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@mitchell_johnson_artist

Left: Iceberg & Yellow Boat, 2020, 34 x 24 inches, oil on canvas, $13,000. Upper right: Jenga Water Tower, 2020, 24 x 20 inches, oil on canvas, $10,000.

Lower right: North Truro (Black & White), 2020, 16 x 18 inches, oil on panel, $6,500.

Mitchell Johnson of Menlo Park, California—an American Academy in Rome Visiting Artist (2015) and a Josef and 

Anni Albers Foundation Artist in Residence (2007)—is the subject of the monograph, Color as Content, and the 

documentary film, The Artist of Silicon Valley. Johnson’s color- and shape-driven paintings are known for their very 

personal approach to color and have been exhibited in Milan, New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. Johnson 

divides his time between his favorite painting locations in Europe, New England, New York City, Asia, and California. 

His paintings are in the collections of 28 museums and over 600 private collections. The most recent museum 

acquisitions were by Museo Morandi in Bologna, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Tucson Museum of Art, and Crocker 

Art Museum in Sacramento. Johnson moved to the Bay Area in 1990 after finishing his MFA at Parsons in New York. 
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CONTRIBUTORS

Barack Obama (“The Health of a Na-
tion,” p. 24), the forty-fourth President 
of the United States, won the 2009 Nobel 
Peace Prize. His books include “Dreams 
from My Father” and “The Audacity 
of Hope.” This piece is adapted from 
“A Promised Land,” which will be pub-
lished on November 17th by Crown.

Toi Derricotte (Poem, p. 62), the recip-
ient of the 2020 Frost Medal, co-founded 
Cave Canem with Cornelius Eady. Her 
most recent book of poems is “ ‘I’.”

Hua Hsu (“Bloc by Bloc,” p. 16), a staff 
writer, is the author of “A Floating 
Chinaman.”

Doreen St. Félix (On Television, p. 90) 
has been a staff writer since 2017. She 
is The New Yorker’s television critic.

Philip Deloria (Books, p. 76), a professor 
of history at Harvard, is the author of 
“Becoming Mary Sully.”

Carrie Battan (Pop Music, p. 85) began 
contributing to the magazine in 2015 
and became a staff writer in 2018.

Luke Mogelson (“We Go Where They 
Go,” p. 40) has been contributing to 
The New Yorker since 2013. He is the 
author of the short-story collection 
“These Heroic, Happy Dead.”

Maya Jasanoff (Books, p. 81), a professor 
of history at Harvard, has published 
three books, including “The Dawn 
Watch.”

Nicholas Lemann (“The After-Party,” 
p. 54), a staff writer, teaches at Colum-
bia University’s Graduate School of 
Journalism. His latest book is “Trans-
action Man.”

Curtis Sittenfeld (Fiction, p. 66) has 
written seven books, including the novel 
“Rodham.” She is the guest editor of 
“The Best American Short Stories 2020.”

Richard McGuire (Cover) is a multi-
disciplinary artist.

Aleksandar Hemon (Poem, p. 32) is the 
author of, most recently, “My Par-
ents /This Does Not Belong to You.” 
He teaches at Princeton University.

U.S. JOURNAL

E. Tammy Kim on how Native 
Americans and unions in Montana 
could decide control of the Senate.

ANNALS OF INQUIRY

What should crisis leadership  
look like? Douglas Starr on  
fostering “swarm intelligence.”

Download the New Yorker app for the latest news, commentary, criticism,  
and humor, plus this week’s magazine and all issues back to 2008.

THIS WEEK ON NEWYORKER.COM
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President himself. Far from condemn-
ing Pinochet’s repressive practices, Wash-
ington actively rewarded them: the U.S. 
increased economic assistance to Chile 
even as reports of extrajudicial killings 
and detentions flooded in. Given that 
today’s protests revolve around the leg-
acies of the constitution imposed by the 
Pinochet regime, omitting the active role 
that the U.S. played in establishing the 
dictatorship in the first place contributes 
to a damaging amnesia about this coun-
try’s record in Latin America, and its 
share of responsibility for the crises cur-
rently racking the region.
Tony Wood
Princeton, N.J. 
1

SLEUTH WORK

Patrick Radden Keefe, in his article about 
the detective business, writes that to-
day’s private investigators are “an instru-
ment of the check writer” and lack moral 
agency (Books, October 5th). But there 
is another class of professional investi-
gator that is less morally wobbly: those 
who work in public defenders’ offices 
and for court-appointed defense law-
yers. I supervise a large group of inves-
tigators in the Colorado State Public 
Defender’s system. My team operates 
with a profound sense of moral agency, 
urgency, and outrage, defending people 
whose primary crime is being poor. Pub-
lic defense teams, including investiga-
tors, have fought for decades against po-
lice misconduct, over-prosecution, and 
mass incarceration—battles that are all 
the more critical in the era of Donald 
Trump and Black Lives Matter. While, 
as Keefe says, “the gap between the pro-
fession’s noblest aspirations and its cus-
tomary activities” may be wide for some 
investigators, it isn’t for all.
Gary M. Chandler
Denver, Colo.

RECONSIDERING ARTEMISIA

Rebecca Mead’s thoughtful essay on the 
seventeenth-century artist Artemisia 
Gentileschi traces how the understand-
ing of her work and persona has become 
more complex over time (“A Brush with 
Violence,” October 5th). She was ini-
tially viewed as a rape victim who over-
came trauma to create paintings that 
defiantly engage with gender issues from 
a female point of view. More recently, 
as Mead observes, the artist has been 
celebrated as an entrepreneur who knew 
how to market her gender. A step fur-
ther is to understand Artemisia in the 
context of the feminism of her own time, 
which I explore in my book “Artemisia 
Gentileschi and Feminism in Early 
Modern Europe.” In seventeenth-century 
Italy and earlier, women writers voiced 
outrage at rape and sexual intimidation; 
they produced incisive analyses of the 
social power imbalance that permitted 
male supremacy, as well as jaunty asser-
tions of female erotic desire and fanta-
sies of revenge. All of this is expressed 
in Artemisia’s art; she is of her own time 
as well as ours.
Mary D. Garrard
Professor Emerita of Art History
American University
Washington, D.C.
1

THE ORIGINS OF A CRISIS

Daniel Alarcón’s piece on Chile rightly 
traces the country’s current crisis to the 
Augusto Pinochet dictatorship but offers 
an incomplete picture of the U.S.’s rela-
tionship to that regime (“Chile at the 
Barricades,” October 12th). Alarcón de-
scribes the U.S. as a distant and well-
intentioned observer that ceased arms 
sales to Chile in the nineteen-seventies 
and, under the Carter Administration, 
sidelined the dictatorship. While this is 
true, mentioning these facts alone is his-
torical cherry-picking. Both the destabi-
lization of Salvador Allende’s democrat-
ically elected government and Pinochet’s 
1973 coup were conducted with the coör-
dination of the C.I.A. and of officials in 
the Nixon Administration, including the 

•
Letters should be sent with the writer’s name, 
address, and daytime phone number via e-mail to 
themail@newyorker.com. Letters may be edited 
for length and clarity, and may be published in 
any medium. We regret that owing to the volume 
of correspondence we cannot reply to every letter.

THE MAIL
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PHOTOGRAPH BY PARI DUKOVIC

GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN

OCTOBER 28 – NOVEMBER 3, 2020

In an effort to slow the spread of the coronavirus, many New York City venues are closed.  
Here’s a selection of culture to be found around town, as well as online and streaming.

Who’s afraid of Virginia Woolf? Not Andrew Bolton, the curator of the Met’s Costume Institute, who chose 
the British writer as the “ghost narrator” of the new exhibition “About Time: Fashion and Duration” (opening 
on Oct. 29). Literary excerpts accompany paired garments (including Viktor & Rolf ’s haute-couture gown, 
from 2020, above) that are stylistically similar but were designed decades apart—a chic exploration of what 
Woolf once described as “the extraordinary discrepancy between time on the clock and time in the mind.”
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Since 2007, the indie rapper Open Mike Eagle has built his career on a 
droll, self-deprecating sense of humor, a penetrating wit, and a blue-collar 
work ethic. His new album, “Anime, Trauma and Divorce,” triggered by a 
cascading series of losses that include the end of a fourteen-year marriage, 
strikes a precise balance between imaginative and realistic. The album 
turns post-separation anxiety into a semi-comedic set of artful, occasionally 
singsong observations, and its many bits—anime as a Black-power fantasy; 
starting over in middle age, as in the track “Sweatpants Spiderman”; his elev-
en-year-old son playing hype man—spiral outward from the heartbreaking, 
autobiographical “Everything Ends Last Year,” a poignant consideration 
of the dissolution of the rapper’s personal and professional life, and of how 
he didn’t end up back at square one for lack of trying.—Sheldon Pearce

HIP-HOP

1

MUSIC

Autechre: “SIGN”
ELECTRONIC For three decades, the Manches-
ter-based electronic-dance producers Rob 
Brown and Sean Booth, who work together as 
Autechre, have made some of dance music’s most 
bafflingly original tunes. Glacial, antic, gnarled, 
and alien, the duo’s tracks (and their titles) can 
feel like they’ve emanated from the chaotic 
collective id of Brown and Booth’s machines. 
Autechre’s new album, “SIGN,” blooms with 
droning harmonic clusters that suggest brick 
walls encased in ice. This can be forbidding, 
but melody often bursts through the scrim, par-
ticularly on the spiralling, arcing “gr4” and the 
sunset-like closer, “r cazt.”—Michaelangelo Matos

beabadoobee: “Fake It Flowers”
INDIE ROCK Since 2018, the twenty-year-old Lon-
don-based singer-songwriter Beatrice Laus, who 
performs soft-spoken songs as beabadoobee, has 
grown increasingly confident in her voice. Her 
début album, “Fake It Flowers,” eschews the 
bedroom-pop template that defined her early 
work—on four lo-fi indie projects—in favor of 
a heavier sound indebted to nineties alternative 
rock and cinema. She conceived these songs as 
diary entries in 2019, recording the demos on 
her phone and aspiring to be the girl she needed 
when she was fifteen. They maintain the inti-
macy of notes to self. Personal musings become 
a sacred offering on “Together,” her grungy 
homage to the women rockers who inspired her 
to share her inner turmoil. But it’s on tracks such 
as “Worth It” and “Charlie Brown” that her coo-
ing and shrieking reveal a budding artist highly 
attuned to her own moods.—Sheldon Pearce

Buster Williams Quartet
JAZZ At age seventy-eight, the masterly bassist 
Buster Williams remains at the top of his game. 
His six-decade-long résumé—experience that in-
cludes recordings with Nancy Wilson, work with 
Herbie Hancock’s spacey Mwandishi ensemble, 
and collaborations with any number of today’s 
most widely acclaimed players—proves that 
he moves seamlessly between mainstream and 
edgier post-bop temperaments. Leading his own 
quartet in a live stream from Smoke, Williams 
welcomes the pianist Brandon McCune, the 
saxophonist Steve Wilson, and Lenny White, an 
incisive drummer with whom Williams regularly 
builds a massive head of rhythmic steam.—Steve 
Futterman (Oct. 30-31 at 8; smokejazz.com.)

Ela Minus: “acts of rebellion”
ELECTRONIC Gabriela Jimeno, a Colombian artist 
who performs as Ela Minus, stares out from the 
cover of “acts of rebellion” with youthful inten-
sity, her face swathed in black below her eyes—
2020 chic—lending the photograph a dashing 
ambiguity, and an aura of protest. The cover 
image succinctly visualizes the record, a point-
edly autonomous work with a political pulse 
that never erodes its mystique. Throughout 
this full-length unveiling of Ela Minus, Jimeno 
often draws on beats that govern spare elec-
tronic soundscapes. Whether set to a gallop or 
to a stutter, the music doesn’t evoke hedonistic 
abandon so much as the unsettled energy lurking 
on a dance floor. Hers is a private and brooding 
disco, befitting an edgy era.—Jay Ruttenberg

Adrianne Lenker:  
“songs / instrumentals”
FOLK The Big Thief singer and guitarist Adri-
anne Lenker has accompanied her new double 
album with a short biography, handwritten 
in tiny, intimate letters and spackled with in-
stinctive inkblots. In the note, she describes 
staying in a cabin that resembled “the inside 
of an acoustic guitar” during the pandemic. 
The image of Lenker sitting in the hollows of 
her instrument captures the insularity of the 
eleven fragile compositions on “songs”—an 
album guided by Lenker’s aching vocals—and 
the two spacious, guitar-driven experiments on 
“instrumentals.” Both projects are filled with 
disarming moments, including the haunting, 
raw imagery on “ingydar,” which serves as an 
unvarnished deconstruction of process and 
spirit, unlocking Lenker’s depths.—Julyssa Lopez

“Reparations NOW!”
CLASSICAL The cross-disciplinary group Ensem-
ble Pi, which seeks to promote social justice 
by mixing contemporary music and political 
activism, presents “Reparations NOW!,” a 
streaming event inspired by the writings of 
Ta-Nehisi Coates and Ibram X. Kendi. The 
event includes newly commissioned premières 
by Allison Loggins-Hull, Angélica Negrón, 
and Trevor Weston, as well as Courtney Bry-
an’s sombre “Elegy,” Georg Friedrich Haas’s 
noble “I can’t breathe (In memoriam Eric 

Garner),” and a group improvisation, “Re-
quiem for Elijah,” based on the last words of 
Elijah McClain.—Steve Smith (Oct. 29 at 7; 
ensemble-pi.org.)

Fatma Said: “El Nour”
CLASSICAL The theme of Fatma Said’s new 
album, “El Nour,” is introduced with the first 
line of Ravel’s song cycle “Shéhérazade”: “Asia, 
old marvellous land of fairy tales.” The Egyp-
tian soprano’s idea to incorporate the ney, a 
breathy Middle Eastern flute, adds specificity 
to Ravel’s fantasy, making it more than an ex-
ample of early-twentieth-century exotica. “El 
Nour” is not an academic project of reclama-
tion; it’s a début album meant to showcase an 
especially beautiful operatic voice. The smooth 
finish of Said’s soprano and the light touch 
of her diction are captivating in a selection 
of French, Spanish, and Arabic songs. Said’s 
singing in Arabic takes on a sweet, traditionally 
nasal quality without sacrificing its appealing 
roundness—she connects with the material by 
being herself.—Oussama Zahr

1

THE THEATRE

Dracula
In July, 1938, the sound-effect specialists at 
CBS were stumped by Orson Welles’s radio 
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sublime. Yes, the image-rich poem often alludes 
to dance and dancers, but its paradoxical rumi-
nations on time could all too easily overburden 
a dance. The miracle of Tanowitz’s “Four Quar-
tets,” from 2018—available Oct. 31-Nov. 1 on the 
Fisher Center at Bard College’s Upstreaming 
site—is how the painfully beautiful choreography 
is irradiated, rather than weighed down, by the 
text (read here by Kathleen Chalfant). Gorgeous 
paintings by Brice Marden and a tremulous score 
by Kaija Saariaho heighten the effect, and Eliot’s 
sudden illuminations are sustained in a timeless 
eighty-minute moment, making for one of the 
headiest dance experiences of our time.—B.S. 
(fishercenter.bard.edu/upstreaming)

1

ART

Lynda Benglis
This renegade American sculptor, who emerged 
in the late nineteen-sixties, may be best known 
for her irreverent critiques of the era’s male-dom-
inated art world, including an infamous ad in 
Artforum magazine for which she posed nude 
with a dildo. But this terrific three-part presen-
tation of Benglis’s early works, made from 1967 
to 1979, is a welcome reminder that her best-of-
all-worlds approach produced mysterious and 
unrivalled objects. At the Cheim & Read gallery, 
examples of her colorful pours of latex and foam 
still have the power to deflate Abstract Expres-
sionist bluster, and quieter wall-mounted pieces, 
composed of dripped wax, inject sex appeal into 
post-minimalism. Upstairs, Ortuzar Project’s 
uptown outpost exhibits a suite of Benglis’s gold-
leaf sculptures from the late seventies, whose op-
ulent finish lends their rumpled wire substrates 
a lofty, even religious air. Ortuzar’s Tribeca gal-
lery presents a selection of the artist’s “Knots” 
series, scrunched and twisted objects made of 
wire and cotton bunting, encrusted with gesso, 
and dusted with glitter. The legendary Artforum 
photo, from 1974, is on view here, too, along with 
the related sculpture, which Benglis, true to 
tongue-in-cheek form, titled “Smile.”—Johanna 
Fateman (cheimread.com and ortuzarprojects.com.)

Louise Bonnet
Five canvases fill an ad-hoc gallery at the north-
east corner of Park Avenue and Seventy-fifth 
Street, but you can’t go inside to look. Bonnet’s 
perplexing solo début with Gagosian can only be 
seen from the sidewalk—a voyeuristic, drive-by 
perspective that feels well suited to her work’s 
grotesque, psychosexual surrealism. The Swiss-
born painter, who has lived in Los Angeles since 
the nineteen-nineties, depicts fantasy charac-
ters—lumpy, muscular, pinheaded creatures—
in otherworldly landscapes and lurid interiors. 
Comically exaggerated fingers suggest the influ-
ence of Philip Guston; cartoonish breasts strain-
ing beneath thin garments might be a nod to John 
Currin or Lisa Yuskavage. In a few compositions, 
the figures wear dark latexlike casings, which 
yields a strikingly ill-considered, if unintentional, 
blackface effect. The glare from the glass store-
front makes it difficult to discern exactly what’s 
going on in these stylized vignettes, which, in this 
case, might be for the best.—J.F. (gagosian.com)

Mary Carlson
How should we look at the Garden of Eden? 
This veteran ceramicist has an idea: forget the IL

L
U

S
T

R
A

T
IO

N
 B

Y
 J

O
S

IE
 N

O
R

T
O

N

If you’ve been wondering whether we’re 
living in a simulation, perhaps Anton 
Chekhov has answers. In “The Seagull 

on the Sims 4,” created by the artist Ce-
line Song, Chekhov’s 1896 tragicomedy 
plays out through the latest iteration of 
the video game the Sims. On Oct. 27 
and Oct. 28, Song performs the play in 
two installments, via the live-streaming 
gaming site Twitch. It’s another example 
of how theatre artists are trying out new 
tools during the pandemic—one of many 
featured in New York Theatre Workshop’s 
Artistic Instigator project, which also 
includes a monologue by the playwright 
Ayad Akhtar (“Disgraced”), a series on 
the Roman Republic and its relationship 
to our democracy by Denis O’Hare and 
Lisa Peterson (“An Iliad”), and a Penny 
Marshall-inspired series by Victor I. Ca-
zares. Visit nytw.org.—Michael Schulman

THEATRE LIVE STREAM

version of the Bram Stoker novel “Dracula”: 
How to render a stake through a heart? So 
Welles himself came up with a hack, involv-
ing a watermelon and a hammer. On Oct. 30 
and Oct. 31, at 8 P.M., the new Resounding 
company brings back Welles’s “Dracula,” in 
an adaptation by Steve Wargo. It’s performed 
live by a cast that includes the Broadway star 
Norm Lewis (“Porgy and Bess”), as the no-
torious count; Lindsay Nicole Chambers, as 
the object of his obsession, Mina; and Dick 
Terhune, as the vampire-hunting Van Helsing. 
Resounding promises an immersive expe-
rience, thanks to surround-sound technol-
ogy, so grab a pair of good headphones, mix 
yourself a Bloody Mary, and settle down for 
some old-fashioned chills.—Elisabeth Vincen
telli (resounding.live)

