise to an epi demic of anx i ety and de spair,
ex pressed through ev ery thing from ris ing pre scrip tion drug de- 
pen dence to high sui cide rates, from road rage to screen ad dic tion.
So we asked our selves to imag ine: what would it take to build hap- 
pier, health ier com mu ni ties? And could those be the same things
that would make the planet health ier?

In short, we aimed high. It felt, on some cel lu lar level, like the
only moral thing to do: for ev ery one in the room, whether they
were work ing on mi gra tion or home less ness or In dige nous land
rights or the cli mate, there had rarely been so much at stake.

The goal was to come up with a vi sion so con crete and in spir ing
that vot ers could, prac ti cally speak ing, do two things at once. They
could go to the polls to vote against what they didn’t want (the dis- 
as trous gov ern ment of the day); and they would still have a space,
even if it was out side elec toral pol i tics, to say yes to a vi sion we
hoped would re flect what many ac tu ally do want, by adding their
names to our peo ple’s plat form or oth er wise voic ing pub lic sup- 
port.

We fig ured that if we built up enough mo men tum be hind the
plat form, it might ex ert some pres sure on our elected rep re sen ta- 
tives. But be fore that could hap pen, we first had to agree on the
planks of the doc u ment—and that wasn’t go ing to be easy.

Con nec tions, Not Com pe ti tion

There were a few ground rules in that ini tial meet ing, some un spo- 
ken, some not. The first was that no one was al lowed to play “my
cri sis is big ger than your cri sis,” nor ar gue that, be cause of the ur- 
gency and scope of the cli mate cri sis, it should take prece dence
over fight ing poverty or racism or other ma jor con cerns. In stead of
rank ing is sues, we started from the premise that we live in a time
of mul ti ple, in ter sect ing crises, and since all of them are ur gent,
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we can not af ford to fix them se quen tially. What we need are in te- 
grated so lu tions, con crete ideas for how to rad i cally bring down
emis sions while cre at ing huge num bers of union ized jobs and de- 
liv er ing mean ing ful jus tice to those who have been abused and ex- 
cluded un der the cur rent ex trac tive econ omy.

An other ground rule was that re spect ful con flict is healthy and a
nec es sary part of get ting to new ter ri tory. Ar gu ments mean it’s
work ing!

Many of the groups and peo ple in the room talked about how,
while they had formed coali tions be fore, most had been coali tions
of “no”—no to a lousy pro-cor po rate trade deal, no to a pun ish ing
aus ter ity agenda, no to a par tic u larly egre gious politi cian, no to oil
pipe lines or frack ing. But we re al ized that it had been a long time
since the pro gres sive side of the po lit i cal spec trum had as sem bled
to say yes, let alone yes to a sweep ing vi sion for the next econ omy.
So con flicts were in evitable, es pe cially since, like all gath er ings,
ours was im per fect, with peo ple miss ing from the room who
should have been there.

There were mo ments of ease and joy too, where ideas for a “just
tran si tion” flowed fast and fu ri ous. White boards grew crowded
with sug ges tions and ques tions:

• Free high-qual ity child care.

• Less driv ing.

• Less work, more mu sic and gar dens and fam ily.

• Su per-fast trains. So lar roads.

We also heard chal lenges we knew we couldn’t re solve in two
days but would con tinue puz zling over for years:

• If we don’t ad dress own er ship, how can we move to ward eq ui -
table jus tice?

• How do we move be yond the idea that what we own is what
pro tects us? Se cu rity comes from com mu nity, from sol i dar ity.
Se cu rity is based on how solid my ties are, not how much I own.

• How do we build the pub lic sec tor so we, the pub lic, feel part of
it? We should all feel own er ship over pub lic hous ing, pub lic re -
sources.
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• How can we en sure that in for mal and un paid work around
care giv ing, do mes tic work, and land care is rec og nized and val -
ued in a just tran si tion?

• What should a guar an teed ba sic in come look like?

• Cli mate jus tice is in di vis i ble from de col o niza tion. How do we
imag ine repa ra tions to the peo ple most im pacted by ex trac tive
in dus tries and cli mate change?

And on all our minds as so many thou sands of refugees con tin- 
ued to flee their homes in search of safety:

• Mi grants are not look ing at the cli mate cri sis. They are in the
cli mate cri sis.

Lead with Val ues, Not Poli cies

My role in all this was to lis ten closely to the two days of con ver sa- 
tions, no tice com mon themes, and come up with a rough first
draft, which ev ery one would have an op por tu nity to re vise. It was
the most chal leng ing as sign ment of my writ ing life (I strug gle to
cowrite with one other per son, let alone sixty). And yet some very
clear com mon themes emerged that made a syn the sis pos si ble.

One such theme was that we have a sys tem based on lim it less
tak ing and ex tract ing, on max i mum grab bing. Our econ omy takes
end lessly from work ers, ask ing more and more from them in ever-
tighter time frames, even as em ploy ers of fer less and less se cu rity
and lower wages in re turn. Many of our com mu ni ties are be ing
pushed to a sim i lar break ing point: schools, parks, tran sit, and
other ser vices have had re sources clawed back from them over
many decades, even as res i dents have less time to fill in the gaps.
And of course we are all part of a sys tem that takes end lessly from
the earth’s nat u ral bounty, with out pro tect ing cy cles of re gen er a- 
tion, and while pay ing dan ger ously lit tle at ten tion to where we are
of fload ing pol lu tion, whether it be into the wa ter sys tems that sus- 
tain life or the at mos phere that keeps our cli mate sys tem in bal- 
ance.

Lis ten ing to the sto ries—work ers be ing laid off af ter a life time of
ser vice, im mi grants fac ing in def i nite de ten tion un der de plorable
con di tions, In dige nous knowl edge and cul ture ig nored and at- 
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tacked—it was clear to all of us that this is what a sys tem ad dicted
to short-term prof its and wealth is struc turally re quired to do: it
treats peo ple and the earth ei ther like re sources to be mined to
their lim its or as garbage to be dis posed of far out of sight,
whether deep in the ocean or deep in a prison cell.

In sharp con trast, when peo ple spoke about the world they
wanted, the words care and care tak ing came up again and again—
care for the land, for the planet’s liv ing sys tems, and for one an- 
other. As we talked, that be came a frame within which ev ery thing
seemed to fit: the need for a shift from a sys tem based on end less
tak ing—from the earth and from one an other—to a cul ture based
on care tak ing, the prin ci ple that when we take, we also take care
and give back. A sys tem in which ev ery one is val ued, and we don’t
treat peo ple or the nat u ral world as if they were dis pos able.

Act ing with care and con sent, rather than ex trac tively and
through force, be came the idea bind ing the whole draft to gether,
start ing with re spect for the knowl edge and in her ent rights of In- 
dige nous peo ples, the orig i nal care tak ers of the land, wa ter, and
air. Though many of us (in clud ing me) had orig i nally thought we
were con ven ing to draft a list of pol icy goals, we re al ized that this
shift in val ues, and in deed in moral ity, was at the core of what we
were try ing to map.

The specifics of pol icy all flowed from that shift. For ex am ple,
when we talk about “green jobs,” we usu ally pic ture a guy in a hard
hat putting up a so lar ar ray. And that is one kind of green job, and
an im por tant one. But it’s not the only one. Look ing af ter el derly
and sick peo ple doesn’t burn a lot of car bon. Mak ing art doesn’t
burn a lot of car bon. Teach ing is low-car bon. Day care is low-car- 
bon. And yet this work, over whelm ingly done by women, tends to
be un der val ued and un der paid, and is fre quently the tar get of gov- 
ern ment cut backs. So we de cided to de lib er ately ex tend the tra di- 
tional def i ni tion of a green job to any thing use ful and en rich ing to
our com mu ni ties that doesn’t burn a lot of fos sil fu els. As one par- 
tic i pant said: “Nurs ing is re new able en ergy. Ed u ca tion is re new- 
able en ergy.” It was an at tempt, in short, to show how to re place
an econ omy built on de struc tion with an econ omy built on love.