Russian Troll Farm
Sarah Gancher’s new play (available online 
through Nov. 2) belongs to a theatrical new 
wave of works that are produced specifically 
for digital platforms. The subject fits the me-
dium: the show, subtitled “A Workplace Com-
edy,” follows a St. Petersburg team that’s man-
ufacturing social-media disinformation during 
the run-up to the 2016 American Presidential 
election. Presented by TheaterWorks Hartford 
and TheatreSquared, in association with the 
Civilians, “Russian Troll Farm” paints a chill-
ing portrait of chaotic nihilism that is simulta-
neously farcical and demoralizing for anybody 
who still believes in democracy. The two-hour-
long show, co-directed by Jared Mezzocchi and 
Elizabeth Williamson, overstays its welcome, 
especially during a dazzling but vacuous pileup 
of meme graphics and animations. Ironically, 
the evening’s highlight is a sober sequence in 
which Ljuba (Mia Katigbak), a former K.G.B. 
officer now running the toxic group, retraces 
her ruthless career path in a mesmerizingly 
quiet monologue.—E.V. (russiantrollfarm.com)

1

DANCE

New York City Ballet
The company’s digital fall season ends with five 
new ballets that were filmed at Lincoln Center 
and around New York, premièring Oct. 27-31, at 
8 P.M., on the company’s YouTube page, where 
they will remain indefinitely. On Oct. 27, four 
dancers appear in a new work by Sidra Bell, a 
New York-based contemporary choreographer 
with a futuristic, surrealist bent. Pam Tanow-
itz’s new work (Oct. 28) is a solo for the elegant 
and introspective Russell Janzen. The copse of 
trees next to the Metropolitan Opera House is 
a setting for Andrea Miller’s new quartet (Oct. 
29). Jamar Roberts, the creator of two powerful 
works for Alvin Ailey, has made a solo for the 
corps dancer Victor Abreu (Oct. 30). Closing 
the mini-festival, on Oct. 31, is a new work by 
the company’s choreographer-in-residence, Jus-
tin Peck.—Marina Harss (youtube.com/nycballet)

Stephen Petronio Company
On Oct. 30, the Virtual Bloodlines Festival, 
a retrospective of Petronio’s effort to honor 
and sustain works of his artistic antecedents 
by having his own troupe perform them, turns 
to Merce Cunningham’s “RainForest” (1968), a 
wild nature study set amid Andy Warhol’s heli-
um-lifted silver pillows, and to Trisha Brown’s 
“Glacial Decoy” (1979), in which diaphanous 
dancing seems to extend beyond the prosce-
nium. That neither of these renditions looks 
exactly like the performances by the original 
companies is part of what makes such a lineage 
project intriguing.—Brian Seibert (petron.io)

Pam Tanowitz
To set a dance to a recitation of T. S. Eliot’s vale-
dictory “Four Quartets” is to court disaster or the 
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People who claim that New York City is over haven’t been looking at art. 
New galleries—good ones!—continue to open, especially in Tribeca, where 
the matter-of-factly named Broadway has inaugurated its storefront space 
with a hypnotic show (on view through Nov. 14) by the restlessly intelligent 
indigenous filmmaker Sky Hopinka (a member of the Ho-Chunk Nation 
and a descendant of the Pechanga Band of Luiseño Indians). Fifteen color 
photographs inscribed with hand-scratched texts (including “This Is a 
Certain Body,” above) establish an artist for whom landscape and language 
are inseparable. They’re altered stills from the show’s centerpiece: “Lore,” a 
short 16-mm. film with the fragmentary internal logic of dreams and the 
intimate mood of late-night conversations. Hopinka’s structuralist bent—
the film pays homage to Hollis Frampton’s 1971 classic, “Nostalgia”—is 
established with a voice-over countdown, which, by the film’s circular end, 
is revealed to belong to a band of friends, lost in a practice-room reverie 
(the artist plays bass). “Lore” itself is a rehearsal of sorts: its audio consists 
of early drafts and excerpts of Hopinka’s searing prose poem “Perfidia,” just 
released as a beautiful book, from the exciting Brooklyn-based publisher 
Wendy’s Subway, on the occasion of the artist’s first museum retrospective, 
“Centers of Somewhere,” at Bard College.—Andrea K. Scott

AT THE GALLERIES

serpent, the fruit, and Adam and Eve, and zero 
in on the surrounding landscape. All but one 
of the irresistibly charming glazed-porcelain 
sculptures in Carlson’s new show, at the Kerry 
Schuss gallery, isolates a marginal detail from an 
Old Master painting or a medieval manuscript. 
(The exception, a low-lying marvel in crusty 
cobalt and gleaming turquoise, depicts a con-
temporary reservoir and the hills that surround 
it.) A teeming scene by Lucas Cranach the Elder, 
from 1530, is reduced to a glassy lake of robin’s-
egg blue, flowing into a creamy rock grotto; 
elsewhere, a cluster of celadon trees, the size and 
shape of cremini mushrooms, cling to a sloping 
hillside modelled after one first painted in the 
fifteenth century by the French miniaturist Jean 
Fouquet.—Andrea K. Scott (kerryschussgallery.com)

“Marking Time”
It’s hard to imagine a more essential exhibition 
than “Marking Time: Art in the Age of Mass 
Incarceration,” curated by Nicole R. Fleetwood 
at MOMA PS1, which arrives amid ongoing pro-
tests against a perniciously racist criminal-justice 
system, and as the pandemic continues to ravage 
a captive population. The diverse works by some 
three dozen artists, many of them currently im-
prisoned, often repurpose the quotidian materi-
als available to them. Daniel McCarthy Clifford 
used stacked cafeteria trays to make a grimly 
post-minimalist six-pointed star, a shape that 
also appears in a welded-steel sculpture by Sable 
Elyse Smith, which evokes the cramped seating 
in prison waiting rooms. Jesse Krimes’s stunning 
panorama—a Pop-Boschian depiction of Earth, 
Heaven, and Hell—is a monumental collage of 
newspaper imagery, transferred onto prison bed-
sheets using hair gel and a spoon. Portraiture is a 
recurring theme: one room is filled with five hun-
dred of Mark Loughney’s quick, careful drawings 
of his fellow-inmates in Pennsylvania, a powerful 
assertion of individuality in a group often dis-
missed as disposable. Although the title “Mark-
ing Time” suggests languishing, the exhibition 
itself—and the strategies of representation that 
Fleetwood terms “carceral aesthetics”—marks an 
overdue moment of reckoning.—J.F. (moma.org)

1

MOVIES

Cropsey
Probing an urban legend from their Staten 
Island childhood—that of Cropsey, a maniacal 
child killer and an escapee from the nearby 
Willowbrook mental institution—the docu-
mentary filmmakers Joshua Zeman and Barbara 
Brancaccio expand the story to include the real 
disappearances of children, the hunt for (and 
trials of) a suspect, and the exposés of the hor-
rific conditions at Willowbrook, which made 
big news in 1972 via the investigative reporting 
of the young Geraldo Rivera. They also weave 
their own recollections and adventuresome 
research into the tale of local volunteers who 
teamed up with the police—and of the suspect 
who was circumstantially linked to the crimes. 
Though unable to film at the trial, Zeman and 
Brancaccio get at its salient elements through 
interviews with a surprising array of charac-
ters. The core of the story is standard TV fare 
(and the techniques aren’t original), but the 
filmmakers tell it with wit, verve, and com-
passion—and with a deep-seated suspicion of 
the judicial system, which their investigation 

justifies. Released in 2009.—Richard Brody 
(Streaming on Tubi, Amazon, and other services.)

Crossing the Line
In 1962, James Joseph Dresnok, an American 
soldier stationed on South Korea’s side of 
the Demilitarized Zone, sneaked away from 
guard duty to visit a woman. Threatened with 
court-martial, he strolled through a mine-
field and defected to North Korea. In 2004, 
the filmmaker Daniel Gordon interviewed 
Dresnok and his new family there, and got 
an astonishing story. An abandoned child, a 
self-proclaimed “illiterate,” and a cuckolded 
husband, the young sad sack Dresnok became 
a North Korean celebrity—thanks, in large 
part, to a twenty-part film directed by Kim Jong 
Il, in which Dresnok plays an evil American 
called Arthur, the name by which North Korean 
strangers greet him on the street. (Dresnok 

died there, in 2016.) The vertiginous play of 
ideology and identity and the sheer strangeness 
of Dresnok’s experience (as well as that of three 
other American defectors from the sixties) 
make this film absorbing; the glimpses of life 
in North Korea make it important. Released in 
2006.—R.B. (Streaming on Amazon.)

Daybreakers
The brothers Peter and Michael Spierig’s sec-
ond feature, from 2009—a sci-fi thriller set 
in 2019—delivers the conceptual delight of 
a fifties-style B movie. A decade after “the 
Outbreak,” caused by a lone bat, most of the 
human race has turned into vampires—spark-
ing a worldwide blood shortage, for which 
the few remaining humans are being hunted 
and farmed by industrial conglomerates, in-
cluding one headed by Charles Bromley (Sam 
Neill). A hematologist employed by Bromley, 
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Frederick Wiseman’s new documentary, “City Hall” (opening on Oct. 28 
on Film Forum’s virtual cinema), displays the humane values of good 
government and unfolds—across four and a half hours—the vastly 
complex practicalities by which they’re realized. The film is centered on 
the current mayor of Boston, Marty Walsh, who clearly states his goal 
of social justice and displays it in action, as he and his administrators 
meet with constituents, community groups, and business interests to 
seek increased opportunities for women, people of color, immigrants, and 
others underrepresented in positions of power. Wiseman looks behind 
the scenes at the technological and administrative intricacies on which 
the daily work of police officers and housing inspectors depends, and at 
the public hearings and private conferences where progressive policies are 
forged. Walsh affirms civic unity as the basis of prosperity, and Wiseman 
shows how the mayor pursues it: in the film’s two longest and mightiest 
scenes—a group of veterans opening up about trauma, and a commu-
nity-board hearing on a zoning variance—officials vigorously engage 
with residents’ outpourings of experience and emotion.—Richard Brody

WHAT TO STREAM

Dr. Edward Dalton (Ethan Hawke), is try-
ing to develop synthetic blood, but his real 
goal is to cure vampirism. His quest is given 
added urgency by a clandestine band of hu-
mans headed by Audrey (Claudia Karvan), 
with whom he falls in love, and a survivalist 
called Elvis (Willem Dafoe), who seems to be 
an ex-vampire. The conceit is worked out in 
whiz-bang diabolical detail—because sunlight 
makes vampires burst into flames, cars feature 
a blacked-out “daylight driving mode” and 
cities have “subwalks”—and brought to life 
with imaginative effects.—R.B. (Streaming on 
Amazon, Google Play, and other services.)

Dusty and Sweets McGee
Life on the margins has rarely seemed as un-
romantic as it does in this harrowingly precise 
1971 docudrama, directed by Floyd Mutrux, 
about heroin addicts in Los Angeles. Some 
of the performers are actual users, whom he 
follows on their tawdry rounds of self-inflicted 
agonies—their scores, fixes, and crimes, as 
well as their injections, which he presents in 

unflinchingly intimate images. One addict 
describes the impossibility of holding a job; 
another, who has kicked the habit, looks back 
with wistful pride at her streetwise survival 
capers; a third details and then demonstrates 
his ploy for robbing convenience stores without 
violence. Mutrux captures with a sharp, furtive 
eye the crevices of public life that the drug 
trade fills (particular attention is paid to phone 
booths), and scenes of Mephistophelian king-
pins display its moral rot at all levels of society. 
The Top Forty hits woven through the film’s 
soundtrack serve ironically as sun-drenched, 
up-tempo dirges.—R.B. (Streaming on Amazon.)

The Kitchen
The financial crisis and the crumbling morale 
of New York in the late seventies are the back-
drop to this tense and vigorous crime drama 
from 2019, written and directed by Andrea 
Berloff. When three Irish-American men in a 
Hell’s Kitchen gang are imprisoned, their sud-
denly impoverished wives challenge the group’s 
bosses. Though united by common cause, the 

women have divergent motives. Claire (Elis-
abeth Moss), who was physically brutalized by 
her husband, learns to defend herself under the 
tutelage of a romantic psychopath (Domhnall 
Gleeson). Ruby (Tiffany Haddish) escapes 
from her domineering mother-in-law (Margo 
Martindale), a gangland mainstay whose racist 
abuse she has silently endured. Kathy (Melissa 
McCarthy), a fast thinker long subordinate to 
her lunkheaded husband, flourishes emotion-
ally behind a gun while seeking redemption for 
her father (Wayne Duvall), an underemployed 
construction worker. Berloff energetically 
yokes brazen criminal schemes, high-stakes 
confrontations, and grisly outcomes to a facile 
but hearty framework; the complex yarns are 
relentlessly engrossing.—R.B. (Streaming on 
HBO Max, Amazon, and other services.)

The Love Witch
Anna Biller ingeniously tweaks some Hol-
lywood conventions and clichés of the nine-
teen-sixties in this wild and bloody comedy, 
from 2016, about a young Wiccan named Elaine 
(Samantha Robinson), who uses her supernat-
ural powers to attract the men of her choice, 
and, when they disappoint her, to kill them. 
The action parodies classic movie tropes—
the drifter who returns to a small town, the 
flowing-haired professorial Adonis, the police 
officer whose investigation is compromised 
by divided loyalties, the burlesque bar where 
everyone meets and destinies play out. But 
the movie is less a matter of story than of 
style: it’s filled with ornate period costumes 
and furnishings (handmade by Biller), sump-
tuous swaths of color, and old-school optical 
effects. The film pulsates with furious creative 
energy, sparking excitement and amazement 
by way of its decorative twists, intellectual 
provocations, and astounding humor. Biller’s 
philosophy meshes with freewheeling, wildly 
ironic delight: she converts the unchallenged 
repression of women’s power and the unre-
dressed subordination of women’s desire into 
an effervescent aesthetic.—R.B. (Streaming on 
Amazon, iTunes, and other services.)

The Orphanage
A skillful and destabilizing début, from 2007, 
by the young Spanish director Juan Antonio 
Bayona, in collaboration with the screenwriter 
Sergio G. Sánchez and the producer Guillermo 
del Toro (whose own films, notably “The Dev-
il’s Backbone,” are a looming influence here). A 
happy couple, Laura (Belén Rueda) and Carlos 
(Fernando Cayo), buy an old orphanage where 
Laura herself was raised, planning to reopen 
it as a home for disabled children. They have 
a son of their own, who appears to befriend 
the long-gone inhabitants of the place, as if 
communing with ghosts. When he disappears, 
a professional medium (Geraldine Chaplin) is 
brought in to help with the search; the staging 
of her séance, under green night-vision light, 
is designed to stretch and snap the nerves of 
the hardiest viewer. The movie, however, is 
more than the sum of its shocks, ripening into a 
detailed study of childhood anxiety and the ex-
tremes of maternal love. In Spanish.—Anthony 
Lane (Reviewed in our issue of 1/14/08.) (Stream-
ing on Amazon, iTunes, and other services.)

1

For more reviews, visit
newyorker.com/goings-on-about-town
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TABLES FOR TWO

Hunky Dory
747 Franklin Ave., Brooklyn

In August, about a year and a half after 
Claire Sprouse opened her Crown 
Heights bar and restaurant, Hunky Dory, 
she added a line to the proverbial shingle 
out front: “Approved Postal Provider 
of Stamps.” It’s just one of many ways 
the purview of the place has recently 
expanded. For a while, it contracted: 
immediately after the dining room was 
forced to shutter, in March, and Sprouse 
had to furlough her staff, Hunky Dory 
was reduced to a pushcart, which she 
used to deliver cocktails—including the 
Dolly Parton-inspired Smoky Mountain 
Song Bird (mezcal, turmeric, Madeira 
wine, and lemon juice)—to displaced 
barflies in the neighborhood.

During the summer, Hunky, as 
Sprouse affectionately refers to it, be-
came an incubator of sorts. She’d given 
up on the cart (it was wreaking havoc on 
her back), but she was still selling drinks, 
along with some pantry items, including 
fried-chicken seasoning, for pickup. “As 
it became more apparent that we needed 
to have food,” she explained, “I started 
looking toward my network of chefs 

who depend on catering and pop-ups. 
It was, like, I have this whole space. You 
can use it! It will help me sell drinks.” 
Hunky played host to, among others, a 
roving Cambodian dinner series called 
Kreung, and to Yellow Rose, a Tex-Mex 
pop-up whose menu featured beef-chili 
Frito pies. 

By July, Sprouse had figured out how 
to reintroduce Hunky’s own food, for 
pickup, delivery, or seat-yourself out-
door dining. This month, she turned the 
dining room into a general store, selling 
everything from sustainable toilet paper 
to single-origin, heirloom spices from 
Diaspora Co. Much of her success in 
staying open, she pointed out, has been 
a matter of luck. Hunky is on a heav-
ily trafficked corner, and its windows 
open onto the street, making it easy to 
order without going inside. Her land-
lord agreed to let her use the empty lot 
next door as a patio, and she had already 
been planning to add a store, albeit in 
another location.

But Sprouse is also, clearly, quick on 
her feet. Hunky’s new food menu—a 
streamlined selection of the kind of 
eclectic all-day dishes available pre-pan-
demic—is optimized to be as satisfying 
ordered in as it is eaten on the patio. I 
thrilled to a delivery, the other night, 
of the “pile o’ veggies and dip,” a rain-
bow-hued array of steamed purple 
sweet potato, caramelized cabbage, and 
crunchy carrot, all seasoned with Aleppo 
pepper, and a thick whorl of red-lentil 
purée. The “autumn sando”—shredded 
duck leg, sliced apple, celery root, and 

horseradish piled onto focaccia—seemed 
to actually benefit from time in transit, 
the meat’s rich juices settling into the 
pillowy pockets of the bread. My Man-
goni (mango brandy, aperitivo, sweet 
vermouth) came in a charming plastic 
bottle plastered with a “PLEASE RE-
CYCLE ME” sticker.

On the patio, the vibe is as festive as 
a carnival. Sprouse still hosts pop-ups 
most Wednesdays. She bought both a 
movie projector and a popcorn machine, 
the smell of which, she said, “is evoking 
a lot of strong emotions in people.” In 
October, she held weekly clambakes, 
featuring bacon-and-celery-strewn 
shellfish and Old Bay-dusted French 
fries, and borrowed a cider press. Soon 
she’ll add tents, heaters, and a “blanket 
club”: regulars can buy warm throws to 
cozy under while sipping hot toddies 
and store them inside between visits, 
like beer mugs on the wall at a taproom.

The stamps inspired her to host 
evenings for writing postcards to swing 
voters; in general, she does not shy from 
politics. In July, she switched to a new 
gratuity-free payment model. Recently, 
on Instagram, she posted a breakdown of 
what cold, rainy weather did to her sales 
one Friday night: it put her more than a 
thousand dollars in the red. “If you can, 
please support restaurants,” she wrote. “If 
you can’t, please contact your senator and 
ask them to pass the Heroes Act now, 
which includes restaurant relief and so 
much more. Be kind to all workers. Wear 
a mask. Vote.” (Snacks and food $5-$25.)

—Hannah Goldfield
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even if their shares cost more. Or buy slices of 10 companies for as little as $50. And with 
our Satisfaction Guarantee you’ll know we’re accountable to you every step of the way.

Learn more at Schwab.com/StockSlices
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COMMENT

LAST ROUND

The America that Donald Trump 
described in his debate with Joe 

Biden last Thursday night is a strangely 
destructible place—one that might, in 
a blink, disappear. In an exchange about 
covid-19, Trump said, “We can’t close 
up our nation, or you’re not going to 
have a nation.” After a few minutes, he 
repeated that warning, saying, “We have 
to open our country—we’re not going 
to have a country.” This is not a new 
move for Trump: the list of things with-
out which, he has previously said, Amer-
icans won’t have a country includes a 
border wall, steel, petroleum, eminent 
domain, and his reëlection. Later in 
the debate, he noted that, if a Presi-
dent Biden secured a public option for 
health care, “this whole country will 
come down.” 

Whether Trump wins or loses on 
November 3rd, Thursday night was al-
most certainly the last time that he will 
appear on a debate stage. He used the 
occasion to present a bitter, vainglori-
ous fantasy of America, with triumphs 
invented and disasters ignored. As al-
ways, he added a dose of conspiracy the-
ories—“All of the e-mails, the e-mails, 
the horrible e-mails!”—in an attempt 
to leave people perplexed about the 
truth. In contrast with the first Presi-
dential debate, he more or less obeyed 
the time limits (enforced by micro-
phone muting) and didn’t try to shout 
down Biden or the moderator, Kristen 
Welker, which mainly showed that he 
can prevaricate calmly. One of his big-
ger lies was that many of America’s 

greatest common problems are due to 
what he called “badly run, high-crime, 
Democrat—all run by Democrat—cit-
ies and states.” 

Biden’s challenge, which he navi-
gated fairly well, was that Trump lies in 
a manner that is so unanchored to re-
ality that it becomes disorienting. Never 
mind, for example, that the Trump Ad-
ministration’s lawyers are heading to 
the Supreme Court in two weeks to 
argue that the entire Affordable Care 
Act, including its protections for peo-
ple with preëxisting conditions, should 
be thrown out, and that Trump has ar-
ticulated no plan for what would re-
place it. When asked what he would 
do, he replied, simply, that “preëxisting 
conditions will always stay.” As for the 
more than five hundred children taken 
from their families at the border whose 
parents the government now can’t find, 
he said that their plight was the fault 
of “coyotes,” “cartels,” and “gangs.” On 
the subject of race, he repeated that he 
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had done more for Black Americans 
than anybody with the “possible excep-
tion” of Abraham Lincoln. 

Trump’s falsehoods are always harm-
ful, but distinctly so when it comes to 
the pandemic. The coronavirus, as it is 
often said, does not respect party or 
state lines, and because it is so highly 
infectious confronting it requires a uni-
fied community effort. Cases are ris-
ing in a majority of states; the official 
toll of dead Americans is approaching 
a quarter of a million, and will perhaps 
reach four hundred thousand by the 
end of the year—numbers that Biden 
said should, by themselves, disqualify 
Trump for the Presidency. Welker noted 
that the pandemic is entering “a dan-
gerous new phase.” Not in Trump’s 
view. He insisted that any spikes will 
soon dissipate—“It’s going away”—
and added that anyone who has doubts 
about his timeline for distributing a 
vaccine by the end of the year just 
doesn’t share his faith in the capabili-
ties of the American military to get the 
job done. 

The President used the debate al-
most as an infomercial to encourage 
people to court infection. “I got better 
very fast,” he said. “And now they say 
I’m immune.” (One of his key pandemic 
advisers, Scott Atlas, has reportedly 
pushed what amounts to a pursuit of 
natural herd immunity, at the likely 
cost of hundreds of thousands of lives.) 
Trump claimed that “ninety-nine per 
cent” of Americans would likewise sur-
vive the virus, as if vulnerable Americans 
were a rounding error, and covid-19 
didn’t have long-term effects on many 
survivors. Some of Biden’s best moments 
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DEPT. OF LAUGHS
CUOMO’S LITTLE HELPERS

Andrew Cuomo isn’t known for his 
cool factor with young people, or 

for his comedy chops. But, last month, 
New York’s governor tweeted out a video 
that covered both bases: a public-service 
announcement imploring millennials to 
wear masks, starring Paul Rudd. “Yo, 
what up, dawgs? Paul Rudd here, actor 
and certified young person,” the fifty-
one-year-old begins, wearing skater 
gear. “A few days ago, I was talking on 
the iPhone with my homie Governor 
Cuomo, and he’s just going off about 
how us millennials need to wear masks.” 
Rudd goes on to mangle youngster slang 
(“Masks—they’re totally beast”), beat-
box, and pretend to call Billie Eilish 
(“You’re wearing your mask? Man, I want 
to stan you”). The video has been viewed 
more than eight million times.

The P.S.A., part of Cuomo’s “Mask 
Up America” campaign, is the work of 
Ben Kronengold and Rebecca Shaw, 
who are, in fact, certified young people. 
At twenty-four, they are the youngest 

writers on the “Tonight Show,” where 
they were hired after graduating from 
Yale, in 2018. Their specialty is writing 
sketches for politicians, like a slow-
jamming segment for Bernie Sanders. 
“That was a special one,” Shaw said re-
cently, at the apartment she shares with 
Kronengold, in Chelsea. The two have 
been dating since their freshman year. 
They met in Washington Square Park, 
at an event for accepted students. “This 
woman walked by who had been feed-
ing the birds, with, like, forty pigeons 
on her arms,” Shaw recalled. “Ben turned 
to the group and said, ‘Do you think she 
knows?’ It just made me laugh so hard.”

“And no one else,” Kronengold added.
At Yale, they joined rival comedy 

troupes, the Fifth Humour and Red Hot 
Poker, and secretly edited each other’s 
sketches. “We were realizing how much 
we liked making comedy together,” Shaw 
said. During their senior year, they cre-
ated, for the Yale Symphony Orchestra’s 
Halloween show, a film called “Bulldog 
and the Beast,” for which they wrangled 
cameos from Allison Williams, Sarah 
Jessica Parker, and Liev Schreiber. Their 
breakout hit was a two-hander gradua-
tion speech, in which Shaw pretended 
to dump Kronengold at the podium. 
Hillary Clinton, the Class Day speaker, 
cracked up in a seat behind them. “She 

asked us afterward what our plans were 
after graduation,” Shaw said. “I think it 
was one of the first times we really put 
into words ‘We want to write comedy.’” 
A YouTube video of the speech rock-
eted past five million views, and the cou-
ple used it to get an agent.

Shaw said that, a few months ago, “we 
got a call from our agent, saying, ‘Do you 
guys want to get on the phone with Paul 
Rudd? He was asked by Governor Cuo-
mo’s office to film some sort of P.S.A., 
and he wants to riff some things out with 
some sketch comedians.’” They filmed 
the sketch at the Governor’s offices in 
midtown. (The only note from Cuomo’s 
staff was to cut an expletive.) Now that 
it had gone viral, they’d arranged to pitch 
more ideas. On a Monday night, the pair 
sat on a couch, with a labradoodle named 
Milo, for a brainstorming session. Cuo-
mo’s team had suggested three messag-
ing topics. First: masks. Kronengold pro-
posed a serious, straight-to-camera shot, 
in which a good-looking celebrity (Ryan 
Reynolds?) talks about how mask-wear-
ing has robbed the world of his beauti-
ful face. “ ‘We feel bad. We’re depriving 
you in a way,’” he riffed. Shaw laughed. 
Could it work for Scarlett Johansson? 
Timothée Chalamet? “Any hot New York 
celebrity would work,” she said. Kronen-
gold had another idea: a comedian (Amy 

came in confronting Trump’s attempts 
to divide and marginalize, as when, 
speaking about the sites of recent spikes, 
the former Vice-President said, “They’re 
the red states, they’re the states in the 
Midwest, they’re the states in the upper 
Midwest. . . . But they’re all Ameri-
cans.” In response, Trump mocked New 
York’s high death toll. 

New York City, by the way, Trump 
informed the audience, is “a ghost town.” 
Drawing another dire picture, he told 
Biden, “Take a look at what’s happen-
ing with your friend in Michigan, where 
her husband’s the only one allowed to 
do anything. It’s been like a prison.” 
Trump was referring to the state’s Dem-
ocratic governor, Gretchen Whitmer, 
who, according to the F.B.I., was recently 
the target of a kidnapping plot hatched 
by members of a militia group—a de-
velopment that has occasioned no self-
reflection on Trump’s part about his per-
sonal attacks or his failure to denounce 

far-right extremists. And although Whit-
mer’s husband was criticized for men-
tioning her when trying to get a boat 
company to expedite some work, he is 
not the only one allowed to do anything 
in Michigan. The penal colony on the 
Great Lakes, like the zombie metropo-
lis on the Hudson, is a place that exists 
only in Trump’s imagination.

The brittleness that pervades Amer-
ica’s political culture comes, in part, 
from four years of Trump responding 
to every problem by deriding someone 
else. One of his main targets on Thurs-
day was Biden’s son Hunter and his 
business dealings in Ukraine and China; 
in recent days, Trump has seized on 
unverified e-mails that his lawyer Rudy 
Giuliani says fell into his hands. (What-
ever else the e-mails are, they are not, 
as Trump maintains, a “smoking gun” 
that shows wrongdoing by the elder 
Biden.) The resulting exchange was 
dizzying, despite Biden’s ripostes about 

the President’s own dodgy finances. In 
addition to microphone muting, the 
debate might have benefitted from sub-
titles; Trump increasingly speaks in a 
patois of catchphrases—“eighteen angry 
Democrats,” “another Russia, Russia, 
Russia hoax,” “the laptop from hell”—
that are hard to decipher. 

A plain translation is that Trump is 
attacking Biden, his family, and any 
Democrat he sees because he is behind 
in the polls and is getting desperate. 
That same impulse underlies his fre-
netic prophecies of American doom. 
During the debate, Trump said of 
Biden, “If he’s elected, the stock mar-
ket will crash!” But the polls don’t seem 
to have sparked any fall; Wall Street 
apparently doesn’t think that America 
will disappear. Indeed, if Biden wins, 
some of the country’s values may re-
emerge. And Trump is the one who 
will be gone.

—Amy Davidson Sorkin
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GOING GOING GONE
COCKTAILS WITH THE FÜHRER

James Riordan, a semiretired private-
equity executive, has a photograph of 

Churchill, Stalin, and F.D.R., at Yalta, 
on the wall of his farmhouse, in Maine. 
It was shot by Riordan’s cousin Fin Miller, 
who had been a member of General 
MacArthur’s security detail. Last year, 
Riordan decided that he wanted to add 
to the tableau the signatures of the three 
men. These so-called signature blocks 
were easy enough to track down, if not 
afford, on the historical-document mar-
ket. Then he thought, Wouldn’t it be cool 
to get something from the loser? He began 
trolling the Internet in search of a Hit-
ler signature and came across Alexander 
Historical Auctions, a small operation in 
Maryland that is known for trafficking 

last week. “These are touchstones for a 
global neo-fascist movement.” For Rior-
dan, it triggered anxiety about the poten-
tial, just before the election, for a Reichs-
tag-fire moment: “When the guy in the 
White House is actively courting every 
one of the groups whose memorabilia is 
being offered for sale, you’re tapping into 
a dark, dark undercurrent.” 

The man doing the tapping is a sixty-
two-year-old native of New Rochelle 
named Bill Panagopulos, the owner of 
Alexander Historical. “Of course I get 
flak for doing this,” he said last week. “I 
started out thirty years ago, selling let-
ters from Poe, Melville, Manet. But no 
one knows who they are anymore, be-
cause they don’t teach that stuff in school. 
Now people, under forty anyway, only 
know what’s on TV, and that’s moving 
images, which history-wise means World 
War II.” Panagopulos’s father was a vet-
eran of the Greek Navy whose home 
town of Kalavryta was wiped out by the 
Germans. “If you ask the average Amer-
ican who Susan B. Anthony or Clara 
Barton is, no one knows. Heinrich Him-
mler? Yes, they know.”

He went on, “I have a George Wash-
ington letter in the auction, where he’s 
writing to order two gross of buttons. 
That’s a lot of buttons. No one would 
need that many buttons for his house-
hold unless they were to clothe his 

Poehler?) has been tasked with finding 
a vaccine. “You could see her pouring bea-
kers. It’s just a shitshow mess. You see, 
like, a pig wandering in the background 
with a ‘No. 4’ on it. At the end, the turn 
is ‘Don’t worry, guys. I’ve got this. But 
just in case . . . wear a mask.’”

“I would definitely click something 
like that,” Shaw said.

Next: New York has a contact-trac-
ing app, COVID Alert NY. How to con-
vince young people that it won’t track 
their movements? Maybe Chris Rock 
ranting, “We’re not stealing your fuck-
ing data. Chill out!” Or, Kronengold said, 
what if, say, Will Ferrell is explaining 
how to use the app and he gets an alert 
that he’s been exposed to the virus? “He’s, 
like, ‘I don’t have the fortitude for this! 
I know it’s going to take me!’”

“Really funny, but too dark.”
Finally: voting in a pandemic. Kro-

nengold pictured a celebrity telling New 
Yorkers their options. “ ‘I don’t want to 
leave the house.’ ‘Great! Absentee!’ ‘I’m 
going to be busy on Election Day.’ ‘Early 
voting!’ And then, like, ‘I want to be pig-
gybacked to the polls by John Cena, and 
I won’t accept anything less.’”

“I like that a lot,” Shaw said. They 
put it down as an idea for Tina Fey.

—Michael Schulman

“And the award for scariest costume goes to . . .  
the one guy not wearing a mask.”

in Nazi memorabilia, which almost every 
reputable dealer in historical documents 
and artifacts scorns. In 2010, Alexander 
Historical drew criticism for auctioning 
off Josef Mengele’s diaries.

This is how Riordan found himself 
on the Alexander mailing list and how 
he received an alert about an auction, 
this week, of hundreds of Third Reich 
items, including Eva Braun’s stockings 
and a giant aluminum cocktail bar, in 
the shape of a globe, with five brass bar-
stools (estimate: $150,000 to $250,000). 
It had been salvaged from Hitler’s pri-
vate yacht when it was broken up at a 
boatyard on the Delaware River, in 1951. 
Another lot was prominently advertised: 
a Bible signed by Donald Trump. “The 
5.5 x 8.5 in. King James version is a 
1,002pp. edition published by Christian 
Art publishers, 2016. The cover and spine 
are black faux calf, with titles on spine 
and cover in embossed gold.” The blurb 
mentions how Trump held up a Bible 
this past spring for his controversial photo 
op in front of St. John’s Church. But this 
isn’t that one. The auction house’s open-
ing bid was five thousand dollars. 

“To see the Trump Bible next to the 
Hitler bar and Eva Braun’s negligee, as 
well as Ku Klux Klan memorabilia and 
some slave-auction receipts, you begin 
to think these aren’t just items of legiti-
mate historical interest,” Riordan said 
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slaves. So it’s a great and important let-
ter. But who cares, right?” 

Most Nazi material in the militaria 
market came home with servicemen after 
the war. As they died, their estates dis-
persed it, and much of it has been pur-
chased by Jewish collectors. Panagopulos 
sold the Mengele diaries to the grand-
son of a Holocaust survivor and to an 
Orthodox Jew in Detroit. 

“I look at it as criminal evidence,” Pa-
nagopulos said of the Nazi loot. “I had 
a friend, a dealer in New York, who was 
Jewish, and he told me, ‘Every time I get 
this material, I burn it.’ I said, ‘Shelly, 
you’re an idiot. This is the only evidence 
we have.’” Also, he said, “the Germans 
made material so high quality that peo-
ple who appreciate the craftsmanship 
collect it. That sounds like bullshit, but 
it’s not. Neo-Nazis don’t have the money 
or the intelligence to buy this stuff.”

Panagopulos said that if the Trump 
Bible had been the one from the St. John’s 
photo op he’d have asked for a hundred 
grand, instead of merely five. Because 
history. He had urged the consignor to 
put the Bible up for sale before the elec-
tion, in the event that Trump loses. Ap-
parently, there is very little official Pres-
idential correspondence signed by Trump 
in circulation. “He doesn’t seem to send 
any messages at all,” Panagopulos said. 
There is also, in the auction, a Trump-au-
tographed cover sheet from the House 
Judiciary Committee’s impeachment 
findings. Someone who knew someone 
who knew Panagopulos had presented it 
to the President at a rally, to be signed. 
“What that is is a ‘Fuck you’ to the House,” 
Panagopulos said. It’s also history, and a 
message, of a kind.

—Nick Paumgarten
1

SUBURBAN MOM DEPT.

A PHOTOGRAPHER’S FLIGHT

A t a rally in Pennsylvania recently, 
Donald Trump beseeched the vot-

ing bloc he’s most afraid of losing. “Sub-
urban women, will you please like me?” 
he said. “I saved your damn neighbor-
hood.” Picture the endangered suburbs 
in Trump’s mind: homogeneous and as 

said. (Her next movie is “Jurassic World: 
Dominion.” Frank’s husband is the cin-
ematographer and second-unit direc-
tor.) “The last time we saw each other . . .”

“We did one really weird 7 A.M. Whole 
Foods run at the start of quarantine,” 
Frank said. “And we did a couple of drop-
offs. I did give Laura a Zoom lesson 
about making a cobbler.”

“I’m rocking that cobbler now,” Dern 
said. 

In the book, Frank documents her 
family’s quiet implosion: her mother, de-
teriorating, would silently retreat to her 
room, in a pink robe, and emerge, pock-
ets full of Kleenex; her beloved older 
brother, who hid his sexuality, had a 
psychotic breakdown. Frank grew to  
fear the telephone—heavy, black, wall-
mounted—which always seemed to ring 
with catastrophic news. In one image, 
an actress playing Frank as a teen-ager, 
wearing white Stan Smiths and rolled 
red jeans, has a black phone attached to 
her back, like baggage. 

Talking about mothering their own 
kids through the tender passages of ad-
olescence, Dern and Frank traded mem-
ories. “If we’re trying to be authentic and 
present in our failings and our efforts as 
parents, the story of our own childhood 
comes up,” Dern said. She was raised in 
Hollywood. Her parents, Bruce Dern 
and Diane Ladd, are actors. 

“This is a very different childhood 
from yours,” Frank said. “I didn’t grow 
up going to Martin Scorsese’s set, eat-
ing ice cream with my mom.”

Frank, who in the past has used a 
four-by-five camera, shot the book using 
an anamorphic lens designed for film-
making. The detail is exquisite, some-
times excruciating: the bleeding edge of 
peeled apple skin as the mother, her face 
tight, makes yet another pie. Physically, 
Dern, who is lanky and blond, doesn’t 
resemble Frank’s mother. Still, “she was 
my mother,” Frank said. She turned to 
Dern: “The last image in the book, how 
you purse your lips, that’s my mother, 
and it still haunts me.”

Dern has been on a streak of playing 
mothers: Renata Klein, a protective mom 
and Silicon Valley executive in “Big Lit-
tle Lies”; a divorce-attorney power mom 
in Noah Baumbach’s “Marriage Story”; 
Marmee, in Greta Gerwig’s “Little 
Women.” “I’m reëvaluating the many 
faces of motherhood,” she said, and re-

white as the milk you dip your after-
school snickerdoodle in. The mothers, 
home. The fathers, not. You’re seeing 
Cherry Hill, New Jersey, circa 1966, 
when Jona Frank was born. Frank is a 
photographer, based in Santa Monica, 
who has taken pictures of skaters, box-
ers, rodeo kids, and evangelical youth. 
This fall, Monacelli Press will publish 
“Cherry Hill,” a book of autobiograph-
ical essays and photographs by Frank 
that re-create a girlhood spent waiting 
all day for the mailman. 

“There was this feeling of Nothing 
happened here,” she said. “I wanted to 
show the inside of suburbia. Everyone 
has their trash cans lined up outside, but 
what’s really going on inside?”