Red Lines
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We tried to touch on as many is sues as pos si ble that re flected the
val ues shift peo ple were call ing for (from wel com ing many more
mi grants to putting an end to trade deals that force us to choose
be tween “growth” on the one hand and pro tect ing the en vi ron- 
ment and cre at ing lo cal jobs on the other). But we also de cided to
re sist the temp ta tion to make laun dry lists that would cover ev ery
con ceiv able de mand. In stead, we em pha sized the frame that
showed how so many of our chal lenges—and so lu tions—are in ter- 
con nected, be cause the frame could then be ex panded in what ever
place or com mu nity the vi sion was ap plied.

At the same time, there were cer tain de mands, spe cific to dif fer- 
ent groups in the room, that needed to be in the plat form. For the
In dige nous par tic i pants, it was cru cial to call for the full im ple- 
men ta tion of the United Na tions Dec la ra tion on the Rights of In- 
dige nous Peo ples, which states that no de vel op ment can take place
on the land of In dige nous peo ples with out their “free, prior and in- 
formed con sent.” For the cli mate ac tivists, there needed to be an
ac knowl edg ment that no new fos sil fuel in fra struc ture can be
built. For trade union par tic i pants, it was crit i cal to call for work- 
ers to be not only re trained for new green jobs but demo cratic par- 
tic i pants in that re train ing.

For many peo ple in the room, a bright red line was a re jec tion of
nos tal gia. The plat form could not fall back on an ide al ized mem ory
of a coun try that had al ways re lied on land theft and the sys tem- 
atic eco nomic and so cial ex clu sion of many com mu ni ties of color.
The in spi ra tion would have to come from the pic ture of the fu ture
that we painted to gether. Ellen Gabriel, one of the coau thors of the
draft and a well-known In dige nous rights ac tivist from
Kanehsatà:ke in the prov ince of Que bec, said the process for her
rep re sented “a re birth of hu man ity.” Re birth, not a res ur rec tion.

Christina Sharpe, a Tufts pro fes sor of Eng lish who wrote a pow- 
er ful book called In the Wake about the on go ing re ver ber a tions of
the slave trade, par tic i pated in a re cent dis cus sion in spired by the
plat form and of fered an im por tant warn ing on this score: the task,
she said, was “to con nect but not col lapse.” This means that
though we can and must look for points of unity and com mon al ity
across very dif fer ent ex pe ri ences and is sues, ev ery thing can not be
blended into an in de ci pher able mush of low est-com mon-de nom i- 
na tor plat i tudes. The in tegrity of in di vid ual move ments, the speci- 
fici ties of com mu nity ex pe ri ences, must be re flected and pro- 
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tected, even as we come to gether in an at tempt to weave a uni fied
vi sion.

In It To gether

In a way, we asked our selves this: what are the qual i ties that we
value most in peo ple? Those in cluded: gen eros ity, hos pi tal ity,
warmth, and wis dom. And then we asked our selves: what do those
qual i ties look like when ex pressed in pub lic, as pol icy? We dis cov- 
ered that one of the things those qual i ties re flect is open ness.
Which means nur tur ing a cul ture that wel comes those in need,
rather than greet ing strangers with fear and sus pi cion; that val ues
el ders and the knowl edge they have ac cu mu lated over life times, as
well as the ways of know ing that long pre date this very re cent in- 
ven tion called Canada.

Bianca Mu gyenyi, who co-leads the or ga ni za tion that came out
of the gath er ing, boils that prin ci ple down when it comes to cli- 
mate and mi gra tion:

The refugee flows we’re see ing now are just a glimpse of
what’s to come. Cli mate change and mi gra tion are in ti- 
mately linked, and we’re go ing to see mas sive dis place- 
ment of peo ple caused by sea-level rise and ex treme
weather in the decades to come, all around the world.
So there’s a ques tion fac ing all of us: are we all in this
to gether? We think most peo ple, given the op por tu nity,
be lieve that we are. You see it over and over in times of
cri sis, when peo ple step up for oth ers in their com mu ni- 
ties, but also for com plete strangers. But we need our
im mi gra tion, bor der and so cial sup port sys tems to
catch up with this idea. The Leap is about speak ing to
our bet ter selves.

En ergy Repa ra tions

To day, the en ergy most of us use is owned by a tiny num ber of cor- 
po ra tions that gen er ate it for the profit of their share hold ers. Their
pri mary goal, in deed their fidu ciary duty, is to pro duce max i mum
profit—which is why most en ergy com pa nies have been so re luc- 
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tant to switch to re new ables. But what, we asked, if the en ergy we
use was owned by or di nary cit i zens, and con trolled demo crat i- 
cally? What if we changed the na ture of the en ergy and the struc- 
ture of its own er ship?

So we de cided that we didn’t want to be buy ing re new able power
from Exxon Mo bil and Shell, even if they were of fer ing it—we
wanted that power gen er a tion to be owned by the pub lic, by com- 
mu ni ties, or by en ergy co op er a tives. If en ergy sys tems are owned
by us, demo crat i cally, then we can use the rev enues to build so cial
ser vices needed in ru ral ar eas, towns, and cities—day cares, el der
care, com mu nity cen ters, and tran sit sys tems (in stead of wast ing it
on, say, $180-mil lion re tire ment pack ages for the likes of Rex
Tiller son). This turn to ward com mu nity-con trolled en ergy was pi- 
o neered in Den mark in the eight ies, with gov ern ment poli cies that
en cour aged and sub si dized co-op er a tively owned wind farms, and
it has been em braced on a large scale in Ger many. (Roughly half of
Ger many’s re new able en ergy fa cil i ties are in the hands of farm ers,
cit i zen groups, and al most nine hun dred en ergy co op er a tives; in
Den mark in 2000, roughly 85 per cent of the coun try’s wind tur- 
bines were owned by small play ers such as farm ers and co-ops.)
Both coun tries have shown that this model car ries im mense so cial
ben e fits and is com pat i ble with a very rapid tran si tion. There are
some days when Den mark gen er ates far more power from its wind
farms than it can use—so it ex ports the sur plus to Ger many and
Swe den.

We were in spired by these mod els—and by the hun dreds of
thou sands of jobs they have cre ated—but we were equally in spired
by ex am ples in the United States, where, through net works like
the Cli mate Jus tice Al liance, low-in come com mu ni ties of color
have been fight ing to make sure the places that have been most
pol luted and ne glected ben e fit first from a large-scale green en- 
ergy tran si tion. In Canada, the same pat terns are clear: our col lec- 
tive re liance on dirty en ergy over the past cou ple of hun dred years
has taken its high est toll on the poor est and most vul ner a ble peo- 
ple, over whelm ingly In dige nous and im mi grant. That’s whose
lands have been stolen and poi soned by min ing. That’s who gets
the most pol lut ing re finer ies and power plants in their neigh bor- 
hoods. So in ad di tion to call ing for “en ergy democ racy” on the
Ger man model, we placed repar a tive jus tice at the cen ter of the
en ergy tran si tion, call ing for In dige nous and other front-line com- 
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mu ni ties (such as im mi grant neigh bor hoods where coal plants
have fouled the air) to be first in line to re ceive pub lic funds to
own and con trol their own green en ergy projects—with the jobs,
prof its, and skills stay ing in those com mu ni ties.

A jus tice-based tran si tion also means that work ers in high-car- 
bon sec tors—many of whom have sac ri ficed their health in coal
mines and oil re finer ies—must be full and demo cratic par tic i pants.
Our guid ing prin ci ple was: no worker left be hind.

In sum mary, our plan ar gued that in the process of fun da men- 
tally chang ing our coun try to make it cleaner, we also have a his- 
toric op por tu nity to make it a lot fairer. As we move to get off fos sil
fu els, we can si mul ta ne ously be gin to re dress the ter ri ble wrongs
done to In dige nous peo ples; rad i cally re duce eco nomic, racial, and
gen der in equal i ties; elim i nate glar ing dou ble stan dards for im mi- 
grant work ers; and we can cre ate a whole lot of sta ble, well-pay ing
jobs in green sec tors, in land and wa ter re me di a tion, and in the
car ing pro fes sions. Kids would have an op por tu nity to be health ier
be cause they wouldn’t be breath ing toxic air; our in creas ingly ag- 
ing so ci ety could be pro vided with health ier com mu nity liv ing;
and we could spend less time stuck in traf fic, work ing long hours,
and more time with our friends and fam i lies. A hap pier, more bal- 
anced so ci ety, in other words, with the def i ni tion of hap pi ness lib- 
er ated from the end less cy cle of ever-es ca lat ing con sump tion that
un der lies the logic of brand ing (and fu eled the rise of Don ald
Trump). It sounded good to us and—in very un-Cana dian fash ion
—we even dared to hope that the man i festo might be come a model
for sim i lar broad-based al liances be yond our coun try’s bor ders.

Yes, We Can Af ford to Save Our selves

We knew that the great est ob sta cle our plat form would face was
the force of aus ter ity logic—the mes sage we have all re ceived, over
decades, that gov ern ments are per pet u ally broke, so why even
bother dream ing of a gen uinely eq ui table so ci ety? With this in
mind, we worked closely with a team of econ o mists to cost out
how we could raise the rev enues to pay for our plan.

The key tools in cluded: end ing fos sil fuel sub si dies (worth about
$775 bil lion glob ally); get ting a fairer share of the fi nan cial sec tor’s
mas sive earn ings by im pos ing a trans ac tion tax (which could raise
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$650 bil lion glob ally, ac cord ing to the Eu ro pean Par lia ment); in- 
creas ing roy al ties on fos sil fuel ex trac tion; rais ing in come taxes on
cor po ra tions and the wealth i est peo ple (lots of room there—a one-
per cent bil lion aire’s tax alone could raise $45 bil lion glob ally, ac- 
cord ing to the United Na tions); a pro gres sive car bon tax (a $50
tax per met ric ton of CO2 emit ted in de vel oped coun tries would
raise an es ti mated $450 bil lion an nu ally); and mak ing cuts to mil- 
i tary spend ing (if the mil i tary bud gets of the top ten mil i tary
spenders glob ally were cut by 25 per cent, that would free up $325
bil lion, ac cord ing to num bers re ported by the Stock holm In ter na- 
tional Peace Re search In sti tute). To our cha grin, we ne glected to
in clude a call to shut down tax havens, per haps the great est po ten- 
tial rev enue source of all.

The math is clear: the money for this great tran si tion is out
there—we just need gov ern ments with the guts to go af ter it.

So that, in sum mary, was our vi sion—to in vest in those sec tors
that tan gi bly im prove our qual ity of life and cre ate more car ing so- 
ci eties, rather than hack ing away at them in the name of that man- 
u fac tured cri sis called “aus ter ity.” And we were com mit ted to em- 
bed ding jus tice in ev ery as pect of the tran si tion.

The Op po site of The Art of the Deal

As I look back on the draft ing process, it strikes me that it is about
as far away from Trump’s “how can I screw you” art of the deal as
you can get. No one got ev ery thing they wanted, or even sought to.
There were se ri ous dis agree ments, but to ar rive at the fi nal doc u- 
ment, ev ery one made con ces sions; no body went to the wall. This
give-and-take re flected the prin ci ples and val ues that emerged
from our dis cus sions: if the goal is to move from a so ci ety based on
end less tak ing and de ple tion to one based on care tak ing and re- 
newal, then all of our re la tion ships have to be grounded in those
same prin ci ples of rec i proc ity and care—be cause our re la tion ships
with one an other are our most valu able re source of all. And that’s
the an tithe sis of bul ly ing one an other into sub mis sion.

Yes to the “Yes”
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Af ter a few weeks of back-and-forth over word ing, we had a fi nal
draft of the plat form, ac cept able to al most ev ery one at the orig i nal
gath er ing. (The full text ap pears at the end of the book.) We also
agreed on a name: The Leap Man i festo—A Call for a Canada
Based on Car ing for the Earth and One An other. We chose leap
be cause it raises a de fi ant mid dle fin ger to cen trist in cre men tal ism
—the kind that calls it self “cau tious” but is in fact exquisitely dan- 
ger ous at this late stage in the cli mate cri sis. The gap be tween
where we are and where we need to go is so great, and the time left
is so short, that small steps are not go ing to cut it—we need to
leap.

My part ner, Avi Lewis, who is one of the doc u ment’s coau thors,
puts it like this:

With The Leap, the scale of the plan matches the scale
of the cri sis. And for many of us, this comes as a cos mic
re lief—at last, a set of de mands that ac tu ally ac knowl- 
edges how much and how fast we need to change. The
Leap rings true be cause it sees the cli mate cri sis not as a
tech ni cal prob lem to be solved by en gi neers, but as a
cri sis of a sys tem and an eco nomic phi los o phy. The
Leap iden ti fies the root cause of the cli mate cri sis—and
it’s the dom i nant eco nomic logic of our time: ex trac- 
tivism to feed per pet ual growth rooted in ever-in creas- 
ing con sump tion…. That’s a scary level of change, but
it’s hon est. And peo ple know in their bones that it’s the
kind of change we need.

Be fore re leas ing it to the pub lic, we asked many or ga ni za tions
and trusted pub lic fig ures to be come ini ti at ing sig na to ries. Again
and again, we heard: Yes. This is who we want to be. Let’s push
our politi cians. Cau tious cen trism be damned. Na tional icons
stood with us with out hes i ta tion: Neil Young. Leonard Co hen
(then still with us). The nov el ist Yann Mar tel wrote back that it
should “be shouted in ev ery square by ev ery town crier this coun- 
try has.”

This was a rare doc u ment that could be signed by large or ga ni- 
za tions such as Green peace and Ox fam, the Cana dian Union of
Pub lic Em ploy ees (the largest in the coun try), the head of the
Cana dian Labour Con gress (the union of unions), as well as truly
grass roots groups such as Black Lives Mat ter–Toronto and No
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One Is Il le gal–Coast Sal ish Ter ri to ries and the coun try’s largest
mem ber ship-based ad vo cacy or ga ni za tion, the Coun cil of Cana di- 
ans. Orig i nal en dorsers in cluded sup port ers of all par ties, and
some who sup port none. All shared the be lief that if the ma jor po- 
lit i cal par ties weren’t of fer ing vot ers a plan com men su rate with
the mul ti ple crises we face, then it would have to come from out- 
side elec toral pol i tics.

Within days of The Leap’s launch, thou sands of peo ple had
added their names, soon tens of thou sands, and well over two hun- 
dred en dors ing or ga ni za tions. We were stunned. It was clear that a
whole lot of peo ple, af ter decades of fight ing against what they
don’t want—tar sands pipe lines, money in pol i tics, cor po rate trade
deals, dra co nian se cu rity bills—were ready to rally around the
world they do want. The out pour ing re minded me of a slo gan I
first heard in Ar gentina, dur ing a rau cous elec tion cam paign: “Our
dreams don’t fit on your bal lot.” That’s what peo ple were say ing by
sign ing The Leap: Yes, I am go ing to cast a bal lot in this deeply
flawed and con stricted elec toral sys tem, but do not mis take that
vote as an ex pres sion of the world I want. The Leap was cre at ing a
space in which to reg is ter that elec toral pol i tics at this point in his- 
tory so of ten fails to re flect both the dreams and the very ur gent
needs of huge num bers of peo ple. (But the real trick, in Canada,
the United States, and ev ery where else, is go ing to be to get those
dreams on the bal lot with a win ning strat egy as quickly as pos si- 
ble….)

Ex plod ing the Box

The re ac tion from the cor po rate press ranged from con fu sion (how
can there be a plat form with out a party? why drop it in the mid dle
of an elec tion cam paign?) to rage. One of Canada’s na tional news- 
pa pers de clared The Leap’s call for a coun try based on car ing for
each other and the planet “mad ness”; an other one deemed it “na- 
tional sui cide.”