Frank’s mother, a homemaker who 
hid her depression, prescribed rigid Ca-
tholicism and strict gender roles, insist-
ing on Holly Hobbie wallpaper in her 
daughter’s room and baking impeccable 
pies. To play her mother in the photos, 
Frank cast her best mom friend, Laura 
Dern. The other day, Frank and Dern sat 
six feet apart in Dern’s living room, and 
talked over Zoom with a reporter a few 
miles away. Dern had on a striped sweater 
and black-framed glasses; one hand rested 
on Baby, a husky rescue who had just had 
surgery. Frank, who has sharp brown eyes, 
wore a pink gingham mask. She had 
brought a plate of Mexican-wedding 
cookies. “Let’s be clear: when Jona bakes, 
Laura shows up,” Dern said. “And when 
Laura’s on location she may text Jona and 
say, ‘Can you please drop cookies to El-
lery?’” Ellery, Dern’s son, is nineteen, and 
is best friends with Frank’s son, Lucien. 

“I have been away, working,” Dern 

Laura Dern and Jona Frank
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MAKING DO DEPT.

SOUL FOOD AT A DISTANCE

The first time the architect and de-
signer David Rockwell and the 

restaurateur Melba Wilson worked to-
gether was in 1996. Wilson, along with 
the restaurateur Drew Nieporent and 
Robert De Niro, was hoping to reopen 
Minton’s Playhouse, a jazz club in the 
former Cecil Hotel, on West 118th Street. 
Minton’s was the birthplace of bebop; a 
fire closed it in 1974. They asked Rock-
well, who is known for his work on restau-
rants, hotels, and theatre productions, to 
bring the space back to life. He designed 
the set for a splashy fund-raiser, at which 
such musicians as Etta James, Lionel 
Hampton, and Roy Ayers performed. 
“David blew it out of the park,” Wilson 
said the other day. She and Rockwell 
were seated in a plywood booth—painted 
a tropical-melon hue, under a canopy 
supported by ivy-covered poles—that 
had been installed in a parking spot out-
side Wilson’s soul-food restaurant, Mel-
ba’s, on West 114th Street. 

Rockwell had designed the booth, 

counted how a journalist asked her, “Why 
do you think you’re playing these pow-
erful-in-business moms suddenly?” “I’m, 
like, Because until about four years ago, 
there weren’t any of these roles!” Mak-
ing “Cherry Hill,” she said, reminded her 
of her film “Blue Velvet”: “These things 
that seem perfect, everything should feel 
great, but nothing is fun.” 

“That was the confusion—suburbia 
provided safety and comfort to me, but 
it was also killing my spirit,” Frank said. 
“To my mother, that world was enough. 
To me, it was, like, No, this is very repet-
itive, very stifling, and I have to get out 
of that box.” Frank’s parents never left 
New Jersey. Her mother, who is ninety-
two, lives an hour away from Cherry Hill. 
The book is a record of Frank’s escape. 

Dern was thinking about Ellery, who 
had just left home for New York, where 
he is a freshman at Parsons. “I’ve got to 
put the cobbler recipe in Ellery’s cook-
book for college,” she said. 

—Dana Goodyear

too: it was a prototype for a pro-bono 
project, which was launched in April, 
called DineOut NYC, to equip restau-
rants with safe outdoor dining areas. The 
project started at Melba’s, in part because 
Wilson is the president of the NYC Hos-
pitality Alliance, a partner in DineOut 
NYC, which has been funded largely by 
private donors and corporate sponsors. 
The “outdoor dining system,” which is 
modular, and incorporates plexiglass pan-
els and telescopically extending planters, 
has been installed downtown, on Mott 
Street, and in Jackson Heights and the 
South Bronx. Anyone can download the 
construction plans, for free, from the 
DineOut NYC Web site. Rockwell said, 
“When we opened this up, we had a 
woman come over who was so—” 

“She was in tears!” Wilson interjected. 
“This woman walks up with her daugh-
ter, and her daughter is looking around 
like ‘Oh, my God, Mom, this is so beau-
tiful.’ And the woman comes over to the 
table—it was me, David, and someone 
from the Mayor’s office—and she starts 
crying. She goes, ‘Oh, my God, Melba, 
we never see anything like this up in 
Harlem. This only happens downtown.’” 

Rockwell, whose long wavy hair gives 
him a zip that belies his sixty-four years, 
wore a dark T-shirt and a surgical mask. 
He had returned to Melba’s with a team—
including a mechanical engineer, whose 
mask was connected by tube to a porta-
ble HEPA filter hanging around his neck. 
Bent over blueprints, they were gearing 
up for the next phase of DineOut NYC: 
indoor dining, which, as of October 1st, 
restaurants are permitted to offer if they 
limit capacity to twenty-five per cent and 
follow a set of guidelines. At Melba’s, 
Rockwell planned to go above and be-
yond them. Plexiglass partitions, built by 
an out-of-work scenic shop, would sep-
arate indoor tables. “That protects you 
from horizontal air movement, which is 
in some ways the most problematic,” he 
said. The H.V.A.C. system would be fine-
tuned, and portable HEPA filters would 
be installed on the floor. Melba’s floor-
to-ceiling windows would be left open 
at all times. A host stand, with a plexi-
glass shield, an umbrella, and an L.E.D. 
lamp, would sit on the sidewalk, so that 
no one eating outdoors would have to 
enter the premises. 

Rockwell talked about other aspects 
of restaurant design that will forever be 

altered by the pandemic. “Sanitary sta-
tions can no longer be hidden,” he said. 
“The fact that there are not enough 
bathrooms in a restaurant—it’s going 
to be interesting seeing sanitation be-
coming part of what people lead with.” 
He continued, “Another thing that’s 
going to change in the restaurant world 
is rent structures, so that restaurants  
aren’t squeezing out four to five per cent 
and taking all the risk.” Wilson nodded 
vigorously. Outdoor dining had brought 
in a little more than fifty per cent of the 
revenue of a normal summer for her. At 
twenty-five per cent capacity, indoor 
dining won’t make up the difference. 

Before she opened Melba’s, in 2005, 
Wilson—who says that she was “born, 
bred, and buttered” in Harlem—worked 

in restaurants such as Sylvia’s (its founder, 
Sylvia Woods, was her aunt) and Win-
dows on the World. For years, she saved 
money by stuffing stray bills under her 
mattress, as her mother had done. One 
day, she was shocked to realize that she’d 
amassed more than three hundred thou-
sand dollars. “I was, like, Oh, my God, 
suppose somebody robs me? But that’s 
how I opened up,” she said. “It was im-
portant for me, being born and raised in 
this community, to provide the change 
that I wanted to see. This was one of the 
most notorious drug blocks in Harlem.” 

It was time for fried chicken. Rock-
well demurred—he had dinner plans—
but, after a final walk-through of the 
dining room, he emerged holding a 
sweet-potato pie. 

—Hannah Goldfield

David Rockwell 
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“Whether we like it or not, it influences our lives,” Janet Nguyen said of politics.

U.S. JOURNAL

BLOC BY BLOC
Are Asian Americans the last undecided voters?

BY HUA HSU

PHOTOGRAPH BY PHILIP CHEUNG

On a Thursday afternoon in early 
May, Governor Gavin Newsom 

briefed reporters on California’s prog-
ress in containing COVID-19, advising 
residents that they would have to wait 
a while longer for some businesses to 
reopen. “This whole thing started, in 
the state of California—the first com-
munity spread—in a nail salon,” he 
said. “I just want to remind every-
body of that.”

There are some eleven thousand 
nail salons in California, about eighty 
per cent of which are owned and staffed 
by Vietnamese Americans. For many 
of them, Newsom’s announcement 
came as a surprise. Janet Nguyen, a for-

mer state senator who is running for 
the Assembly as a Republican, tried to 
find out if the spread really had been 
traced to a nail salon. The following 
day, having found no evidence to sup-
port the claim, she and a group of Viet-
namese American business owners and 
community leaders condemned New-
som for making “reckless comments.” 

“It was almost like ‘I need a scape-
goat,’ ” she told me over Zoom from 
her kitchen, in Fountain Valley, an Or-
ange County suburb. Every Vietnam-
ese American, she continued, knows 
someone who’s worked in a nail salon. 
(Her mother worked in one, as did the 
mother of her Democratic opponent 

for the Assembly seat, Diedre Thu-Ha 
Nguyen.) “You’re going to blame us for 
the spread of coronavirus in the state 
of California? It was very offensive.  
You just put a dagger and a target on 
every Vietnamese American’s back.” 
Janet Nguyen wondered if Newsom 
had made the comment knowing that 
many Vietnamese Americans were un-
likely to support him. The community 
leans Republican, and it is concentrated 
in Orange County, a conservative 
stronghold within a liberal state. For 
decades, Democrats saw the region as 
an electoral lost cause.

Political scientists tend to believe 
that newcomers to communities fash-
ion their identities according to what 
they find when they get there. If you 
arrive without strong allegiances, you 
may figure out a way to align your views 
with those of the people in power. The 
first wave of Vietnamese Americans 
who moved to Orange County settled 
in Westminster, in the late nineteen-
seventies, not long after so-called “sub-
urban warriors” had turned the area 
into a locus of grassroots conservatism. 
Many of the new arrivals were refu-
gees, who supported themselves by 
opening small businesses, and they 
identified with Republicans’ free-mar-
ket ethos. In addition, Saigon had re-
cently fallen, and their hatred of Com-
munism often made them distrustful 
of liberal politics. 

“We are very, very anti-Commu-
nist,” Nguyen said. “Diehard.” She was 
born in Saigon in 1976, and her family 
came to California in 1981. “We value 
what America has given us. We can 
live how we want to. In Vietnam, you 
weren’t allowed to do that.” (In 2017, 
when Nguyen was in the State Senate, 
she criticized the late California sena-
tor Tom Hayden for being a Commu-
nist sympathizer, and was forcibly re-
moved from the chamber for speaking 
out of turn.)

The children of Vietnamese refu-
gees in Westminster spread into sur-
rounding cities such as Garden Grove, 
Santa Ana, Fountain Valley, and Hun-
tington Beach. There are now roughly 
half a million Vietnamese Americans 
in California. Even as “Little Saigon” 
drifted from its beginnings along West-
minster’s Bolsa Avenue, the community 
retained a sense of intimacy. Nguyen 
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called it “the hub where Vietnamese 
Americans across the country look to 
for political answers, for political waves, 
for economic answers. Whatever has 
been done in Orange County—can it 
be replicated for Houston or Seattle?”

In early June, Nguyen launched a 
petition to immediately open all nail 
salons. The state allowed them to re-
open later that month, weeks after bar-
bershops, restaurants, and hair salons 
had been given the go-ahead. But many 
businesses closed again in mid-July, 
owing to a statewide spike in COVID-19 
infections. By the time nail salons were 
allowed to open again, with guidelines 
that were impossible for many of them 
to follow, Newsom, citing privacy con-
cerns, still hadn’t provided proof that 
the outbreak had started in these busi-
nesses. In Nguyen’s mind, there was a 
clear lesson. “We’re not a community 
that’s large enough politically,” she said. 
“We’re getting involved politically, but 
we’re not there in terms of being do-
nors. The governor sees us . . .” She 
paused. “He doesn’t even see us.” 

Vietnamese Americans in Califor-
nia have grown accustomed to seek-
ing support from other people in the 
Vietnamese diaspora, rather than from 
Sacramento. But Nguyen recalled her 
time in the State Senate, when she 
worked with other Asian Americans, 
some of them Democrats, on issues 
relevant to their broader community. 
If they all someday realized their col-
lective power, she said, they could be-
come “a force.”

Since 2000, the Asian American 
population in the U.S. has grown by 
more than seventy per cent, to about 
twenty million. The group now makes 
up six per cent of the total population. 
During this time, the number of eligi-
ble Asian American voters has dou-
bled. At this rate, according to the Pew 
Research Center, by 2055 Asian Amer-
icans will be the country’s largest im-
migrant group. It isn’t merely the speed 
of this growth that interests research-
ers and party strategists; it’s where it is 
happening. Natalie Masuoka, a politi-
cal scientist at U.C.L.A., told me that 
Asian settlement in the past few de-
cades has been “the reverse of what we 
saw historically. Rather than these tra-
ditional destinations”—ethnic enclaves, 
such as Chinatowns, in large cities like 

San Francisco and New York—“the 
growth of Asian America really is in 
the suburbs.” Asian Americans are mov-
ing to Arizona, Nevada, and North 
Carolina—the states with the fast-
est-growing populations. The number 
of Asian American residents in Flor-
ida and Pennsylvania has grown by 
more than eighty per cent since 2010. 
South Asians are one of the fastest-
growing demographics in Texas, where 
estimates show that the number of el-
igible Asian American voters rose by 
at least forty per cent between 2012 and 
2018. In parts of the state with a high 
density of Asian American residents, 
votes cast in primary elections doubled 
between 2016 and 2020.

Most important, Asian Americans 
tend not to identify strongly with ei-
ther of the major parties: nearly two  
in five Asian American voters aren’t  
registered as either a Democrat or a Re-
publican. They are the mythical “unde-
cided voters”—or, in these rigidly par-
tisan times, they remain persuadable.

Even Orange County is feeling the 
effects. Years ago, Nguyen’s rise in local 
politics offered hope for Republicans 
looking to expand their base. But the 
fact that she is currently running for 
the Assembly, having lost her bid for 
reëlection to the State Senate, in 2018, 
makes her story instructive for Dem-
ocrats, too.

You can claim heritage from any of 
twenty-plus nations, speak any of 

about as many languages, trace your 
roots in America back hundreds of 
years or just a few months, and still 
find room under the umbrella of the 
Asian American identity. The commu-
nity’s diversity reflects the fact that 
“Asia” describes a region with roughly 
sixty per cent of the world’s popula-
tion. The median income of Asian 
American households is around nine-
ty-eight thousand dollars—nearly thirty 
thousand dollars more than the Amer-
ican median. Yet eight of the nineteen 
largest Asian groups have higher pov-
erty rates than the national average. 
Their histories in the U.S. vary widely. 
Nearly three-quarters of the Japanese 
American population was born here—
the highest percentage among Asian 
groups. In contrast, one of the fast-
est-growing groups is Bhutanese Amer-

icans, more than ninety per cent of 
whom are foreign-born.

Slights like the one Nguyen per-
ceived from Newsom have been com-
mon for Asians throughout their time 
in the U.S. It’s possible that being scape-
goated might constitute one of the 
community’s few shared experiences. 
When Asian laborers first settled in 
America, in the nineteenth century, 
they were barred from voting or testi-
fying in court. There were limitations 
on where they could live and on the 
protections they could demand. In  
Chinatowns, leaders often organized 
mutual-aid societies—not to participate 
in electoral politics but to protect their 
communities from politics’ effects.

In the twentieth century, more Asian 
immigrants and refugees arrived, and 
civil rights were extended to a broader 
swath of Americans. The first Chi-
nese Americans, Japanese Americans, 
and Indian Americans were elected  
to national public office in the nine-
teen-fifties, often in places with estab-
lished immigrant communities, such 
as California and Hawaii. The term 
“Asian American” was coined in the 
late sixties by a collective of college stu-
dents and activists, in a desire for po-
litical solidarity among immigrant 
groups with divergent histories. The 
category resonates most for the peo-
ple who embrace it, paradoxes and all. 
But it’s been difficult to leverage this 
identity in electoral politics, which re-
lies on groups that appear unitary and 
easy to appeal to. Both major parties 
have failed to forge a strong relation-
ship with Asian Americans as a whole, 
because they often seem too socially 
and linguistically fractured to effec-
tively target. If you play to Taiwanese 
Americans by standing up to China, 
you risk losing newer immigrants from 
the mainland. Expressions of Chris-
tian faith might appeal to Korean 
American churchgoers but could put 
off Hindus and Muslims from India 
and Pakistan. Perhaps because of this, 
Asian American turnout lags behind 
that of whites and African-Americans; 
a highly educated Asian American im-
migrant is less likely to vote than a 
white person with the same socioeco-
nomic background. 

Even in recent years, as Asian Amer-
icans have risen to governorships and 
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Cabinet appointments, political mobi-
lization has mostly come from within 
the community. Studies show that Asian 
American political preferences are fre-
quently shaped by family members, 
with the younger generation, who are 
politicized outside the home, essen-
tially translating the political process 
for their parents and grandparents. The 
first major voter-registration drive of 
Asian Americans began in 1996, when 
a coalition of nineteen community or-
ganizations formed the National Asian 
Pacific American Voter Registration 
Campaign. Around this time, a former 
Delaware politician named S. B. Woo 
started the 80-20 Initiative, which was 
largely a response to the “Donorgate” 
scandal, in which allegations that China 
was buying political influence resulted 
in Asian Americans feeling as though 
the Democratic Party was distancing 
itself from anyone with an Asian name. 
Woo believed that his organization 
could consolidate eighty per cent of 
Asian Americans into a single voting 

bloc, which would pledge to support 
candidates who took on issues relevant 
to the Asian American community, 
such as discrimination and represen-
tation. The idea never caught on na-
tionally, and the group now pursues 
causes related to self-empowerment 
and education.

For decades, articles about Asian 
Americans and politics have described 
the community as one of untapped po-
tential. In the eighties and nineties, Asian 
Americans were believed to be drawn 
to the Republican Party, owing to their 
fiscal conservatism and opposition to 
Communism. Nowadays, studies show 
that they tend to favor the Democratic 
Party, despite growing pockets of con-
servatism among newer immigrants 
from China and India. (Vietnamese 
Americans, among whom registered Re-
publicans outnumber Democrats, re-
main a notable outlier.)

These broader preferences aren’t al-
ways manifested when it comes time 
to vote. In 2014, exit polls showed that 

fifty per cent of Asian Americans voted 
for a Republican House candidate, and 
forty-nine per cent for a Democratic 
one. A recent study from A.A.P.I. Data, 
a publisher of demographic data and 
policy research on Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders, showed that six-
teen per cent of prospective voters in 
the 2020 Presidential race were still un-
decided. (Or, as often happens in im-
migrant communities, they were un-
willing to reveal their preference to 
pollsters.) A 2018 survey indicated that 
half had never been contacted by either 
party. Even the unlikely rise of Andrew 
Yang, who was arguably more popular 
outside the Asian American commu-
nity than within it, seemed to have lit-
tle immediate effect on either party’s 
engagement efforts.

This summer, I spoke with Randall 
Avila, the executive director of the 

Orange County Republican Party, about 
the Party’s efforts to attract minorities. 
“I don’t necessarily consider the Asian 
American community a minority pop-
ulation here,” he said. There are some 
1.75 million registered voters in Orange 
County, and, he explained, “you’re look-
ing at about three hundred and forty-
four thousand who have registered to 
vote who identify in one way or another 
as an Asian American.”

Avila said that Republicans in Or-
ange County had been “ahead of the 
curve” in recognizing the potential 
power of this electorate. In 1992, Tony 
Lam was elected to the Westminster 
City Council as a Republican, becom-
ing the first Vietnamese-born person 
to be elected to office in the U.S. The 
first Thai American elected official was 
Gorpat Henry Charoen, who won a 
seat on the La Palma City Council in 
2006. The following year, he became 
the first mayor of Thai descent in the 
U.S. “We are at every single national 
naturalization ceremony in Orange 
County,” Avila told me. The Republi-
cans bring materials in Korean, Chi-
nese, and Vietnamese, and volunteers 
who speak those languages. 