We weren’t sur prised. We knew that what we were propos ing
did not fit in side the box of what is con sid ered po lit i cally pos si ble
in main stream po lit i cal dis cus sions. But what we are try ing to do
with The Leap—quite ex plic itly—is ex plode the box. Be cause if the
box doesn’t leave room for the safety and pos si bly the sur vival of
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our species, then there is some thing very, very wrong with that
box. If what is con sid ered po lit i cally pos si ble to day con signs us to
a fu ture of cli mate chaos the day af ter to mor row, then we have to
change what’s po lit i cally pos si ble.

And many clearly agreed. De spite some mys ti fied main stream
re port ing, peo ple kept sign ing, kept ask ing us for Leap lawn signs,
kept self-or ga niz ing lo cal Leap chap ters in their cities, towns,
schools, and unions. And they kept send ing us pho tos of their
Leap teach-ins, sit-ins, and ral lies—even au dio of the songs it was
in spir ing. A na tional poll found that a clear ma jor ity of sup port ers
of all three cen ter and cen ter-left par ties—the Lib er als, the NDP,
and the Green Party—were in agree ment with The Leap’s key de- 
mands. Even 20 per cent of Con ser va tives said they were on board.

In the end, Cana di ans did vote out Stephen Harper, but the big- 
gest loser in the elec tion was the NDP, our cen ter-left party. It had
run an ex tremely cau tious cam paign and been out flanked on the
left by Justin Trudeau’s Lib er als (who made up for what they
lacked in specifics with daz zling pro gres sive PR). At the NDP con- 
ven tion a few months later, young del e gates led an in ter nal re volt:
con vinced that the party could have won if it had gone bold, they
called on del e gates to of fi cially en dorse the spirit of The Leap
Man i festo. The res o lu tion passed—a rare ex am ple of a ma jor po lit- 
i cal party even con sid er ing a plat form of fered by out side so cial
move ments.

The Liv ing Leap

In the months since its launch, The Leap has be come a liv ing,
evolv ing project, with an ever-grow ing com mu nity of sup port ers
con stantly en rich ing and re vis ing the work. Our team is also work- 
ing closely with or ga niz ers around the world who are kick ing off
sim i lar ex per i ments—from the Aus tralian group I met with on the
eve of Trump’s elec tion win, to a coali tion of green par ties in Eu- 
rope who have writ ten their own Leap-in spired man i festo, to com- 
mu ni ties from Nunavut in the Arc tic to the US Gulf South and the
Bronx that are ex plor ing how to adapt the doc u ment’s frame work
to their lo cal needs and most press ing crises. There is even a com- 
mu nity of “Leapers” in prison: at a Con necti cut de ten tion fa cil ity
for teenaged boys tried as adults, a group of in car cer ated stu dents
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has been ex plor ing ways that a jus tice-based tran si tion off fos sil
fu els could be part of a process that keeps young peo ple like them
out of prison.

My fa vorite ex am ple of what our team now calls “the Liv ing
Leap” in volves the Cana dian Union of Postal Work ers. Like postal
em ploy ees around the world, these work ers have been cop ing with
a push to shut down their work places, re strict mail de liv ery, and
maybe even sell off the pub lic postal ser vice to FedEx. In other
words, aus ter ity and pri va ti za tion as usual. But in stead of fight ing
for the best deal they can get un der this failed logic, they worked
with The Leap team and a group called Friends of Pub lic Ser vices
to put to gether a vi sion ary plan for ev ery post of fice in the coun try
to be come a lo cal hub for the green tran si tion. Com bined with the
union’s long-stand ing de mand for postal bank ing, the pro posal,
called “De liv er ing Com mu nity Power,” reimag ines the post of fice
as a twenty-first-cen tury net work where res i dents can recharge
elec tric ve hi cles; in di vid u als and busi nesses can do an end run
around the big banks and get a loan to start an en ergy co-op; and
postal work ers do more than de liver the mail—they also de liver lo- 
cally grown pro duce and check in on the el derly. In other words,
they be come care work ers, and cli mate work ers—and they do it all
in ve hi cles that are elec tric and made in Canada.

At first there was a lot of pres sure on The Leap team to start our
own party, or run can di dates in ex ist ing ones, us ing the man i festo
as its plat form. We re sisted those calls, want ing to pro tect The
Leap’s move ment roots, and not want ing it to be owned by any one
party. The vi tal ity of The Leap to day, es pe cially since Trump’s
elec tion, lies in the peo ple, in side Canada and out, who are us ing it
more and more as the ba sis for their own lo cal work and elec toral
plat forms. For in stance, in Thun der Bay, a north ern Cana dian city
with a long re liance on log ging, a lo cal Leap group has de cided to
run a slate of can di dates for city coun cil, writ ing their own ver sion
of the man i festo and us ing it to lay out how their city could be a
hub for green man u fac tur ing while bat tling home less ness and de- 
fend ing In dige nous land rights. And in March 2017, in a hard-
fought cam paign for state rep re sen ta tive in Penn syl va nia, leg- 
endary hous ing and anti-poverty ac tivist Cheri Honkala ran on a
pledge to cre ate “a plat form de rived from the Leap Man i festo,” cit- 
ing the need to ad dress the “crises of cli mate change, in equal ity,
and racism to gether.”
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Utopia—Back by Pop u lar De mand

The Leap is part of a shift in the po lit i cal zeit geist, as many are re- 
al iz ing that the fu ture de pends on our abil ity to come to gether
across painful di vides, and to take lead er ship from those who tra- 
di tion ally have been most ex cluded. We have reached the lim its of
siloed pol i tics, where ev ery one fights in their own cor ner with out
map ping the con nec tions be tween our var i ous strug gles, and with- 
out a clear idea of the con cepts and val ues that must form the
moral foun da tion of the fu ture we need.

That recog ni tion doesn’t mean that re sist ing the very spe cific at- 
tacks—on fam i lies, on peo ple’s bod ies, on com mu ni ties, on in di- 
vid ual rights—is sud denly op tional. There is no choice but to re- 
sist, just as there is no choice but to run in sur gent pro gres sive can- 
di dates at ev ery level of gov ern ment, from fed eral down to the lo- 
cal school board. In the months and years to come, the var i ous re- 
sis tance tac tics de scribed in this book are go ing to be needed more
than ever: the street protests, the strikes, the court chal lenges, the
sanc tu ar ies, the sol i dar ity across di vi sions of race, gen der, and
sex ual iden tity—all are go ing to be es sen tial. And we will need to
con tinue push ing in sti tu tions to di vest from the in dus tries that
profit off var i ous forms of dis pos ses sion, from fos sil fu els to pris- 
ons to war and oc cu pa tion. And yet even if ev ery one of these re- 
sis tance fights is vic to ri ous—and we know that’s not go ing to be
pos si ble—we would still be stand ing in the same place we were be- 
fore the Far Right started surg ing, with no bet ter chance of ad- 
dress ing the root causes of the sys temic crises of which Trump is
but one vir u lent symp tom.

A great many of to day’s move ment lead ers and key or ga niz ers
un der stand this well, and are plan ning and act ing ac cord ingly. Ali- 
cia Garza, one of the founders of Black Lives Mat ter, said on the
eve of Trump’s in au gu ra tion that af ter five years of swelling so cial
move ments,

whether it be Oc cupy Wall Street, whether it be the
DREAM ers move ment or Black Lives Mat ter…there’s a
par tic u lar hope that I have that all of those move ments
will join to gether to be come the pow er ful force that we
can be, that will ac tu ally gov ern this coun try. So that’s



216

what I’m fo cused on, and I hope that ev ery body else is
think ing about that too.

Many peo ple are, and as they do, we’re see ing a rekin dling of the
kind of utopian dream ing that has been sorely miss ing from so cial
move ments in re cent decades. More and more fre quently, im me di- 
ate, press ing de mands—a $15-an-hour liv ing wage, an end to po- 
lice killings and de por ta tions, a tax on car bon—are be ing paired
with calls for a fu ture that is not just bet ter than a vi o lent, un ten- 
able present, but…won der ful.

In the United States, the bold est and most in spir ing ex am ple of
this new utopi anism is the Vi sion for Black Lives, a sweep ing pol- 
icy plat form re leased in the sum mer of 2016 by the Move ment for
Black Lives. Born of a coali tion of over fifty Black-led or ga ni za- 
tions, the plat form states, “We re ject false so lu tions and be lieve we
can achieve a com plete trans for ma tion of the cur rent sys tems,
which place profit over peo ple and make it im pos si ble for many of
us to breathe.” It goes on to place po lice shoot ings and mass in car- 
cer a tion in the con text of an eco nomic sys tem that has waged war
on Black and brown com mu ni ties, putting them first in line for
lost jobs, hacked-back so cial ser vices, and en vi ron men tal pol lu- 
tion. The re sult has been huge num bers of peo ple ex iled from the
for mal econ omy, preyed upon by in creas ingly mil i ta rized po lice,
and ware housed in over crowded pris ons. And the plat form makes
a se ries of con crete pro pos als, in clud ing de fund ing pris ons, re- 
mov ing po lice from schools, and de mil i ta riz ing po lice. It also lays
out a pro gram for repa ra tions for slav ery and sys temic dis crim i na- 
tion, one that in cludes free col lege ed u ca tion and for give ness of
stu dent loans. There is much more—nearly forty pol icy de mands
in all, span ning changes to the tax code to break ing up the banks.
The At lantic mag a zine re marked that the plat form—which was
dropped smack in the mid dle of the US pres i den tial cam paign
—“ri vals even po lit i cal-party plat forms in thor ough ness.”

In the months af ter Trump’s in au gu ra tion, the Move ment for
Black Lives played a cen tral role in deep en ing con nec tions with
other move ments, con ven ing dozens of groups un der the ban ner
“The Ma jor ity.” The new for ma tion kicked off with a thrilling
month-long slate of ac tions be tween April 4 (the an niver sary of
Dr. Mar tin Luther King’s as sas si na tion) and May Day. Na tion wide
“Fight Racism, Raise Pay” protests linked racial jus tice to the fast-
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grow ing work ers’ cam paign for a $15 min i mum wage and the
mount ing at tacks on im mi grants. “In the con text of Trump’s pres i- 
dency,” the new coali tion ar gues, “it is im per a tive that we put forth
a true, col lec tive vi sion of eco nomic jus tice and worker jus tice, for
all peo ple.”

And in June 2017, thou sands of ac tivists from di verse con- 
stituen cies are de scend ing on Chicago for the sec ond an nual Peo- 
ple’s Sum mit, or ga nized by Na tional Nurses United, to con tinue
hash ing out a broad-based “Peo ple’s Agenda.” Sev eral sim i lar
state-level con ver gences are also un der way, in Michi gan as well as
North Car olina, where “Moral Mon days” have been bring ing
move ments to gether for sev eral years. As one of its founders, Rev- 
erend William Bar ber, has said, “You have to build a move ment,
not a mo ment…I be lieve all these move ments—Moral Mon days,
Fight for $15, Black Lives Mat ter—are signs of hope that peo ple
are go ing to stand up and not stand down.”

As it has in Canada, the cli mate cri sis is push ing us to put plans
for po lit i cal trans for ma tion on a tight and un yield ing dead line. A
pow er ful and broad coali tion called New York Re news is push ing
hard for the state to tran si tion en tirely to re new able en ergy by
2050. If more US states adopt these kinds of am bi tious tar gets,
and other coun tries do the same (Swe den, for in stance, has a tar- 
get of car bon neu tral ity by 2045), then Trump and Tiller son’s
most ne far i ous ef forts may be in suf fi cient to tip the planet into cli- 
mate chaos.

It’s be com ing pos si ble to see a gen uine path for ward—new po lit- 
i cal for ma tions that, from their in cep tion, will marry the fight for
eco nomic fair ness with a deep anal y sis of how racism and misog- 
yny are used as po tent tools to en force a sys tem that fur ther en- 
riches the al ready ob scenely wealthy on the backs of both peo ple
and the planet. For ma tions that could be come home to the mil- 
lions of peo ple who are en gag ing in ac tivism and or ga niz ing for
the first time, knit ting to gether a mul tira cial and in ter gen er a tional
coali tion bound by a com mon trans for ma tional project.

The plans that are tak ing shape for de feat ing Trump ism wher- 
ever we live go well be yond find ing a pro gres sive sav ior to run for
of fice and then of fer ing that per son our blind sup port. In stead,
com mu ni ties and move ments are unit ing to lay out the core poli- 
cies that politi cians who want their sup port must en dorse.



218

The peo ple’s plat forms are start ing to lead—and the politi cians
will have to fol low.
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CON CLU SION

 

THE CAR ING MA JOR ITY WITHIN REACH
 

The hour calls for op ti mism; we’ll save pes simism for
bet ter times.

—JEAN-CLAUDE SER VAIS

I opened this book with the word shock, since that’s what a great
many peo ple said they felt on elec tion day and af ter. But as I’ve re- 
flected on the word dur ing the past months of writ ing, I started to
ques tion its ac cu racy in this con text.

A state of shock is pro duced when a story is rup tured, when we
have no idea what’s go ing on. But in so many ways ex plored in
these pages, Trump is not a rup ture at all, but rather the cul mi na- 
tion—the log i cal end point—of a great many dan ger ous sto ries our
cul ture has been telling for a very long time. That greed is good.
That the mar ket rules. That money is what mat ters in life. That
white men are bet ter than the rest. That the nat u ral world is there
for us to pil lage. That the vul ner a ble de serve their fate and the one
per cent de serve their golden tow ers. That any thing pub lic or com- 
monly held is sin is ter and not worth pro tect ing. That we are sur- 
rounded by dan ger and should only look af ter our own. That there
is no al ter na tive to any of this.

Given these sto ries are, for many of us, part of the very air we
breathe, Trump re ally shouldn’t come as a shock. A bil lion aire
pres i dent who boasts he can grab women by their gen i tals while
call ing Mex i cans “rapists” and jeer ing at the dis abled is the log i cal
ex pres sion of a cul ture that grants in de cent lev els of im punity to
the ul tra rich, that is con sumed with win ner-take-all com pe ti tion,
and that is grounded in dom i nance-based logic at ev ery level. We
should have been ex pect ing him. And in deed, many of those most
di rectly touched by the un der belly of West ern racism and misog- 
yny have been ex pect ing him for a long time.
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So maybe the emo tion be neath what some have been call ing
shock is re ally, more ac cu rately, hor ror. Specif i cally, the hor ror of
recog ni tion that we feel when we read ef fec tive dystopian fic tion
or watch good dystopian films. All sto ries of this genre take cur- 
rent trends and fol low them to their ob vi ous con clu sion—and then
use that con clu sion to hold up a mir ror and ask: Do you like what
you see? Do you re ally want to con tinue down this road? These
night mare fu tures are hor ri fy ing pre cisely be cause they’re not
shock ing—not a break with our un der ly ing sto ries, but their ful fill- 
ment. I’ve come to be lieve that we should see Amer ica’s first nu- 
clear-armed re al ity TV pres i dent in a sim i lar fash ion, as dystopian
fic tion come to life. Trump is a mir ror, held up not only to the
United States but to the world. If we don’t like what we see—and
throngs of us clearly do not—then it is clear what we need to do.

We have to ques tion not only Trump but the sto ries that in- 
eluctably pro duced him. It’s not enough to su per fi cially chal lenge
him as an in di vid ual, foul and alarm ingly ig no rant though he may
be. We have to con front the deep-seated trends that re warded him
and ex alted him un til he be came the most pow er ful per son in the
world. The val ues that have been sold to us through re al ity TV,
get-rich-quick books, bil lion aire sav iors, phila nthro capit al ists. The
same val ues that have been play ing out in de stroyed safety nets,
ex plod ing prison num bers, nor mal ized rape cul ture, democ racy-
de stroy ing trade deals, ris ing seas and pri va tized dis as ter re- 
sponse, and in a world of Green Zones and Red Zones.