Avila, who is thirty, began volun-
teering for the Party when he was thir-
teen, after he met a Republican leader 
who spoke at his school. Nguyen’s life 
in politics began under similar circum-
stances. In the mid-nineties, she was 

“I’d like to see the ‘amazing’ Spider-Man eat two hundred  
times his body weight in milkweed leaves.”
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an undergraduate at the University of 
California, Irvine, planning to be an 
obstetrician. She took a politics class 
in order to satisfy a course requirement. 
She also hoped that the instructor, who 
served on the county Board of Super-
visors, would write her a letter of rec-
ommendation for medical school. But 
she became interested in the role of 
politics in the Vietnamese community, 
especially at the local level, and switched 
pursuits. Her father found this deci-
sion odd. We escaped one government 
to come here, he said. Why would you 
now want to be part of another one? 
“Whether we like it or not,” she ex-
plained, “it influences our lives.”

Nguyen ran for the Board of Su-
pervisors in 2007, and faced some fric-
tion from local Republicans—“Not my 
time, not my place,” she said she was 
told. She faced opposition from Viet-
namese Americans, too: she didn’t speak 
their language fluently and was mar-
ried to a white man. She defended her-
self on a Vietnamese-language radio 
show. “If I were to run for county su-
pervisor in Vietnam, I wouldn’t even 
vote for myself, because I can’t help 
you,” she said. “But I’m not. I’m run-
ning in this country.” She said that 
Vietnamese Americans needed some-
one with her knowledge and experi-
ence, who could forcefully articulate 
their concerns.

Nguyen defeated her opponent, Hoa 
Van Tran, by three votes, becoming the 
first Asian American to serve as a su-
pervisor in Orange County. She grew 
more invested in her Vietnamese roots, 
and took lessons with a tutor to mas-
ter the language. In 2014, after seven 
years on the Board of Supervisors, she 
was elected to the State Senate, becom-
ing the highest-ranking Vietnamese 
American woman in the country.

At the time, it seemed possible that 
Asian Americans from Orange County 
might be the future of the Republican 
Party. That year, Ling Ling Chang and 
Young Kim were elected to the Assem-
bly. Nationally, more than thirty Asian 
American Republicans were elected to 
state or local office, and Party strate-
gists hoped that these politicians could 
be groomed for higher positions in the 
years to follow. “Republicans can’t hit 
home runs with Asian American vot-
ers until we have a team of candidates 

ready to take the field,” Shawn Steel, a 
prominent Party activist based in Or-
ange County, wrote that fall. His wife, 
Michelle, who is Korean American, was 
one of three Asian Americans elected 
to the five-person Board of Supervi-
sors. “Republicans wisely shifted this 
cycle to building a bench.”

The election of Donald Trump, with 
his passion for reducing the world 

to simple dichotomies, ac-
celerated some political re-
alignments that were al-
ready under way. The Asian 
American population in 
Orange County grew by 
forty-one per cent between 
2000 and 2010. Whites lost 
their majority, and the dis-
trict got younger and moved 
left. In 2016, three heavily 
Asian American congres-
sional districts supported Hillary Clin-
ton, but they also reëlected their Re-
publican representatives. 

In 2018, Democrats decided to ag-
gressively pursue these seats. It was 
one of the first midterm elections in 
which the Party systematically targeted 
Asian American voters, with voter-reg-
istration campaigns and ads in multi-
ple Asian languages. Trump’s divisive 
rhetoric contributed to high turnout 
in some communities that often don’t 
vote in large numbers. All the region’s 
contested seats went to Democrats. In 
the State Senate, Nguyen lost by one 
point. Avila called the races “a shock 
to the system.” 

The Thirty-ninth Congressional 
District, which includes parts of Or-
ange and Los Angeles Counties, showed 
what could happen if you invested in 
the Asian American community, even 
if your candidate was not Asian Amer-
ican. The district is more or less evenly 
split among whites, Asians, and La-
tinos. Gil Cisneros, a Navy veteran, a 
former Republican, and a philanthro-
pist best known for having won the 
Mega Millions jackpot, in 2010, chal-
lenged Young Kim, the Korean Amer-
ican State Assembly member and the 
chosen successor of Ed Royce, a Re-
publican who had served in the House 
for twenty-five years. 

Cisneros relied heavily on Nic Jor-
dan, one of the only Asian American 

campaign managers working for a Dem-
ocrat in a major congressional race that 
year. Cisneros and Jordan took the di-
versity within the Asian American com-
munity seriously. Chinese-speaking 
staffers reached out to voters on the 
social-media apps WeChat and Line. 
Korean speakers were dispatched to 
KakaoTalk, a platform popular in the 
Korean diaspora. Materials relating 
Cisneros’s experience as a Latino, and 

the opportunities that his 
philanthropic efforts had 
provided to other immi-
grants, were translated into 
Chinese, Korean, Vietnam-
ese, and Tagalog.

“The 39th District is one 
of the most diverse districts 
in the country, and Asian 
Americans played a huge 
role in deciding the 2018 
election,” Cisneros told me 

in an e-mail. “I met voters where they 
were and turned out people who had 
never voted before.” He brought staffers 
fluent in various languages with him 
while canvassing. Allen Chen, who 
headed Asian American and Pacific 
Islander outreach for Cisneros, told 
me, “We just had to make sure that we 
were making as welcoming of an en-
vironment as we could.” The campaign’s 
approach required trusting its young 
staff. Chen began working for the cam-
paign just three days after he gradu-
ated from college. 

Cisneros defeated Kim by 3.2 points. 
“These have just been previously ig-
nored communities that haven’t seen 
the same type of investments that 
other communities across the coun-
try have seen in terms of engaging 
politically and organizing them,” Chen 
said. “All of a sudden, if you come in 
with these resources, you can get a 
huge bang for your buck if you just 
work with them instead of working 
against them.”

That November, in Texas, Sri Pres-
ton Kulkarni was hoping for a sim-

ilar upset. Kulkarni grew up in Hous-
ton, and during a career in the Foreign 
Service he lived in Iraq, Israel, Russia, 
and Taiwan. In 2017, he was serving as 
a diplomat in Jamaica when the “Unite 
the Right” rally in Charlottesville un-
folded. He told me that, as he waited 
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to hear how Trump would respond, 
local Jamaicans asked him, “Is this what 
America is like right now?” 

Kulkarni resigned and moved home 
to run as a Democrat for Congress, in 
the Twenty-second District, against the 
incumbent, a Republican named Pete 
Olson. Most people assumed that Kul-
karni, who is Indian American, had no 
chance. Each cycle, the two major par-
ties identify winnable races and direct 
their resources toward them. For Dem-
ocrats, Kulkarni’s race wasn’t estimated 
to be in the top ninety in the country. 
As recently as 2014, Olson had won by 
almost thirty-five points. The district 
had previously sent Ron Paul and Tom 
DeLay to Washington, and DeLay had 
helped gerrymander it to insure a two-
to-one majority of Republicans. 

But immigration had changed the 
district, which is the fastest growing in 
the country. The possibility of Texas 
becoming a blue state hinges on large, 
diverse suburban districts like this one. 
A quarter of its residents are immigrants, 

but Kulkarni recalls being told that it 
was pointless to target them, especially 
those in the Asian community, “because 
they don’t vote.”

Kulkarni, who is forty-two, was a lin-
guistics major in college, and he is fluent 
in Chinese, Hebrew, Hindi, Russian, 
and Spanish. He can say hello in a dozen 
more languages. He comes across as 
someone who would do well staying at 
a hostel. According to data collected 
during his campaign, seventy-two per 
cent of the Asian Americans whom 
Kulkarni’s operatives contacted had 
never previously been approached by 
the major parties.

When we first spoke, in early Au-
gust, Kulkarni paused at one point, then 
said, “What is an Asian, right?” We 
agreed that the category smooths over 
the histories and experiences of peo-
ple from dozens of countries. As he 
learned about all his district’s micro-
communities, he realized that they were 
already well organized. “Once you start 
to map out the social networks, there’s 

this huge upward potential,” he ex-
plained. There is nothing innate that 
links these different groups. But the 
nature of immigration policy has cre-
ated interpersonal connections that 
most political organizers overlook.  
Immigrants often come to the U.S. 
through links to family and friends, 
leading to networks in which one en-
thusiastic supporter is capable of reach-
ing dozens of others. From the outside, 
these networks might seem clannish 
or impossible to penetrate. But Kul-
karni’s campaign staffers recruited vol-
unteers fluent in sixteen languages,  
and tried to draw on existing relation-
ships to slowly expand their base. They 
trained supporters to organize their 
own families, cultural associations, 
churches, or temples. 

During the race, Olson described 
Kulkarni as “an Indo-American who’s 
a carpetbagger.” But Kulkarni’s mother 
is white, with such deep roots in the 
region that Kulkarni claims Sam Hous-
ton as an ancestor. He lost by less than 
five points, a closer margin than any-
one had predicted.

Last year, Olson announced that he 
would retire in 2020; Kulkarni and the 
Fort Bend County sheriff, Troy Nehls, 
are competing for the seat. This time, 
national Democratic Party organiza-
tions are putting considerable resources 
into Kulkarni’s campaign. (Chen, who 
helped oversee Cisneros’s campaign, is 
now Kulkarni’s campaign manager.) 
In July, the Democratic Congressional 
Campaign Committee released digi-
tal ads for Kulkarni in Hindi and Chi-
nese—a first for the D.C.C.C. The 
next month, A.A.P.I. Victory Fund, a 
major political-action committee de-
voted to Asian American mobilization, 
announced that the Texas suburbs 
would be one of its fund-raising pri-
orities. Kulkarni said that other cam-
paigns call him for insight into his 
relational-organizing model: “They’ll 
ask us, ‘Is this proprietary?’ Of course 
not. I want people to copy what we’re 
doing in Texas Twenty-two all over 
America.”

In North Texas, suburban Asian 
Americans could also help flip the 
Twenty-fourth District, where they 
make up fifteen per cent of the popu-
lation, and where a Democratic new-
comer, Candace Valenzuela, is running 

“They said it couldn’t be done—I made a friend as an adult!”

• •

Rafi
eie

ngli
sh

cli
nic.

co
m



a strong campaign. “Texas is in play 
now,” Darwin Pham, who leads out
reach to Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders for the Democratic Con
gressional Campaign Committee, said 
gleefully.

Karthick Ramakrishnan, a profes
sor of public policy and political sci
ence at the University of California, 
Riverside, and the head of A.A.P.I. Data, 
told me that people have traditionally 
thought of Asian Americans in terms 
of “dim sum rather than samosas.” Peo
ple from East Asia—China, Japan, 
Korea—have been more recognized. 
But the increase in the Asian Ameri
can population, especially in places like 
Texas, has largely been fuelled by im
migrants from India and Pakistan. Some 
of the rising stars of the Democratic 
Party, such as Representatives Pramila 
Jayapal and Raja Krishnamoorthi, who 
were both born in India, are progres
sives who won in places that aren’t  
majority minority. In recent years, the 
highest profile politicians of Indian de
scent had been Republicans such as 
Nikki Haley and Bobby Jindal. But 
many think that the spotlight on Ka
mala Harris, whose mother emigrated 
from India, will draw more South Asians 
to the Democratic Party. 

Ramakrishnan said that the next 
census will likely show that Indian 
Americans outnumber Chinese Amer
icans. “That’ll be a major moment of 
reckoning for the Asian American com
munity,” he said.

A few weeks later, during the Dem
ocratic National Convention, I 

spoke with Kulkarni again. He was be
tween campaign events, which were 
being conducted entirely on Zoom. He 
was trying to be positive about the lack 
of inperson events; his campaign had 
found that playing music as people en
tered the “room” helped ease any awk
wardness. He seemed ebullient and un
fazed, even when his mother walked 
in during our interview. “My mom is 
living with me,” he said, laughing. “It’s 
a very Asian thing.” Kulkarni was eager 
to hear Harris’s speech later that week. 
But critics of the Democratic Conven
tion felt that too much airtime had been 
given to remorseful testimonials from 
Republicans. Instead, they said, the Con
vention should have worked on attract

ing new voters, as Kulkarni was doing.
Earlier this year, a research team at 

U.C.L.A. looked at participation among 
Latino and Asian American voters 
during the 2020 primaries. They no
ticed strong support for Bernie San
ders’s candidacy among Latino voters, 
owing in part to relational organizing 
within the community. Sanders sup
porters were proselytizing to friends, 
family, and people in their immediate 
orbit, who then felt accountable to one 
another in their shared enthusiasm for 
Sanders. The report concluded that it 
made more sense for parties to expand 
their base by investing in voter regis
tration and outreach to minority groups 
rather than to try to persuade people 
on the other side. It was probably more 
costefficient, too.

I asked Kulkarni if he was worried 
about whether the firsttime voters cru
cial to his success would show up in 
November. In the 2020 primaries, San
ders had difficulty translating the en
thusiasm for his candidacy into votes. 
Neither Kulkarni nor Nehls had a clear 
advantage in the polls. Kulkarni said 
that the polls didn’t capture the extent 

of his supporter network. His cam
paign’s approach to relational organiz
ing meant that, months earlier, it had 
moved away from the traditional door 
knocking model. Instead, his support
ers were using apps to send out remind
ers to friends, family members, and 
neighbors. Kulkarni hoped that those 
voters would feel obliged to people they 
knew and be glad not to be badgered 
by volunteers they had never met. “It 
goes from being an electoral campaign 
to being a communityorganizing proj
ect,” he said. “And our goal is to be the 
largest communityorganizing project 
you’ve ever seen.”

Political campaigns are about more 
than the candidate. Participation 

requires the creation of an infrastruc
ture that guarantees your community 
remains close to power. Neil Makhija, 
the executive director of Impact, an In
dian American advocacy group and 
pac, talked excitedly about the con
nections that were being forged this 
year. The announcement of Harris as 
Joe Biden’s running mate had brought 
a lot of attention to Impact, a group 

“They pay the bills, but you and I basically run the place.”
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with which she had a long-standing 
relationship. Success wasn’t just about 
fund-raising or voting—Impact was 
building a network of influencers and 
power brokers, people who could move 
strategically between campaigns, pacs, 
and policy shops. Both Elizabeth War-
ren’s and Bernie Sanders’s 2020 Presi-
dential campaigns were managed by 
Asian Americans. Makhija felt that a 
critical mass was forming. His father 
had grown up sorting spools of thread 
in a factory, Makhija said, and, decades 
later, he could give his father a tour of 
the White House.

Among Asian Americans on the 
left, there was a sense of the optimism 
that participation in American poli-
tics requires—an optimism that both 
felt disconnected to the summer of  
2020 and looked far beyond it. Visibil-
ity and growing influence invariably put 
stress on the coherence of the commu-
nity. The killing of George Floyd, for 
example, exacerbated divisions along  
lines of class and nationality. A Hmong 
police officer, Tou Thao, was involved 
in Floyd’s death. Debate within the 
Hmong community, which is largely 
working class and predominantly refu-
gee, often takes place on radio programs 
and on nationwide teleconference calls, 
where strangers phone in and talk about 
issues important to them. Conversa-
tions during the summer were wary, and 
often explosive. Yang Sao Xiong, a pro-
fessor of social work and Asian Amer-
ican studies at the University of Wis-
consin-Madison, who studies Hmong 
American political participation, ob-
served that Hmong Americans some-
times have an “uneasy” relationship to 
the broader category of Asian Ameri-
can. Their higher rates of poverty are 
often invoked as a “negative test case” 
to disprove the model-minority myth, 
he explained, “and that’s the only time 
they enter into the Asian American 
conversation.” In this case, other Asian 
Americans were particularly aggressive 
in disavowing Thao. “You can’t just erase 
these real lived experiences and expect 
groups to come together,” Xiong said. 
“They do come together, but it takes a 
lot of work.”

Given this friction, the fact that Asian 
Americans across the political spectrum 
can offer their success stories as quintes-
sentially American, regardless of how 

far right or left they are, speaks to the 
malleability of Asian American iden-
tity. Many political organizers even be-
lieve that understanding Asian Amer-
icans could function as a test case for 
figuring out what forms of messaging 
work on suburban swing voters—a 
model minority of a different sort. 

In mid-September, I spoke with Cliff 
Li, the head of the National Com-

mittee of Asian American Republicans, 
based in Washington, D.C. Li came to 
the United States in 1990, a year after 
witnessing the events of Tiananmen 
Square. He worked as a computer en-
gineer, and was instantly drawn to con-
servative ideals: “personal merit, fam-
ily values, working hard, deregulation.”

Li, who splits his time between Flor-
ida and Virginia, had an upbeat, almost 
mellifluous quality to his voice as he 
talked about his deep affection for 
America—how it represented the per-
fect intersection of conservative and 
Asian values. He had worked with the 
Republican Party for years, participat-
ing in various leadership trainings and 
organizing Asian Americans through-
out the country. He was the chair of 
the Asian American outreach team  
for Florida’s governor, Ron DeSantis, 
and served on a Trump-campaign advi-
sory committee with Elaine Chao, the 
Transportation Secretary. The estab-
lishment of the National Committee, 
in 2016, formalized the work he’d been 
doing at the grassroots level, connect-
ing scattered pockets of newer immi-
grants, energized by issues like affirma-
tive action, to the Republican Party. He 
felt that the Asian American conserva-
tive movement was on the verge of some-
thing major. It was organizing itself 
throughout the country on social media. 
Li believed that this was much more 
effective than the traditional approach 
of simply robocalling Asian Americans 
three months before an election.

Last year, Li was embarrassed when 
it was reported that one of his volunteers, 
Cindy Yang, was leveraging her political 
connections to sell access to Trump to 
Chinese businessmen and politicians. 
(Yang has denied any wrongdoing.) 

But the past few months have been 
defined by a more profound crisis. 
Trump’s rhetoric was fracturing rela-
tionships between the U.S. and China, 

and Asian Americans were beginning 
to feel a “pinch,” as Li described it. He 
kept returning to Trump’s treatment of 
COVID-19, and his continued reference 
to “the China virus.” “It’s not funny,” he 
said, his voice cracking. “This has con-
sequences.” His seven-year-old daugh-
ter had been bullied at school by class-
mates who spread rumors that she had 
the virus. It had led him to scrutinize 
what he called “the hidden identity pol-
itics” of the right. Members of his party 
would always prefer a white man from 
Ohio. He had begun to feel that they 
“were not very well informed” about the 
commitment someone like him had 
made to the conservative movement. 
“We are not Chinese,” he protested. “We 
are Chinese Americans.”

Among the Republicans’ Young 
Guns, the designation that the Na-
tional Republican Congressional Com-
mittee gives its most promising candi-
dates, two are Korean Americans from 
Orange County: Young Kim, who is 
hoping to win a rematch against Gil 
Cisneros, and Michelle Steel. Li was 
hopeful that they would win in No-
vember, but the rest of America, he ex-
plained, was not like California. The 
Party was overlooking Asian votes in 
places such as Florida and Pennsylvania.

A few days after Li and I spoke, the 
Trump Administration moved to ban 
WeChat, where most of his strongest 
Asian American supporters organized 
their communities. I asked Li whether 
the National Committee of Asian 
American Republicans had a position 
on the Presidential race. “Frankly, we 
are sitting out on this one,” he said. The 
group would not endorse Trump or put 
any work into national campaigning 
and outreach. “This year is very diffi-
cult for our organization, or myself, to 
come and say, with confidence, ‘You’re 
Asian American—vote on the Repub-
lican side.’”