At the same time, per haps it’s okay—healthy even—for us to be
just a lit tle bit shocked by Trump. Here’s why: those sto ries that
pro duced him were al ways con tested. There were al ways other sto- 
ries, ones that in sisted that money is not all that’s valu able, and
that all of our fates are in ter twined with one an other and with the
health of the rest of the nat u ral world. The forces Trump rep re- 
sents have al ways had to sup press those other, older, and self-ev i- 
dently true sto ries, so that theirs could dom i nate against so much
in tu ition and ev i dence.

The per sis tence of these other sto ries should re mind us that,
while Trump is the log i cal cul mi na tion of the cur rent ne olib eral
sys tem, the cur rent ne olib eral sys tem is not the only log i cal cul mi- 
na tion of the hu man story. Which is why part of our work now—a
key part—is not just re sis tance. Not just say ing no. We have to do
that, of course. But we also need to fiercely pro tect some space to
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dream and plan for a bet ter world. This isn’t an in dul gence. It’s an
es sen tial part of how we de feat Trump ism.

Killing the Trump Within

For me, and this may sound a bit strange, Trump’s rise has also
prompted a more in ter nal kind of chal lenge: it has made me de ter- 
mined to kill my in ner Trump. We have al ready seen that the new
regime in Wash ing ton has led a great many peo ple to try to un der- 
stand and over come our own la tent bi ases and prej u dices, the ones
that have kept us di vided in the past. This in ter nal work is cru cial
as we come to gether in re sis tance and trans for ma tion.

There are some other, of ten-over looked ways that many of us
can do more to con front our in ner Trump—some thing, any thing,
that’s just a lit tle bit Trump-ish in our habits. (And to be clear: I’m
not say ing these omis sions make all of us re spon si ble for the out- 
come of the 2016 elec tions—this is not about who voted for whom
and why.) Maybe it’s the part whose at ten tion span is frac tur ing
into 140 char ac ters, and that is prone to con fus ing “fol low ers” with
friends. Maybe it’s the part that has learned to see our selves as
brands in the mar ket place rather than as peo ple in com mu ni ties.
Or the part that sees other peo ple do ing sim i lar work not as po ten- 
tial al lies in a strug gle that will need all our tal ents, but as ri val
prod ucts com pet ing for scarce mar ket share. (Given that Trump’s
pres i dency is the cul mi na tion of cor po rate brand ing’s in sid i ous
colo nial logic, per haps it’s past time to leave all that be hind.) Or
maybe it’s the part that can’t re sist join ing a mob to shame and at- 
tack peo ple with whom we dis agree—some times us ing cruel per- 
sonal slurs and with an in ten sity set to nu clear. At the very real
risk of bring ing on the kinds of at tacks I’m de scrib ing, is it pos si- 
ble that this habit too is un com fort ably close to the Tweeter-in-
Chief?

Or maybe it’s the part that is wait ing for a bil lion aire to ride to
the res cue, ex cept this one will be kind and gen er ous and con- 
cerned about cli mate change and em pow er ment for girls. The lib- 
eral bil lion aire sav ior may ap pear very far from Trump, but the
fan tasy still equates great wealth with su per hero pow ers, which,
once again, is just a lit tle too close for com fort to the Min istry of
Mar-a-Lago.
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If some of these im pulses and sto ries seem hard wired in side us,
it’s not be cause we’re ter ri ble peo ple. It’s be cause so many of us
func tion within sys tems that are con stantly telling us there are not
enough re sources for ev ery one to thrive, so we’d bet ter el bow our
way to the top, what ever the costs. Will ingly or not, any one who
con sumes and pro duces me dia swims in the cul tural wa ters of re- 
al ity TV and per sonal brand ing and non stop at ten tion-splin ter ing
mes sages—the same wa ters that pro duced Don ald Trump. There
are dif fer ent parts of that fetid swim ming pool, to be sure, and
some peo ple are in zones with no life guards and with way more
wa ter borne dis eases than oth ers—but it’s still hard to get gen- 
uinely out side the pool. Rec og niz ing this can help clar ify our task:
to have a hope of chang ing the world, we’re go ing to have to be
will ing to change our selves.

The good news is that as we de-Trump—per haps re solv ing to
spend a few more hours a week in face-to-face re la tion ships, or to
sur ren der some ego for the greater good of a project, or to rec og- 
nize the value of so much in life that can not be bought or sold—we
might just get hap pier. And that is what will keep us in a strug gle
that does not have a fin ish line in sight and in deed will re quire
from us life times of en gage ment.

The Choice

Be cause we can try to fight the global rise of right-wing dem a- 
goguery in two pos si ble ways. There’s the es tab lish ment op tion
em braced by cen trist par ties the world over. This prom ises a lit tle
more child care, bet ter rep re sen ta tion of women and peo ple of
color at the top, and maybe a few more so lar pan els. But this op- 
tion also comes with the same old aus ter ity logic, the same blind
faith in mar kets, the same equa tion of end less con sump tion with
hap pi ness, the same Band-Aids on gap ing wounds.

There are many rea sons why this lim ited vi sion is ut terly fail ing
to stop the surge of the Far Right around the world, but the main
one is this: it does not have nearly enough to of fer. It does noth ing
to ad dress the real and le git i mate griev ances that su per charge the
search for scape goats, nor does it give the peo ple most en dan gered
by the ris ing Right enough hope for a bet ter fu ture. A so ci ety with
ex treme in equal ity, un masked neo-fas cist ten den cies, and an un- 
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rav el ing cli mate is sick, and ne olib er al ism, as one of the ma jor
driv ers of all of these crises, is grossly in ad e quate medicine. It of- 
fers only a weak no to the forces re spon si ble, and it lacks a yes
worth seiz ing.

A great many of us are clearly ready for an other ap proach: a
cap ti vat ing “yes” that lays out a plan for tan gi ble im prove ments in
daily life, un afraid of pow er ful words such as re dis tri bu tion and
repa ra tion, and in tent on chal leng ing West ern cul ture’s equa tion
of a “good life” with ever-es ca lat ing crea ture com forts in side ever-
more-iso lated con sumer co coons, never mind what the planet can
take or what ac tu ally leads to our deep est ful fill ment.

And per haps we should thank Trump for this new found am bi- 
tion, at least in part. The shame less ness of his cor po rate coup has
done a tremen dous amount to make sys temic change seem more
nec es sary. If ti tans of Amer i can in dus try can ea gerly line up be- 
hind this man—with all of his ugly ha treds, his ve nal ity, van ity,
and vac u ous ness—and if Wall Street can cheer on news of his
plans to let the planet burn and the el derly starve, and if so much
of the me dia can praise his cruise mis siles, or dered over choco late
cake, as “pres i den tial,” well then, a great many peo ple are com ing
to the con clu sion that they want no part of a sys tem like that. With
this el e va tion of the basest of fig ures to the most ex alted of po si- 
tions, the cul ture of max i mum ex trac tion, of end less grab bing and
dis pos ing, has reached some kind of break ing point. Clearly, it is
the cul ture it self that must be con fronted now, and not pol icy by
pol icy, but at the root.

What we have seen with in sur gent Left can di da cies and par ties
in the United States, France, and else where are not per fect politi- 
cians or per fect plat forms that have ev ery thing fig ured out. Some
of the fig ures who have led these runs sound more like the past
than the fu ture, and the cam paigns they have built of ten do not
mir ror the di verse coun tries they seek to gov ern, or at least not
enough. And yet the very fact that these long-shot can di dates and
of ten brand-new po lit i cal for ma tions are com ing within an arm’s
reach of power—re peat edly stun ning poll sters and es tab lish ment
an a lysts—is proof of a very im por tant fact, one that has been de- 
nied and sup pressed for the many decades of ne olib er al ism’s
stran gle hold on pub lic dis course: pro gres sive trans for ma tional
change is pop u lar—more than many of us would have dared imag- 
ine as re cently as just one or two years ago.
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Here is what needs to be un der stood in our bones: the spell of
ne olib er al ism has been bro ken, crushed un der the weight of lived
ex pe ri ence and a moun tain of ev i dence. What for decades was un- 
sayable is now be ing said out loud by can di dates who win mil lions
of votes: free col lege tu ition, dou ble the min i mum wage, 100 per- 
cent re new able en ergy as quickly as tech nol ogy al lows, de mil i ta- 
rize the po lice, pris ons are no place for young peo ple, refugees
are wel come here, war makes us all less safe. And the crowds are
roar ing their agree ment. With so much en cour age ment, who
knows what’s next? Repa ra tions for slav ery and colo nial ism? A
Mar shall Plan to fight vi o lence against women? Prison abo li tion?
Demo cratic worker co-ops as the cen ter piece of a green jobs pro- 
gram? An aban don ment of “growth” as a mea sure of progress?
Why not? The in tel lec tual fenc ing that has con strained the pro- 
gres sive imag i na tion for so long is ly ing twisted on the ground.

The left-wing al most-wins of the past two years are not de feats.
They are the first tremors of a pro found ide o log i cal re align ment
from which a pro gres sive ma jor ity could well emerge—just as
geopo lit i cally sig nif i cant as the rise of au thor i tar i an ism and neo-
fas cism on the right side of the spec trum. In deed, the weak nesses
and mis steps of these Left can di dates should be a cause not for de- 
spair but for gen uine hope. It means that a much larger po lit i cal
tent is pos si ble—it’s just a mat ter of col lec tively, and care fully,
plant ing the right poles from Day One. As many move ment lead ers
are now ar gu ing, a very good start would be ac cept ing the premise
that widen ing eco nomic in equal ity and cli mate dis as ter are in sep- 
a ra ble from sys tems that have al ways ranked hu man life based on
race and gen der, while the ca pac ity to pit pop u la tions against each
other based on skin color, re li gious faith, and sex u al ity has been
the sin gle most po tent tool for pro tect ing and sus tain ing this lethal
or der. And if the po lit i cal for ma tion that has the guts to say all that
also has a bold plan for hu man iz ing and de moc ra tiz ing new tech- 
nolo gies and global trade, then it would quickly seize back pop ulist
ground from the Right, while feel ing less like a blast from the past
and more like a path to an ex cit ing, never-be fore-at tempted fu- 
ture. A deeply di verse and in sis tently for ward-look ing cam paign
like that could well prove un beat able.

If this sounds overly op ti mistic, re mem ber: in the United States,
the num ber of peo ple show ing up to join po lit i cal move ments is
swelling to lev els be yond any thing or ga niz ers say they have seen



225

be fore. Marches—for women’s rights, against de por ta tions, and in
de fense of Black lives—are see ing record num bers. Pro gres sive po- 
lit i cal meet ings, lec tures, town halls, and as sem blies are ex pe ri- 
enc ing be yond-ca pac ity par tic i pa tion. Some thing pow er ful is at
work, and any one who claims to know how far this can go should
be trusted about as much as the poll sters who told us Trump could
never win and Brexit would cer tainly fail. Build ing this broad tent
in a time of siloed pol i tics is hard work, re quir ing a will ing ness to
hon estly con front painful his to ries be fore progress is pos si ble.
And yet in this mo ment that com bines such fear some stakes with
such fer tile po ten tial, what choice do we have but to try? To leap at
ev ery new op por tu nity as it opens?

For in stance, af ter the Re pub li cans’ first shot at dis man tling
Obama’s health care pro gram failed, the move ment call ing for uni- 
ver sal pub lic health care surged across the coun try, with the idea
of Medi care-for-all mak ing more sense to more peo ple than it had
in decades. Now the push is on for the model to be adopted in
large states such as Cal i for nia, no mat ter what hap pens in Wash- 
ing ton.

As Trump’s plans meet his sur real lev els of in ep ti tude in ex e cut- 
ing them, more such op por tu ni ties will emerge. We can ex pect a
sim i lar shift ing of the tec tonic plates if the North Amer i can Free
Trade Agree ment is opened up for rene go ti a tion. Trump’s ac tions
will be a bit ter dis ap point ment to his work ing-class sup port ers,
but the very fact of re open ing an agree ment we were all told was
sealed in def i nitely will also be a chance for unions and en vi ron- 
men tal ists to step for ward with a blue print for gen uinely fair
trade, and build sup port be hind it. Each one of these open ings—
and there will be many—is an op por tu nity to get con crete about
what a real al ter na tive to right-wing pop ulism can and should look
like. A plank in a true peo ple’s plat form.

Just one last re minder: Trump’s dis as ter cap i tal ists con trol a
very pow er ful part of the US gov ern ment—but they do not con trol
ev ery thing. They do not con trol what cities and states do. They do
not even con trol what Con gress does a lot of the time. They cer- 
tainly do not con trol what uni ver si ties and faith in sti tu tions and
unions do. They do not con trol what the courts do (yet). They do
not con trol what other sov er eign na tions do. And they do not con- 
trol what we do as in di vid u als and in groups around the world.
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Pre cisely be cause what is hap pen ing in Wash ing ton is so
exquisitely dan ger ous, what all of us do with our col lec tive power
in these non-Trumpi fied spa ces mat ters now more than ever. At
the 2016 Demo cratic Na tional Con ven tion, Michelle Obama mem- 
o rably told the crowd that, “When they go low, we go high.” She
was talk ing less about deeds than about tone, and her fam ily’s re- 
fusal to join Trump and his gang in the gut ter. It’s time to trans fer
that ethos from tone to deeds: when they go low, ev ery one needs
to aim high. In the many do mains Trump does not con trol, we
need to aim higher in our am bi tions and ac com plish more with
our ac tions. We need to do more to pre vent cat a strophic cli mate
change. We need to do more to cre ate lib er ated cities for mi grants
and refugees. We need to do more to pre vent mil i tary es ca la tion.
We need to do more to pro tect the rights of women and mem bers
of LGBTQ com mu ni ties. As they go lower and lower, we need to
shoot higher and higher.

Re verse Shock

For decades, elites have been us ing the power of shock to im pose
night mares. Don ald Trump thinks he’ll be able to do it again and
again—that we will have for got ten by to mor row what he said yes- 
ter day (which he will say he never said); that we will be over- 
whelmed by events, and will ul ti mately scat ter, sur ren der, and let
him grab what ever he wants.

But crises, as we have seen, do not al ways cause so ci eties to
regress and give up. There is also the sec ond op tion—that, faced
with a grave com mon threat, we can choose to come to gether and
make an evo lu tion ary leap. We can choose, as the Rev erend
William Bar ber puts it, “to be the moral de fib ril la tors of our time
and shock the heart of this na tion and build a move ment of re sis- 
tance and hope and jus tice and love.” We can, in other words, sur- 
prise the hell out of our selves—by be ing united, fo cused, and de- 
ter mined. By re fus ing to fall for those tired old shock tac tics. By
re fus ing to be afraid, no mat ter how much we are tested.

The cor po rate coup de scribed in these pages, in all its di men- 
sions, is a cri sis with global re ver ber a tions that could echo through
ge o logic time.

How we re spond to this cri sis is up to us.
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So let’s choose that sec ond op tion.
Let’s leap.
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POST SCRIPT

The Leap Man i festo
A Call for a Canada Based on Car ing for the

Earth and One An other

We start from the premise that Canada is
fac ing the deep est cri sis in re cent mem ory.
The Truth and Rec on cil i a tion Com mis sion has

ac knowl edged shock ing de tails about the vi o- 
lence of Canada’s near past. Deep en ing
poverty and in equal ity are a scar on the
coun try’s present. And Canada’s record on
cli mate change is a crime against hu man ity’s
fu ture.
These facts are all the more jar ring be- 

cause they de part so dra mat i cally from our
stated val ues: re spect for In dige nous
rights, in ter na tion al ism, hu man rights, di- 
ver sity, and en vi ron men tal stew ard ship.
Canada is not this place to day—but it could

be.
We could live in a coun try pow ered en tirely

by re new able en ergy, wo ven to gether by ac- 
ces si ble pub lic tran sit, in which the jobs
and op por tu ni ties of this tran si tion are de- 
signed to sys tem at i cally elim i nate racial
and gen der in equal ity. Car ing for one an- 
other and car ing for the planet could be the
econ omy’s fastest-grow ing sec tors. Many more
peo ple could have higher-wage jobs with
fewer work hours, leav ing us am ple time to
en joy our loved ones and flour ish in our
com mu ni ties.