Last week, Li told me that the com-
mittee was debating whether to en-
dorse Biden. He would be voting for 
the Democrat, even though he dis-
agreed with a lot of his positions. Li 
still considered himself a staunch con-
servative, but he told me that he wanted 
to sound an alarm to Republicans. “On 
the ground, there is so much doubt,” 
he said. “On November 3rd, you will 
see what I’m talking about.” 
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Hello, all! Your pal Gwyneth Paltrow 
here! Welcome to another issue of 

Goop. As you know, the world is in tur-
moil. But COVID-19 is a great equalizer. 
Young or old, rich or poor, we are all the 
same: rich, staying in a fifteen-thousand-
square-foot home, remembering the time 
we starred in “Contagion.” As you ad-
just to your new life, we at Goop are with 
you every step of the way. Here’s our 
guide to quarantine essentials.

ORGANIC HAND SOAP ($170): If you’re 
anything like me, you use your hands 
all the time. Whether it’s weaving a lilac 
menstrual shawl or handing your child 
off to a nanny, your hands take the lead, 
and you need to protect them. Normal 
soap can be really irritating to hands 
that have never touched a large door or 
buckled an overall. Our Goop bar soap 
is made in a gentle oval shape so that 
you don’t cut the paper-thin skin of your 
hand on the sharp edges of a rectangle. 
Give that virus a piece of your mind like 
the badass mommy you are!

ALL-NATURAL DISINFECTING CLEANER 

($390): We all know that we’re supposed 
to bleach our second kitchen’s tarragon 
forks twice a day, but bleach can be super 
harsh. This cleaner, made from purified 
H

2
O, rose hips, and saffron threads, is 

an all-natural alternative that’s light and 
fragrant and kills almost some of germs! 

Safe to use on prosciutto desks, wheat-
free necklaces, and birthing tongs. Life 
hack: to increase germ-fighting power, 
just add a dash of this disinfectant to a 
gallon of bleach!

FIRST-RESPONDERS GRATITUDE TIARA 

($1,875): It’s not easy to stand out from 
the crowd when you’re poking your head 
out the window, but this headwear will 
make you the belle of the plague. Our 
tiara, encrusted with rubies, diamonds, 
and blood diamonds, will make you feel 
feminine and brave every night as you 
clap from your Central Park-adjacent 
balcony for the selfless first responders!

C L A P P I N G  P H O N O G R A P H  ( $ 2 , 70 0 ) :  
Quarantine can be stressful, especially if 
you’re cooped up with little ones. (I mean 
bills under fifty.) You might not even 
have time to clap for the first responders 
if you’re busy teaching your daughter to 
embroider #girlboss on the maid. This 
clapping phonograph is weather resis-
tant and plays a ton of really awesome 
celebrity-clapping tracks—just set it on 
your veranda and let it do your gratitude 
for you! Throw on Lizzo’s clapping to 
get your groove on while you’re waiting 
for the nurses to do their freakin’ jobs!

BIRKIN LAMBSKIN FACE MASK ($120,000): 
The C.D.C. recommends wearing a 
mask and standing six feet away from 
others. But that doesn’t mean you have 

to stand six years behind the current fash-
ion! This non-reusable face mask is made 
from a lamb’s mouth that has been ex-
pertly detoothed and molded to a human 
woman’s natural curves. Nearly three full 
lamb faces go into each mask. The lamb-
skin’s natural oils will help keep your lips 
and philtrum as perfectly smooth as your 
yoni. And the best part? There is a hole 
in the middle, so you can show off your 
perfect lip color! MWAH!

MOTHER-OF-PEARL TEAR JAR ($470):  
Let’s face it—this corona stuff is sad! 
Let it out, girlfriend! This trinket jar is 
lined with mother-of-pearl harvested 
from bivalves that were mommies, so 
you know they care. Collect your daily 
tear in it and watch the colors shim-
mer. The tears will keep, so you can 
reuse them any day when you’re not 
quite “feeling” it. Also great for storing 
earrings or doubloons.

TUTOR VACUUM SEAL ($29,140): Feel  
overwhelmed that your child’s tutor can’t 
teach during lockdown? This easy-to-
use vacuum seal will keep your little dar-
ling’s holistic-math teacher (only free-
range variables!) germ-free so that she 
can keep coming to your house with-
out risking your family’s health! Comes 
in three sizes: small, medium, and SAT.

CHAMPAGNE BIDET ($6,705): Toilet  
paper is still scarce, and everyone is 
looking for an eco-friendly way to cope. 
This bidet uses whatever you have lying 
around—champagne, California spar-
kling wine, whatever! My booty is so 
cultured now, it can tell the difference 
between a 2013 and a 2017 pinot gris!

O P E C  M E M B E R S H I P  ( $ 2 5 , 0 0 0 ,9 0 0 -

$50,001,700): The cost of oil has fallen 
so low that OPEC is actually considering 
individual membership! Available for  
either single membership ($25,000,900) 
or dual membership for couples 
($50,001,700—save a hundred dollars!). 
Buy one for yourself, or gift it to your 
mom for Mother’s Day. Now that’s what 
I call essential oil!

COVID-19 VACCINE ($4,000,000,000): As 
we “splurgers” know, a vaccine already 
exists for people who can afford it. In-
cluded in the cost is a private stay at  
the U.S. naval base on Guam to have 
the shot administered and the injection 
site covered with a bandage made from 
the Shroud of Turin. Truly the gift to 
get the girl who has everything—espe-
cially COVID-19! 

SHOUTS & MURMURS

GOOP CORONA GUIDE
BY MEGAN AMRAM
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President Obama in the Oval Office as a vote on the Affordable Care Act approached. Proposals for some sort of universal health  

ANNALS OF THE PRESIDENCY

THE HEALTH OF 
A NATION

The story behind an Administration’s  
most enduring, and most contested, achievement.

BY BARACK OBAMA
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O
ur first spring in the White 
House arrived early. As the 
weather warmed, the South 

Lawn became almost like a private park 
to explore. There were acres of lush grass 
ringed by massive, shady oaks and elms 
and a tiny pond tucked behind the 
hedges, with the handprints of Presiden-
tial children and grandchildren pressed 
into the paved pathway that led to it. 
There were nooks and crannies for 
games of tag and hide-and-go-seek, and 
there was even a bit of wildlife—not 
just squirrels and rabbits but a red-tailed 
hawk and a slender, long-legged fox that 
occasionally got bold enough to wan-
der down the colonnade.

Cooped up as we’d been through the 
winter of 2009, we took full advantage 
of the new back yard. We had a swing 
set installed for Sasha and Malia di-
rectly in front of the Oval Office. Look-
ing up from a late-afternoon meeting 
on this or that crisis, I might glimpse 
the girls playing outside, their faces set 
in bliss as they soared high on the swings.

But, of all the pleasures that first year 
in the White House would deliver, none 
quite compared to the mid-April ar-
rival of Bo, a huggable, four-legged black 
bundle of fur, with a snowy-white chest 
and front paws. Malia and Sasha, who’d 
been lobbying for a puppy since before 
the campaign, squealed with delight 
upon seeing him for the first time, let-
ting him lick their ears and faces as the 
three of them rolled around on the floor.

With Bo, I got what someone once 
described as the only reliable friend a 
politician can have in Washington. He 
also gave me an added excuse to put off 
my evening paperwork and join my 
family on meandering after-dinner walks 
around the South Lawn. It was during 
those moments—with the light fading 
into streaks of purple and gold, Mi-
chelle smiling and squeezing my hand 
as Bo bounded in and out of the bushes 
with the girls giving chase—that I felt 
normal and whole and as lucky as any 
man has a right to expect.

Bo had come to us as a gift from Ted 
Kennedy and his wife, Vicki, part of a 
litter that was related to Teddy’s own 
beloved pair of Portuguese water dogs. 
It was a truly thoughtful gesture—not 
only because the breed was hypoaller-
genic (a necessity, owing to Malia’s al-
lergies) but also because the Kennedys care in the U.S. stretched back a century but had always been defeated.
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I saw him only once more in per-
son, six weeks later, at a signing cere-
mony for a bill expanding national-ser-
vice programs, which Republicans and 
Democrats alike had named in his 
honor. But I would think of Teddy 
sometimes when Bo wandered into the 
Treaty Room and curled up at my feet. 
And I’d recall what Teddy had told me 

that day, just before we walked into the 
East Room together. “This is the time, 
Mr. President,” he had said. “Don’t let 
it slip away.”

The quest for some form of uni-
versal health care in the United 

States dates back to 1912, when The-
odore Roosevelt, who had previously 
served nearly eight years as a Republi-
can President, decided to run again—
this time on a progressive ticket and 
with a platform that called for the es-
tablishment of a centralized national 
health service. At the time, few people 
had or felt the need for private health 
insurance. Most Americans paid their 
doctors visit by visit, but the field of 
medicine was quickly growing more  
sophisticated, and as more diagnostic 
tests and surgeries became available  
the attendant costs began to rise, tying 
health more obviously to wealth. Both 
the United Kingdom and Germany had 
addressed similar issues by instituting 
national health-insurance systems, and 
other European nations would eventu-
ally follow suit. Although Roosevelt ul-
timately lost the 1912 election, his party’s 
progressive ideals planted a seed: acces-
sible and affordable medical care might 
one day be viewed as a right more than 
a privilege. It wasn’t long, however, be-
fore doctors and Southern politicians 
vocally opposed any type of government 
involvement in health care, branding it 
as a form of Bolshevism.

After Franklin Delano Roosevelt im-
posed a nationwide wage freeze, during 
the Second World War, meant to stem 

inflation, many companies began offer-
ing private health insurance and pen-
sion benefits as a way to compete for 
the limited number of workers not de-
ployed overseas. Once the war ended, 
this employer-based system continued, 
in no small part because labor unions 
used the more generous benefit pack-
ages negotiated under collective-bar-
gaining agreements as a selling point to 
recruit new members. The downside was 
that those unions then had little moti-
vation to push for government-sponsored 
health programs that might help every-
body else. Harry Truman proposed a na-
tional health-care system twice, once in 
1945 and again as part of his Fair Deal 
package, in 1949, but his appeal for pub-
lic support was no match for the well-
financed P.R. efforts of the American 
Medical Association and other indus-
try lobbyists. Opponents didn’t just kill 
Truman’s effort. They convinced a large 
swath of the public that “socialized med-
icine” would lead to rationing, to the loss 
of the family doctor and of the freedoms 
Americans hold so dear.

Rather than challenging private in-
surance head on, progressives shifted their 
energy to helping those populations the 
marketplace had left behind. These efforts 
bore fruit during Lyndon Johnson’s Great 
Society campaign, when a universal sin-
gle-payer program partially funded by 
payroll-tax revenue was introduced for 
seniors (Medicare) and a not so compre-
hensive program based on a combina-
tion of federal and state funding was set 
up for the poor (Medicaid). During the 
nineteen-seventies and early eighties, this 
patchwork system functioned well enough, 
with roughly eighty per cent of Ameri-
cans covered through either their jobs or 
one of these two programs. Meanwhile, 
defenders of the status quo could point 
to the many innovations brought to mar-
ket by the for-profit medical industry, 
from MRIs to lifesaving drugs.

Useful as these innovations were, 
though, they also drove up health-care 
costs. And, with insurers footing the na-
tion’s medical bills, patients had little in-
centive to question whether drug com-
panies were overcharging or whether 
doctors and hospitals were ordering re-
dundant tests and unnecessary treatments 
in order to pad their bottom lines. At 
the same time, nearly a fifth of the coun-
try lived just an illness or an accident 

had made sure that Bo was housebro-
ken before he came to us. When I called 
to thank them, though, it was only Vicki 
I could speak with. It had been almost 
a year since Teddy was diagnosed with 
a malignant brain tumor, and although 
he was still receiving treatment in Bos-
ton, it was clear to everyone—Teddy in-
cluded—that the prognosis was not good.

I’d seen him in March, when he’d 
made a surprise appearance at a White 
House conference we held to get the 
ball rolling on universal-health-care 
legislation. Teddy’s walk was unsteady 
that day; his suit draped loosely on him 
after all the weight he’d lost, and de-
spite his cheerful demeanor his pinched, 
cloudy eyes showed the strain it took 
just to hold himself upright. And yet 
he’d insisted on coming anyway, be-
cause thirty-five years earlier the cause 
of getting everyone decent, affordable 
health care had become personal for 
him. His son Teddy, Jr., had been di-
agnosed with a bone cancer that led to 
a leg amputation at the age of twelve. 
While at the hospital, Teddy had come 
to know other parents whose children 
were just as ill but who had no idea 
how they’d pay the mounting medical 
bills. Then and there, he had vowed to 
do something to change that.

Through seven Presidents, Teddy 
had fought the good fight. During the 
Clinton Administration, he helped se-
cure passage of the Children’s Health 
Insurance Program. Over the objec-
tions of some in his own party, he 
worked with President George W. Bush 
to get drug coverage for seniors. But, 
for all his power and legislative skill, 
the dream of establishing universal 
health care—a system that delivered 
good-quality medical care to all peo-
ple, regardless of their ability to pay—
continued to elude him.

Which is why he had forced him-
self out of bed to come to our confer-
ence, knowing his brief but symbolic 
presence might have an effect. Sure 
enough, when he walked into the East 
Room, the hundred and fifty people 
who were present erupted into lengthy 
applause. His remarks were short; his 
baritone didn’t boom quite as loudly 
as it used to when he’d roared on the 
Senate floor. By the time we’d moved 
on to the third or fourth speaker, Vicki 
had quietly escorted him out the door.
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away from potential financial ruin. Un-
able to afford regular checkups and pre-
ventive care, the uninsured often waited 
until they were very sick before seeking 
attention at hospital emergency rooms, 
where more advanced illnesses meant 
more expensive treatment. Hospitals 
made up for this uncompensated care by 
increasing prices for insured customers, 
which further jacked up premiums.

All this explained why the United 
States spent a lot more money per per-
son on health care than any other ad-
vanced economy (eighty-seven per cent 
more than Canada, a hundred and two 
per cent more than France, a hundred 
and eighty-two per cent more than 
Japan), and for similar or worse results. 
The difference amounted to hundreds 
of billions of dollars a year—money that 
could have been used instead to provide 
child care for American families, or to 
reduce college tuition, or to eliminate a 
good chunk of the federal deficit. Spi-
ralling health-care costs also burdened 
American businesses: Japanese and Ger-
man automakers didn’t have to worry 
about the extra fifteen hundred dollars 
in worker and retiree health-care costs 
that Detroit had to build into the price 
of every car rolling off the assembly line.

In fact, it was in response to foreign 
competition that U.S. companies began 
off-loading rising insurance costs onto 
their employees in the late nineteen-
eighties and nineties, replacing tradi-
tional plans that had few, if any, out-of-
pocket costs with cheaper versions that 
included co-pays, lifetime limits, higher 
deductibles, and other unpleasant sur-
prises hidden in the fine print. Unions 
often found themselves able to preserve 
their traditional benefit plans only by 
agreeing to forgo increases in wages. 
Small businesses found it tough to pro-
vide their workers with health benefits 
at all. Meanwhile, insurance companies 
that operated in the individual market 
perfected the art of rejecting customers 
who, according to their actuarial data, 
were most likely to make use of the 
health-care system, especially anyone 
with a “preëxisting condition”—which 
they often defined as anything from a 
previous bout of cancer to asthma and 
chronic allergies.

It’s no wonder, then, that by the time 
I took office there were very few people 
ready to defend the existing system. More 

than forty-three million Americans were 
now uninsured, premiums for family cov-
erage had risen ninety-seven per cent 
since 2000, and costs were only continu-
ing to climb. And yet the prospect of try-
ing to get a big health-care-reform bill 
through Congress at the height of a his-
toric recession made my team nervous. 
Even my adviser David Axelrod—who 
had experienced the challenges of get-
ting specialized care for a daughter with 
severe epilepsy and had left journalism 
to become a political consultant in part 
to pay for her treatment—had his doubts.

“The data’s pretty clear,” he said when 
we discussed the topic with Rahm 
Emanuel, my chief of staff. “People may 
hate the way things work in general, 
but most of them have insurance. They 
don’t really think about the flaws in the 
system until somebody in their own 
family gets sick. They like their doctor. 
They don’t trust Washington to fix any-
thing. And, even if they think you’re 
sincere, they worry that any changes 
you make will cost them money and 
help somebody else.”

“What Axe is trying to say, Mr. Pres-

ident,” Rahm interrupted, his face screwed 
up in a frown, “is that this can blow up 
in our faces.”

We were already using up precious 
political capital, Rahm said, in order to 
fast-track the passage of the Recovery 
Act, a major economic-stimulus pack-
age. As an adviser in the Clinton White 
House, he’d had a front-row seat at the 
last push for universal health care, when 
Hillary Clinton’s legislative proposal 
crashed and burned, and he was quick 
to remind us that the backlash had con-
tributed to Democrats’ losing control 
of the House in the 1994 midterms. “Re-
publicans will say health care is a big 
new liberal spending binge, and that it’s 
a distraction from solving the economic 
crisis,” Rahm said.

“Unless I’m missing something,” I 
said, “we’re doing everything we can do 
on the economy.”

“I know that, Mr. President. But the 
American people don’t know that.”

“So what are we saying here?” I  
asked. “That despite having the biggest 
Democratic majorities in decades, de-
spite the promises we made during the 

“First he invents the wheel, and then, next thing you know, he’s gone.”
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campaign, we shouldn’t try to get health 
care done?”

Rahm looked to Axe for help.
“We all think we should try,” Axe 

said. “You just need to know that, if we 
lose, your Presidency will be badly weak-
ened. And nobody understands that 
better than McConnell and Boehner.”

I stood up, signalling that the meet-
ing was over. “We better not lose, then,” 
I said.

When I think back to those early 
conversations, it’s hard to deny 

my overconfidence. I was convinced 
that the logic of health-care reform was 
so obvious that even in the face of 
well-organized opposition I could rally 
the American people’s support. Other 
big initiatives—like immigration re-
form and climate-change legislation—
would probably be even harder to get 
through Congress; I figured that scor-
ing a victory on the item that most af-
fected people’s day-to-day lives was our 
best shot at building momentum for 
the rest of my legislative agenda. As for 
the political hazards that Axe and Rahm 
worried about, the recession virtually 
guaranteed that my poll numbers were 
going to take a hit anyway. Being timid 
wouldn’t change that reality. Even if it 
did, passing up a chance to help mil-
lions of people just because it might 
hurt my reëlection prospects—well, that 
was exactly the kind of myopic, self-pre-

serving behavior I’d vowed to reject.
My interest in health care went be-

yond policy or politics; it was personal, 
just as it was for Teddy. Each time I met 
a parent struggling to come up with the 
money to get treatment for a sick child, 
I thought back to the night Michelle 
and I had to take three-month-old Sasha 
to the emergency room for what turned 
out to be viral meningitis. I remem-
bered the terror and the helplessness 
we felt as the nurses whisked her away 
for a spinal tap, and the realization that 
we might never have caught the infec-
tion in time had the girls not had a reg-
ular pediatrician we felt comfortable 
calling in the middle of the night. Most 
of all, I thought about my mom, who 
had died in 1995, of uterine cancer.

In mid-June, I headed to Green Bay, 
Wisconsin, for the first in a series of 
health-care town-hall meetings we 
would hold around the country, hoping 
to solicit citizen input and educate peo-
ple on the possibilities for reform. In-
troducing me that day was a local res-
ident named Laura Klitzka, who was 
thirty-five years old and had been di-
agnosed with aggressive breast cancer 
that had spread to her bones. Even 
though she was on her husband’s in-
surance plan, repeated rounds of sur-
gery, radiation, and chemo had bumped 
her up against the policy’s lifetime lim-
its, leaving the couple with twelve thou-
sand dollars in unpaid medical bills. 

Over the objections of her husband, 
Peter, she was now pondering whether 
more treatment was worth it. Sitting in 
their living room before we headed for 
the event, she smiled wanly as we 
watched Peter doing his best to keep 
track of their two young kids playing 
on the floor.

“I want as much time with them as 
I can get, but I don’t want to leave them 
with a mountain of debt,” she said to 
me. “It feels selfish.” Her eyes started 
misting, and I held her hand, remem-
bering my mom wasting away in those 
final months: the times she’d put off 
checkups that might have caught her 
disease because she was in between con-
sulting contracts and didn’t have cov-
erage; the stress she carried to her hos-
pital bed when her insurer refused to 
pay her disability claim, arguing that 
she had failed to disclose a preëxisting 
condition, despite the fact that she hadn’t 
even been diagnosed when her policy 
started. The unspoken regrets.

Passing a health-care bill wouldn’t 
bring my mom back. It wouldn’t douse 
the guilt I still felt for not having been 
at her side when she took her last breath. 
It would probably come too late to help 
Laura Klitzka and her family. But it would 
save somebody’s mom, somewhere down 
the line. And that was worth fighting for.

The question was whether we could 
get it done. Any major health-care 

bill meant rejiggering a sixth of the 
American economy. Legislation of this 
scope was guaranteed to involve hun-
dreds of pages of endlessly fussed-over 
amendments and regulations. A single 
provision tucked inside the bill could 
translate to billions of dollars in gains 
or losses for some sector of the health-
care industry. A shift in one number, a 
zero here or a decimal point there, could 
mean a million more families getting 
coverage—or not. Across the country, 
insurance companies were major em-
ployers, and local hospitals served as the 
economic anchor for many small towns 
and counties. People had good reasons—
life-and-death reasons—to worry about 
how any change would affect them.

There was also the question of how 
to pay for the changes. To cover more 
people, I argued, America didn’t need 
to spend more money on health care; 
we just needed to use that money more 

Meeting with the Democratic senators Christopher Dodd and Max Baucus.
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wisely. In theory, that was true. But one 
person’s waste and inefficiency was an-
other person’s profit or convenience; 
spending on coverage would show up 
on the federal books much sooner than 
the savings from reform; and, unlike the 
insurance companies or Big Pharma, 
whose shareholders expected them to 
be on guard against any change that 
might cost them a dime, most of the 
potential beneficiaries of reform—the 
waitress, the family farmer, the inde-
pendent contractor, the cancer survi-
vor—didn’t have gaggles of well-paid 
and experienced lobbyists roaming the 
halls of Congress.

In other words, both the politics and 
the substance of health care were mind-
numbingly complicated. I was going to 
have to explain to the American people, 
including those with high-quality health 
insurance, why and how reform could 
work. For this reason, I thought we’d 
use as open and transparent a process as 
possible. “Everyone will have a seat at 
the table,” I’d told voters during the cam-
paign. “Not negotiating behind closed 
doors, but bringing all parties together, 
and broadcasting those negotiations on 
C-SPAN, so that the American people 
can see what the choices are.” When I 
later brought this idea up with Rahm, 
he looked like he wished I weren’t the 
President, just so he could more vividly 
explain the stupidity of my plan. If we 
were going to get a bill passed, he told 
me, the process would involve dozens of 
deals and compromises along the way—
and it wasn’t going to be conducted like 
a civics seminar.

“Making sausage isn’t pretty, Mr. Pres-
ident,” he said. “And you’re asking for 
a really big piece of sausage.”

One thing Rahm and I did agree on 
was that we had months of work 

ahead of us, and we needed a topnotch 
health-care team to keep us on track. 
Luckily, we were able to recruit a re-
markable trio of women to help run the 
show. Kathleen Sebelius, the two-term 
Democratic governor of Republican-
leaning Kansas, came on as Secretary of 
Health and Human Services. Jeanne 
Lambrew, a professor at the University 
of Texas and an expert on Medicare and 
Medicaid, became the director of the 
H.H.S. Office of Health Reform, basi-
cally our chief policy adviser.

It was Nancy-Ann DeParle whom 
I would come to rely on most as our 
campaign took shape. A Tennessee law-
yer who had run that state’s health pro-
grams before serving as the Medicare 
administrator in the Clinton Adminis-
tration, Nancy-Ann carried herself with 
the crisp professionalism of someone 
accustomed to seeing hard work trans-
late into success. How much of that 
drive could be traced to her experiences 
growing up Chinese-American in a tiny 
Tennessee town, I couldn’t say. I did 
know that when she was seventeen her 
mom died of lung cancer. It seems I 
wasn’t the only one for whom getting 
health care passed was personal.

Our team began to map out a leg-
islative strategy. Based on our experi-
ences with the Recovery Act, we had 
no doubt that Mitch McConnell would 
do everything he could to torpedo our 
efforts, and that the chances of getting 
Republican votes in the Senate were 
slim. We could take heart from the fact 
that, instead of the fifty-eight senators 
who were caucusing with the Demo-
crats when we passed the stimulus bill, 
we were likely to have sixty by the time 
any health-care bill actually came to a 
vote. Al Franken had finally taken his 
seat after a contentious election recount 
in Minnesota, and Arlen Specter had 
decided to switch parties after being 
effectively driven out of the G.O.P. for 
supporting the Recovery Act.

This would give us a filibuster-proof 
majority, but our head count was ten-
uous: it included the terminally ill Ted 
Kennedy and the frail and ailing Robert 
Byrd, of West Virginia, not to mention 
conservative Democrats like Nebraska’s 
Ben Nelson (a former insurance-com-
pany executive), who could go sideways 
on us at any minute. Beyond wanting 
some margin for error, I also knew that 
passing something as monumental as 
health-care reform on a purely party-
line vote would make the law politically 
more vulnerable down the road. So we 
thought it made sense to shape our leg-
islative proposal in such a way that it at 
least had a chance of winning over a 
handful of Republicans.

Fortunately, we had a model to work 
with—one that, ironically, had grown 
out of a partnership between Ted Ken-
nedy and the former Massachusetts 
governor Mitt Romney. A few years 

earlier, confronting budget shortfalls 
and the prospect of losing Medicaid 
funding, Romney had become fixated 
on finding a way to get more Massa-
chusetts residents properly insured, 
which would then reduce state spend-
ing on emergency care for the unin-
sured and, ideally, lead to a healthier 
population in general.

He and his staff came up with a mul-
tipronged approach in which every  
person would be required to purchase 
health insurance (an “individual man-
date”), the same way every car owner 
was required to carry auto insurance. 
Middle-income people who couldn’t get 
insurance through their job, didn’t qual-
ify for Medicare or Medicaid, and were 
unable to afford insurance on their own 
would get a government subsidy to buy 
coverage. Subsidies would be determined 
on a sliding scale according to each per-
son’s income, and a central online mar-
ketplace—an “exchange”—would be set 
up so that consumers could shop for the 
best insurance deal. Insurers, meanwhile, 
would no longer be allowed to deny cov-
erage based on preëxisting conditions.

These two ideas—the individual 
mandate and protecting people with 
preëxisting conditions—went hand in 
hand. With a huge new pool of govern-
ment-subsidized customers, insurers no 
longer had a financial incentive for try-
ing to cherry-pick only the young and 
the healthy for coverage. And the man-
date would prevent people from gam-
ing the system by waiting until they got 
sick to purchase insurance. Touting the 
plan to reporters, Romney called the in-
dividual mandate “the ultimate conser-
vative idea,” because it promoted per-
sonal responsibility.

Not surprisingly, Massachusetts’s 
Democratic-controlled state legislature 
had initially been suspicious of the Rom-
ney plan, and not just because a Repub-
lican had proposed it; among many pro-
gressives, the need to replace private 
insurance and for-profit health care with 
a single-payer system like Canada’s was 
an article of faith. Had we been starting 
from scratch, I would have agreed with 
them; the evidence from other countries 
showed that a single, national system—
basically, Medicare for All—was a cost-
effective way to deliver health care. But 
neither Massachusetts nor the United 
States was starting from scratch. Teddy, 
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who despite his reputation as a wide-eyed 
liberal was ever practical, understood that 
trying to dismantle the existing system 
and replace it with an entirely new one 
would be both a nonstarter politically 
and hugely disruptive to the economy. 
Instead, he’d embraced the Romney pro-
posal and helped the Governor line up 
the Democratic votes in the state legis-
lature required to get it passed into law.

“Romneycare,” as it eventually be-
came known, was now two years old 
and had been a clear success, driving 
the uninsured rate in Massachusetts 
down to just under four per cent, the 
lowest in the country. Teddy had used 
it as the basis for draft legislation he 
had started preparing many months 
ahead of the election, in his role as the 
chair of the Senate Health and Educa-
tion Committee. And, though Axe and 
my campaign manager, David Plouffe, 
had persuaded me to hold off on en-
dorsing the Massachusetts approach 
during my run for President—the idea 
of requiring people to buy insurance 
was extremely unpopular with voters, 
and I’d instead focussed my plan on 
lowering costs—I was now convinced, 
as were most health-care advocates, that 
Romney’s model offered us the best 
chance of achieving universal coverage.

People still differed on the details of 
what a national version of the Massa-
chusetts plan might look like, and a 
number of advocates urged us to settle 
these issues early by putting out a spe-
cific White House proposal for Con-
gress to follow. We decided against that. 
One of the lessons from the Clintons’ 
failed effort was the need to involve key 
Democrats in the process, so that they 
would feel a sense of ownership of the 
bill. Insufficient coördination, we knew, 
could result in legislative death by a 
thousand cuts.

On the House side, this meant work-
ing with old-school liberals like Henry 
Waxman, the wily, pugnacious congress-
man from California and the head of 
the Energy and Commerce Commit-
tee, which had jurisdiction over health 
care. In the Senate, the landscape was 
different: with Teddy convalescing, the 
main player was Max Baucus, a conser-
vative Democrat from Montana, who 
chaired the powerful Finance Commit-
tee, and had a close friendship with the 
Iowa senator Chuck Grassley, the Fi-

nance Committee’s ranking Republi-
can. Baucus was optimistic that he could 
win Grassley’s support for a bill.

“Trust me, Mr. President,” Baucus 
said. “Chuck and I have already dis-
cussed it. We’re going to have this thing 
done by July.”

Every job has its share of surprises. 
A key piece of equipment breaks 

down. A traffic accident forces a change 
in delivery routes. A client calls to say 
you’ve won the contract—but they need 
the order filled three months earlier 
than planned. No matter where you 
work, you need to be able to improvise 
to meet your objectives, or at least to 
cut your losses.

The Presidency was no different. In 
the course of the spring and summer of 
that first year, as we wrestled with the 
financial crisis, two wars, and the push 
for health-care reform, another unex-
pected item got added to an already 
overloaded agenda. In April, reports sur-
faced of a worrying flu outbreak in Mex-
ico. The flu virus usually hits vulnera-
ble populations like the elderly, infants, 
and asthma sufferers hardest, but this 
strain appeared to strike young, healthy 
people—and was killing them at a higher 
than usual rate. Within weeks, people 
in the United States were falling ill with 
the virus: one in Ohio, two in Kansas, 
eight in a single high school in New 
York City. By the end of the month, 
both our own Centers for Disease Con-
trol and the World Health Organiza-
tion had confirmed that we were deal-
ing with a variation of the H1N1 virus. 
In June, the W.H.O. officially declared 
the first global pandemic in forty years.

I had more than a passing knowledge 
of H1N1 after working on U.S. pan-
demic preparedness when I was in the 
Senate. What I knew scared the hell out 
of me. Starting in 1918, a strain of H1N1 
that came to be known as the “Spanish 
flu” had infected an estimated half a bil-
lion people and killed as many as a hun-
dred million—around five per cent of 
the world’s population. In Philadelphia 
alone, more than twelve thousand died 
in the span of a few weeks. The effects 
of the pandemic went beyond the stun-
ning death tolls and the shutdown of 
economic activity; later research revealed 
that those who were in utero during the 
pandemic grew up to have lower in-

comes, poorer educational outcomes, and 
higher rates of physical disability.

It was too early to tell how deadly 
this new virus would be. But I wasn’t 
interested in taking any chances. On 
the same day that Kathleen Sebelius 
was confirmed as H.H.S. Secretary, we 
sent a plane to pick her up from Kan-
sas, flew her to Washington to be sworn 
in at a makeshift ceremony in the Oval 
Office, and immediately asked her to 
lead a two-hour conference call with 
W.H.O. officials and health ministers 
from Mexico and Canada. A few days 
later, we pulled together an interagency 
team to evaluate how ready the United 
States was for a worst-case scenario.

The answer was that we weren’t at 
all ready. Annual flu shots didn’t provide 
much protection against H1N1, it turned 
out, and, because vaccines generally 
weren’t a moneymaker for drug compa-
nies, the few U.S. vaccine-makers that 
existed had a limited capacity to ramp 
up production of a new one. Then, we 
faced questions of how to distribute an-
tiviral medicines, what guidelines hos-
pitals used in treating cases of the flu, 
and even how we’d handle the possibil-
ity of closing schools and imposing quar-
antines if things got significantly worse. 
Several veterans of the Ford Adminis-
tration’s 1976 swine-flu response team 
warned us of the difficulties involved in 
getting out in front of an outbreak with-
out overreacting or triggering a panic. 
Apparently, President Ford, wanting to 
act decisively in the middle of a reëlec-
tion campaign, had fast-tracked vacci-
nations before the severity of the pan-
demic had been determined, with the 
result that more Americans developed 
a neurological disorder connected to the 
vaccine than died from the flu.

“You need to be involved, Mr. Pres-
ident,” one of Ford’s staffers advised, 
“but you need to let the experts run the 
process.”

My instructions to the public-health 
team were simple: decisions would be 
made based on the best available science, 
and we were going to explain to the pub-
lic each step of our response—including 
detailing what we did and didn’t know. 
Over the course of the next six months, 
we did exactly that. A summertime dip 
in H1N1 cases gave the team time to 
work with drugmakers and incentivize 
new processes for quicker vaccine pro-
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duction. They pre-positioned medical 
supplies across regions and gave hos-
pitals increased flexibility to manage  
a surge in flu cases. They evaluated—
and ultimately rejected—the idea of 
closing schools for the rest of the year, 
but worked with school districts, busi-
nesses, and state and local officials to 
make sure that everyone had the re-
sources they needed to respond in the 
event of an outbreak.

Although the United States did not 
escape unscathed—more than twelve 
thousand Americans lost their lives—
we were fortunate that this particular 
strain of H1N1 turned out to be less 
deadly than the experts had feared. News 
that the pandemic had abated by mid-
2010 didn’t generate headlines. Still, I 
took great pride in how well our team 
had performed. Without fanfare or fuss, 
they not only helped keep the virus con-
tained but strengthened our readiness 
for any future public-health emer-
gency—which would make all the differ-
ence several years later, when the Ebola 
outbreak in West Africa triggered a full-
blown panic.

This, I was coming to realize, was 
the nature of the Presidency: sometimes 
your most important work involved the 
stuff nobody noticed.

The slow march toward health-
care reform consumed much of 

the summer. As the legislation lum-
bered through Congress, we looked for 
any opportunity to help keep the pro-
cess on track. The good news was that 
the key Democratic chairs—especially 
Baucus and Waxman—were working 
hard to craft bills that they could pass 
out of their respective committees be-
fore the traditional August recess. The 
bad news was that the more everyone 
dug into the details of reform, the more 
differences in substance and strategy 
emerged—not just between Democrats 
and Republicans but between House 
and Senate Democrats, between the 
White House and congressional Dem-
ocrats, and even between members of 
my own team.

Most of the arguments revolved 
around the issue of how to generate a 
mixture of savings and new revenue to 

pay for expanding coverage to millions 
of uninsured Americans. Baucus, given 
his interest in producing a bipartisan 
bill, hoped to avoid anything that could 
be characterized as a tax increase. In-
stead, he and his staff had calculated the 
windfall profits that a new flood of in-
sured customers would bring to hospi-
tals, drug companies, and insurers, and 
had used those figures as a basis for ne-
gotiating billions of dollars in up-front 
contributions—through fees or Medi-
care-billing reductions—from each in-
dustry. To sweeten the deal, Baucus was 
also prepared to make certain policy con-
cessions. For example, he promised the 
pharmaceutical lobbyists that his bill 
wouldn’t include provisions allowing the 
reimportation of drugs from Canada—a 
popular Democratic proposal that high-
lighted the way Canadian and European 
government-run health-care systems 
used their immense bargaining power 
to negotiate much lower prices than Big 
Pharma charged in the United States.

Politically and emotionally, I would 
have found it a lot more satisfying to 
just go after the drug and insurance 

In conversation with Representative Paul Ryan, while hosting a bipartisan meeting on health-care reform.
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companies and see if we could beat  
them into submission. They were wildly 
unpopular with voters, and for good rea-
son. But, as a practical matter, it was 
hard to argue with Baucus’s more con-
ciliatory approach. We had no way to 
get to sixty votes in the Senate for a 
major health-care bill without at least 
the tacit agreement of the big industry 
players. Drug reimportation was a great 
political issue, but, at the end of the day, 
we didn’t have the votes for it, partly be-
cause plenty of Democrats had major 
pharmaceutical companies headquar-
tered or operating in their states.

With these realities in mind, I signed 
off on having Rahm, Nancy-Ann, and 
my deputy chief of staff, Jim Messina, 
sit in on Baucus’s negotiations with 
health-care-industry representatives. By 
the end of June, they’d hashed out a 
deal, securing hundreds of billions of 
dollars in givebacks and broader drug 
discounts for seniors using Medicare. 
Just as important, they’d gotten a com-
mitment from the hospitals, insurers, 
and drug companies to support—or at 
least not oppose—the emerging bill.

It was a big hurdle to clear, a case of 
politics as the art of the possible. But 
for some of the more liberal Demo-
crats in the House, where no one had 
to worry about a filibuster, and among 
progressive advocacy groups that were 
still hoping to lay the groundwork for 
a single-payer health-care system, our 
compromises smacked of capitulation, 
a deal with the devil. It didn’t help that, 
as Rahm had predicted, none of the ne-
gotiations with the industry had been 
broadcast on C-SPAN. The press started 
reporting on details of what they called 
“backroom deals.” More than a few con-
stituents wrote in to ask whether I’d 
gone over to the dark side. And Wax-
man made a point of saying he didn’t 
consider his work bound by whatever 
concessions Baucus or the White House 
had made to industry lobbyists.

Quick as the House Democrats were 
to mount their high horse, they were also 
more than willing to protect the status 
quo when it secured their prerogatives or 
benefitted politically influential constit-
uencies. For example, more or less every 
health-care economist agreed that it wasn’t 
enough just to pry money out of insur-
ance- and drug-company profits and use 
it to cover more people; in order for re-

form to work, we also had to do some-
thing about the skyrocketing costs charged 
by doctors and hospitals. Otherwise, any 
new money put into the system would 
yield less and less care for fewer and fewer 
people over time. One of the best ways 
to “bend the cost curve” was to establish 
an independent board, shielded from pol-
itics and special-interest lobbying, that 
would set reimbursement rates for Medi-
care based on the comparative effective-
ness of particular treatments.

House Democrats hated the idea. It 
would mean giving away their power to 
determine what Medicare did and didn’t 
cover (along with the potential campaign 

fund-raising opportunities that came 
with that power). They also worried that 
they’d get blamed by cranky seniors who 
found themselves unable to get the lat-
est drug or diagnostic test advertised on 
TV, even if an expert could prove that it 
was actually a waste of money.