229

We know that the time for this great tran- 
si tion is short. Cli mate sci en tists have
told us that this is the decade to take de- 
ci sive ac tion to pre vent cat a strophic global
warm ing. That means small steps will no
longer get us where we need to go.
This leap must be gin by re spect ing the in- 

her ent rights and ti tle of the orig i nal
care tak ers of this land. In dige nous com mu ni- 
ties have been at the fore front of pro tect- 
ing rivers, coasts, forests and lands from
out-of-con trol in dus trial ac tiv ity. We can
bol ster this role, and re set our re la tion- 
ship, by fully im ple ment ing the United Na- 
tions Dec la ra tion on the Rights of In dige- 
nous Peo ples.
Moved by the treaties that form the le gal

ba sis of this coun try and bind us to share
the land “for as long as the sun shines, the
grass grows, and the rivers flow,” we want
en ergy sources that will last for time im- 
memo rial and never run out or poi son the
land. Tech no log i cal break throughs have
brought this dream within reach. The lat est
re search shows it is fea si ble for Canada to
get 100 per cent of its elec tric ity from re- 
new able re sources within two decades; by
2050 we could have a 100 per cent clean econ- 
omy.
We de mand that this shift be gin now.
There is no longer an ex cuse for build ing

new in fra struc ture projects that lock us
into in creased ex trac tion decades into the
fu ture. The new iron law of en ergy de vel op- 
ment must be: if you wouldn’t want it in
your back yard, then it doesn’t be long in
any one’s back yard. That ap plies equally to
oil and gas pipe lines; frack ing in New
Bruns wick, Que bec, and British Co lum bia; in- 
creased tanker traf fic off our coasts; and
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to Cana dian-owned min ing projects the world
over.
The time for en ergy democ racy has come: we

be lieve not just in changes to our en ergy
sources, but that wher ever pos si ble com mu ni- 
ties should col lec tively con trol these new
en ergy sys tems.
As an al ter na tive to the profit-goug ing of

pri vate com pa nies and the re mote bu reau cracy
of some cen tral ized state ones, we can cre- 
ate in no va tive own er ship struc tures: demo- 
crat i cally run, pay ing liv ing wages, and
keep ing much-needed rev enue in com mu ni ties.
And In dige nous Peo ples should be first to
re ceive pub lic sup port for their own clean
en ergy projects. So should com mu ni ties cur- 
rently deal ing with heavy health im pacts of
pol lut ing in dus trial ac tiv ity.
Power gen er ated this way will not merely

light our homes but re dis tribute wealth,
deepen our democ racy, strengthen our econ- 
omy, and start to heal the wounds that date
back to this coun try’s found ing.
A leap to a non-pol lut ing econ omy cre ates

count less open ings for sim i lar mul ti ple
“wins.” We want a uni ver sal pro gram to build
en ergy-ef fi cient homes, and retro fit ex ist- 
ing hous ing, en sur ing that the low est-in come
com mu ni ties and neigh bour hoods will ben e fit
first and re ceive job train ing and op por tu- 
ni ties that re duce poverty over the long
term. We want train ing and other re sources
for work ers in car bon-in ten sive jobs, en sur- 
ing they are fully able to take part in the
clean en ergy econ omy. This tran si tion should
in volve the demo cratic par tic i pa tion of
work ers them selves. High-speed rail pow ered
by re new ables and af ford able pub lic tran sit
can unite ev ery com mu nity in this coun try—in
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place of more cars, pipe lines, and ex plod ing
trains that en dan ger and di vide us.
And since we know this leap is be gin ning

late, we need to in vest in our de cay ing pub- 
lic in fra struc ture so that it can with stand
in creas ingly fre quent ex treme weather
events.
Mov ing to a far more lo cal ized and eco log i- 

cally based agri cul tural sys tem would re duce
re liance on fos sil fu els, cap ture car bon in
the soil, and ab sorb sud den shocks in the
global sup ply—as well as pro duce health ier
and more af ford able food for ev ery one.
We call for an end to all trade deals that

in ter fere with our at tempts to re build lo cal
economies, reg u late cor po ra tions, and stop
dam ag ing ex trac tive projects. Re bal anc ing
the scales of jus tice, we should en sure im- 
mi gra tion sta tus and full pro tec tion for all
work ers. Rec og niz ing Canada’s con tri bu tions
to mil i tary con flicts and cli mate change—
pri mary driv ers of the global refugee cri sis
—we must wel come refugees and mi grants seek- 
ing safety and a bet ter life.
Shift ing to an econ omy in bal ance with the

earth’s lim its also means ex pand ing the sec- 
tors of our econ omy that are al ready low-
car bon: care giv ing, teach ing, so cial work,
the arts, and pub lic-in ter est me dia. Fol low- 
ing on Que bec’s lead, a na tional child care
pro gram is long past due. All this work,
much of it per formed by women, is the glue
that builds hu mane, re silient com mu ni ties—
and we will need our com mu ni ties to be as
strong as pos si ble in the face of the rocky
fu ture we have al ready locked in.
Since so much of the labour of care tak ing—

whether of peo ple or the planet—is cur rently
un paid, we call for a vig or ous de bate about
the in tro duc tion of a uni ver sal ba sic an nual
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in come. Pi o neered in Man i toba in the 1970s,
this sturdy safety net could help en sure
that no one is forced to take work that
threat ens their chil dren’s to mor row, just to
feed those chil dren to day.
We de clare that “aus ter ity”—which has sys- 

tem at i cally at tacked low-car bon sec tors like
ed u ca tion and health care, while starv ing
pub lic tran sit and forc ing reck less en ergy
pri va ti za tions—is a fos silized form of
think ing that has be come a threat to life on
earth.
The money we need to pay for this great

trans for ma tion is avail able—we just need the
right poli cies to re lease it. Like an end to
fos sil fuel sub si dies. Fi nan cial trans ac tion
taxes. In creased re source roy al ties. Higher
in come taxes on cor po ra tions and wealthy
peo ple. A pro gres sive car bon tax. Cuts to
mil i tary spend ing. All of these are based on
a sim ple “pol luter pays” prin ci ple and hold
enor mous prom ise.
One thing is clear: pub lic scarcity in

times of un prece dented pri vate wealth is a
man u fac tured cri sis, de signed to ex tin guish
our dreams be fore they have a chance to be
born.
Those dreams go well be yond this doc u ment.

We call on all those seek ing po lit i cal of- 
fice to seize this op por tu nity and em brace
the ur gent need for trans for ma tion. We call
for town hall meet ings across the coun try
where res i dents can gather to demo crat i cally
de fine what a gen uine leap to the next econ- 
omy means in their com mu ni ties.
In evitably, this bot tom-up re vival will

lead to a re newal of democ racy at ev ery
level of gov ern ment, work ing swiftly to ward
a sys tem in which ev ery vote counts and cor- 
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po rate money is re moved from po lit i cal cam- 
paigns.
This is a great deal to take on all at

once, but such are the times in which we
live.
The drop in oil prices has tem po rar ily re- 

lieved the pres sure to dig up fos sil fu els
as rapidly as high-risk tech nolo gies will
al low. This pause in fre netic ex pan sion
should not be viewed as a cri sis, but as a
gift.
It has given us a rare mo ment to look at

what we have be come—and de cide to change.
And so we call on all those seek ing po lit i- 

cal of fice to seize this op por tu nity and em- 
brace the ur gent need for trans for ma tion.
This is our sa cred duty to those this coun- 
try harmed in the past, to those suf fer ing
need lessly in the present, and to all who
have a right to a bright and safe fu ture.
Now is the time for bold ness.
Now is the time to leap.
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