They were similarly skeptical of the 
other big proposal to control costs: a 
cap on the tax deductibility of so-called 
Cadillac insurance plans—high-cost, 
employer-provided policies that paid 
for all sorts of premium services but 
didn’t improve health outcomes. Other 
than corporate managers and well-paid 
professionals, union members made up 

THE OLD LAND

In the old land, 
People perished not from hunger 
But from gorging on lust and liver.

Birds flew backward, thoughts swarmed
Against foreheads. Grass vined up stakes,
Sprouted out of the eyes of the impaled.

In the old land, 
The mountains were seasonally flattened,
Carved and rolled up like woven prayer mats. 

The sky was shallow and piebald in the fall,
Striped and shiny when it rained or snowed,
So splendorous we’d go blind, lose our minds.

In the old land, 
Homes were made of honeycomb and straw,
Cars ran on blood, melted pennies, bones.

Streets zigzagged like startled antelopes.
Life and death were simple and whole,
No need for explanation, let alone hope.

In the old land, 
Love was meant for strangers and their dogs, 
Yowling, licking wounds, sore lymph nodes. 

We were living our long lives at home,
Until we sank and resurfaced in this void,
Different skins, goggled eyes, nowhere to go.

Just to be as we were, we had to destroy
All the wrong distant lands, the many 
Scared elsewheres, banging at our doors.

—Aleksandar Hemon
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the main group covered by such plans, 
and the unions were adamantly opposed 
to what would come to be known as 
“the Cadillac tax.” It didn’t matter to 
labor leaders that their members might 
be willing to trade a deluxe hospital 
suite or a second, unnecessary MRI for 
a chance at higher take-home pay. And 
so long as the unions were opposed to 
the Cadillac tax, most House Demo-
crats were going to be, too.

The squabbles quickly found their way 
into the press, making the whole process 
appear messy and convoluted. By late July, 
polls showed that more Americans dis-
approved than approved of the way I was 
handling health-care reform, prompting 
me to complain to Axe about our com-
munications strategy. “We’re on the right 
side of this stuff,” I insisted. “We just have 
to explain it better to voters.”

Axe was irritated that his shop was 
seemingly getting blamed for the very prob-
lem he’d warned me about from the start. 
“You can explain it till you’re blue in the 
face,” he told me. “But people who already 
have health care are skeptical that reform 
will benefit them, and a whole bunch of 
facts and figures won’t change that.”

Toward the end of the month, ver-
sions of the health-care bill had passed 
out of all the relevant House commit-
tees. The Senate Health and Education 
Committee had completed its work as 
well. All that remained was getting a bill 
through Max Baucus’s Senate Finance 
Committee. Once that was done, we 
could consolidate the different versions 
into one House and one Senate bill, ide-
ally passing each before the August re-
cess, with the goal of having a final ver-
sion of the legislation on my desk for 
signing before the end of the year.

No matter how hard we pressed, 
though, we couldn’t get Baucus to com-
plete his work. As the summer wore on, 
his optimism that he could produce a 
bipartisan bill began to look delusional. 
The Republican Minority Leaders, Mc-
Connell and John Boehner, had already 
announced their vigorous opposition to 
our legislative efforts, arguing that they 
represented an attempted “government 
takeover” of the health-care system. 
Frank Luntz, a well-known Republican 
strategist, had circulated a memo stat-
ing that, after market-testing some thirty 
anti-reform messages, he’d concluded 
that invoking a government takeover 

was the best way to discredit the health-
care legislation. From that point on, con-
servatives followed the script, repeating 
the phrase like an incantation.

Senator Jim DeMint, the conserva-
tive firebrand from South Carolina, was 
more transparent about his party’s inten-
tions. “If we’re able to stop Obama on 
this, it will be his Waterloo,” he announced 
on a nationwide conference call with con-
servative activists. “It will break him.”

Unsurprisingly, given the atmosphere, 
the group of three G.O.P. senators who 
had been invited to participate in bipar-
tisan talks with Baucus was now down 
to two: Chuck Grassley and Olympia 
Snowe, the moderate from Maine. My 
team and I did everything we could to 
help Baucus win their support. I had 
Grassley and Snowe over to the White 
House repeatedly and called them every 
few weeks to take their temperature. We 
signed off on scores of changes they 
wanted made to Baucus’s draft bill. 
Nancy-Ann became a permanent fixture 
in their Senate offices and took Snowe 
out to dinner so often that we joked that 
her husband was getting jealous.

“Tell Olympia she can write the 
whole damn bill!” I said to Nancy-Ann 
as she was leaving for one such meet-
ing. “We’ll call it the Snowe plan. Tell 
her if she votes for the bill she can have 
the White House—Michelle and I will 
move to an apartment!”

And still we were getting nowhere. 
Snowe took pride in her centrist repu-
tation, but the Republican Party’s sharp 
rightward tilt had left her increasingly 
isolated within her own caucus.

Grassley was a different story. He 
talked a good game about wanting to 
help the family farmers back in Iowa who 
had trouble getting insurance they could 
count on, and when Hillary Clinton had 
pushed health-care reform, in the nine-
ties, Grassley had actually co-sponsored 
an alternative that in many ways resem-
bled the Massachusetts-style plan we 
were proposing, complete with an indi-
vidual mandate. But, unlike Snowe, Grass-
ley rarely bucked his party’s leadership 
on tough issues. With his long, hangdog 
face and throaty Midwestern drawl, he 
would hem and haw about this or that 
problem he had with the bill without ever 
telling us what exactly it would take to 
get him to yes. Phil Schiliro, who ran the 
White House’s legislative-affairs depart-

ment, thought that Grassley was just 
stringing Baucus along at McConnell’s 
behest, trying to stall the process and pre-
vent us from moving on to the rest of 
our agenda. Even I, the resident White 
House optimist, finally got fed up and 
asked Baucus to come by for a visit.

“Time’s up, Max,” I told him in the 
Oval during a meeting in late July. 
“You’ve given it your best shot. Grass-
ley’s gone. He just hasn’t broken the 
news to you yet.”

Baucus shook his head. “I respect-
fully disagree, Mr. President,” he said. 
“I know Chuck. I think we’re this close 
to getting him.” He held his thumb and 
index finger an inch apart, smiling at 
me like someone who’s discovered a 
cure for cancer and is forced to deal 
with foolish skeptics. “Let’s just give 
Chuck a little more time and have the 
vote when we get back from recess.”

A part of me wanted to get up, grab 
Baucus by the shoulders, and shake him 
till he came to his senses. I decided that 
this wouldn’t work. Another part of me 
considered threatening to withhold my 
political support the next time he ran 
for reëlection, but since he polled higher 
than I did in his home state of Mon-
tana, I figured that wouldn’t work, ei-
ther. Instead, I argued and cajoled for 
another half hour, finally agreeing to 
his plan to delay an immediate party-
line vote and instead call the bill to a 
vote within the first two weeks of Con-
gress’s reconvening in September.

W ith the House and the Senate ad-
journed and both votes still loom-

ing, we decided I’d spend the first two 
weeks of August on the road, holding 
health-care town halls in places like 
Montana and Colorado, where public 
support for reform was shakiest. As a 
sweetener, my team suggested that Mi-
chelle and the girls join me, and that we 
visit some national parks along the way.

I was thrilled by the suggestion. It’s 
not as if Malia and Sasha were deprived 
of fatherly attention or in need of extra 
summer fun—they’d had plenty of both, 
with playdates and movies and a whole 
lot of loafing. Often, I’d come home in 
the evening and go up to the third floor to 
find the solarium overtaken by pajama-
clad eight- or eleven-year-old girls set-
tling in for a sleepover, bouncing on in-
flatable mattresses, scattering popcorn 

Rafi
eie

ngli
sh

cli
nic.

co
m



34	 THE NEW YORKER, NOVEMBER 2, 2020

and toys everywhere, giggling non-stop 
at whatever was on Nickelodeon.

But, as much as Michelle and I (with 
the help of infinitely patient Secret Ser-
vice agents) tried to approximate a nor-
mal childhood for our daughters, it was 
hard, if not impossible, for me to take 
them places like an ordinary dad would. 
We couldn’t go to an amusement park 
together, making an impromptu stop 
for burgers along the way. I couldn’t take 
them, as I once had, on lazy Sunday-
afternoon bike rides. A trip to get ice 
cream or a visit to a bookstore was now 
a major production, involving road clo-
sures, tactical teams, and the omnipres-
ent press pool.

If the girls felt a sense of loss over 
this, they didn’t show it. But I felt it 
acutely. I especially mourned the fact 
that I’d probably never get a chance to 
take Malia and Sasha on the sort of long 
summer road trip I’d made when I was 
eleven, after my mother and my grand-
mother, Toot, decided it was time for 
Maya and me to see the mainland of 
the United States. It had lasted a month 
and burned a lasting impression into my 
mind—and not just because we went to 
Disneyland (although that was obvi-
ously outstanding). We had dug for clams 
during low tide in Puget Sound, ridden 
horses through a creek at the base of 
Canyon de Chelly, in Arizona, watched 
the endless Kansas prairie unfold from 
a train window, spotted a herd of bison 
on a dusky plain in Yellowstone, and 
ended each day with the simple plea-
sures of a motel ice machine, the occa-
sional swimming pool, or just air-con-
ditioning and clean sheets. That one trip 

gave me a glimpse of the dizzying free-
dom of the open road, how vast Amer-
ica was, and how full of wonder.

I couldn’t duplicate that experience 
for my daughters—not when we flew on 
Air Force One, rode in motorcades, and 
never bunked down in a place like How-
ard Johnson’s. Getting from point A to 
point B happened too fast and too com-
fortably, and the days were too stuffed 
with prescheduled, staff-monitored ac-
tivity—absent that familiar mixture of 
surprises, misadventures, and boredom—
to fully qualify as a road trip. But in the 
course of an August week we watched 
Old Faithful blow, and looked out over 
the ochre expanse of the Grand Canyon. 
The girls went inner-tubing. At night, 
we played board games and tried to name 
the constellations. Tucking my daugh-
ters into bed, I hoped that, despite all 
the fuss that surrounded us, their minds 
were storing away a vision of life’s pos-
sibilities and the beauty of the Ameri-
can landscape, just as mine once had; 
and that they might someday think back 
on our trips together and be reminded 
that they were so worthy of love, so fas-
cinating and electric with life, that there 
was nothing their parents would rather 
do than share those vistas with them.

O f course, one of the things Malia 
and Sasha had to put up with on 

the trip out West was their dad peeling 
off every other day to talk about health 
care. The town halls themselves weren’t 
very different from the ones I’d held in 
the spring. People shared stories about 
how the existing health-care system had 
failed their families, and asked ques-

tions about how the emerging bill might 
affect their own insurance. Even those 
who opposed our effort listened atten-
tively to what I had to say.

Outside, though, the atmosphere was 
very different. We were in the middle 
of what came to be known as the “Tea 
Party summer,” an organized effort to 
marry people’s honest fears about a 
changing America with a right-wing 
political agenda. Heading to and from 
every venue, we were greeted by dozens 
of angry protesters. Some shouted 
through bullhorns. Others flashed a sin-
gle-fingered salute. Many held up signs 
with messages like “OBAMACARE SUCKS” 
or the unintentionally ironic “KEEP GOV-
ERNMENT OUT OF MY MEDICARE.” 
Some waved doctored pictures of me 
looking like Heath Ledger’s Joker, in 
“The Dark Knight,” with blackened eyes 
and thickly caked makeup, appearing al-
most demonic. Still others wore Colo-
nial-era patriot costumes and hoisted 
the “DON’T TREAD ON ME” flag. All of 
them seemed most interested in express-
ing their general contempt for me, a sen-
timent best summed up by a refashion-
ing of the famous Shepard Fairey poster 
from our campaign: the same red-white-
and-blue rendering of my face, but with 
the word “HOPE” replaced by “NOPE.”

This new and suddenly potent force 
in American politics had started months 
earlier, as a handful of ragtag, small-
scale protests against bank bailouts and 
the Recovery Act. A number of the early 
participants had apparently migrated 
from the quixotic, libertarian Presiden-
tial campaign of the Republican con-
gressman Ron Paul, who called for the 
elimination of the federal income tax 
and the Federal Reserve, a return to the 
gold standard, and withdrawal from the 
U.N. and NATO. The group was now 
focussed on stopping the abomination 
they called “Obamacare,” which they 
insisted would introduce a socialistic, 
oppressive new order to America. As I 
was conducting my relatively sedate 
health-care town halls out West, news-
casts started broadcasting scenes from 
parallel congressional events around the 
country, with House and Senate mem-
bers suddenly confronted by angry, heck-
ling crowds in their home districts, and 
Tea Party members deliberately dis-
rupting the proceedings, rattling some 
of the politicians enough that they were 

“That’s good, let all that anger out.”

• •
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cancelling public appearances altogether.
It was hard to decide what to make 

of all this. The Tea Party’s anti-tax, anti-
regulation, anti-government manifesto 
was hardly new; its basic story line—that 
corrupt liberal élites had hijacked the 
federal government to take money out 
of the pockets of hardworking Ameri-
cans in order to finance welfare patron-
age and reward corporate cronies—was 
one that Republican politicians and the 
conservative media had been peddling 
for years. Nor, it turned out, was the Tea 
Party the spontaneous, grassroots move-
ment it purported to be. From the out-
set, the Koch brothers and affiliates like 
Americans for Prosperity, along with 
other billionaire conservatives, had care-
fully nurtured the movement, providing 
much of the Tea Party’s financing, infra-
structure, and strategic direction.

Still, there was no denying that the 
Tea Party represented a genuine popu-
list surge within the Republican Party. 
It was made up of true believers, pos-
sessed with the same grassroots enthu-
siasm and jagged fury we’d seen in Sarah 
Palin’s supporters during the closing days 
of the Presidential campaign. Some of 
that anger I understood, even if I con-
sidered it misdirected. Many of the work-
ing- and middle-class whites gravitat-
ing to the Tea Party had suffered for 
decades from sluggish wages, rising costs, 
and the loss of the steady blue-collar 
work that provided secure retirement. 
George W. Bush and establishment Re-
publicans hadn’t done anything for them, 
and the financial crisis had further hol-
lowed out their communities. And so far, 
at least, the economy had grown steadily 
worse with me in charge, despite more 
than a trillion dollars channelled into 
stimulus spending and bailouts. For those 
already predisposed toward conservative 
ideas, the notion that my policies were 
designed to help others at their expense—
that the game was rigged and I was part 
of the rigging—must have seemed en-
tirely plausible.

I also had a grudging respect for how 
rapidly Tea Party leaders had mobilized 
a strong following and managed to dom-
inate the news coverage, using some of 
the same social-media and grassroots-
organizing strategies we had deployed 
during my own campaign. I’d spent my 
entire political career promoting civic par-
ticipation as a cure for much of what ailed 

our democracy. I could hardly complain, 
I told myself, just because it was opposi-
tion to my agenda that was now spurring 
such passionate citizen involvement.

As time went on, though, it became 
hard to ignore some of the more trou-
bling impulses driving the movement. 
As had been true at Palin rallies, report-
ers at Tea Party events caught attend-
ees comparing me to animals or Hitler. 
Signs turned up showing me dressed 
like an African witch doctor with a bone 
through my nose. Conspiracy theories 
abounded: that my health-care bill would 
set up “death panels” to evaluate whether 
people deserved treatment, clearing the 
way for “government-encouraged eu-
thanasia,” or that it would benefit ille-
gal immigrants, in the service of my 
larger goal of flooding the country with 
welfare-dependent, reliably Democratic 
voters. The Tea Party also resurrected 
an old rumor from the campaign: that 
I was not only Muslim but had actually 
been born in Kenya, and was therefore 
constitutionally barred from serving as 
President. By September, the question 
of how much nativism and racism ex-
plained the Tea Party’s rise had become 
a major topic of debate on the cable 
shows—especially after the former Pres-
ident and lifelong Southerner Jimmy 
Carter offered up the opinion that the 
extreme vitriol directed toward me was 
at least in part spawned by racist views.

At the White House, we made a 
point of not commenting on any of 
this—and not just because Axe had 
reams of data telling us that white vot-

ers, including many who supported me, 
reacted poorly to lectures about race. As 
a matter of principle, I didn’t believe a 
President should ever publicly whine 
about criticism from voters—it’s what 
you signed up for in taking the job—
and I was quick to remind both report-
ers and friends that my white predeces-
sors had all endured their share of vicious 
personal attacks and obstructionism.

More practically, I saw no way to sort 
out people’s motives, especially given that 
racial attitudes were woven into every as-
pect of our nation’s history. Did that Tea 
Party member support “states’ rights” be-
cause he genuinely thought it was the 
best way to promote liberty, or because 
he continued to resent how federal in-
tervention had led to desegregation and 
rising Black political power in the South? 
Did that conservative activist oppose any 
expansion of the social-welfare state be-
cause she believed it sapped individual 
initiative or because she was convinced 
that it would benefit only brown people 
who had just crossed the border? What-
ever my instincts might tell me, whatever 
truths the history books might suggest, 
I knew I wasn’t going to win over any 
voters by labelling my opponents racist.

One thing felt certain: a pretty big 
chunk of the American people, includ-
ing some of the very folks I was trying 
to help, didn’t trust a word I said. One 
night, I watched a news report on a 
charitable organization called Remote 
Area Medical, which provided medical 
services in temporary pop-up clinics 
around the country, operating out of 
trailers parked at fairgrounds and are-
nas. Almost all the patients in the re-
port were white Southerners from places 
like Tennessee and Georgia—men and 
women who had jobs but no employer-
based insurance or had insurance with 
deductibles they couldn’t afford. Many 
had driven hundreds of miles to join 
crowds of people lined up before dawn 
to see one of the volunteer doctors, who 
might pull an infected tooth, diagnose 
debilitating abdominal pain, or exam-
ine a breast lump. The demand was so 
great that patients who arrived after 
sunup sometimes got turned away.

I found the story both heartbreaking 
and maddening, an indictment of a 
wealthy nation that failed too many of 
its citizens. And yet I knew that almost 
every one of those people waiting to 
see a free doctor came from a deep-red 
Republican district, the sort of place 
where opposition to our health-care  
bill, along with support of the Tea Party, 
was likely to be strongest. There had 
been a time—back when I was still a 
state senator driving around southern 
Illinois or, later, travelling through rural 
Iowa during the earliest days of the Pres-
idential campaign—when I could reach 
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such voters. I wasn’t yet well known 
enough to be the target of caricature, 
which meant that whatever preconcep-
tions people may have had about a Black 
guy from Chicago with a foreign name 
could be dispelled by a simple conver-
sation, a small gesture of kindness.

I wondered if any of that was still 
possible, now that I lived locked behind 
gates and guardsmen, my image filtered 
through Fox News and other media 
outlets whose entire business model de-
pended on making their audience angry 
and fearful. I wanted to believe that the 
ability to connect was still there. My 
wife wasn’t so sure. One night, Michelle 
caught a glimpse of a Tea Party rally on 
TV—with its enraged flag-waving and 
inflammatory slogans. She seized the 
remote and turned off the set, her ex-
pression hovering somewhere between 
rage and resignation.

“It’s a trip, isn’t it?” she said.
“What is?”
“That they’re scared of you. Scared 

of us.” She shook her head and headed 
for bed.

Ted Kennedy died on August 25th. 
The morning of his funeral, the 

skies over Boston darkened, and by the 
time our flight landed the streets were 
shrouded in thick sheets of rain. The 
scene inside the church befitted the large-
ness of Teddy’s life: the pews packed 
with former Presidents and heads of 
state, senators and members of Con-
gress, hundreds of current and former 
staffers. But the stories told by his chil-
dren mattered most that day. Patrick 
Kennedy recalled his father tending to 
him during crippling asthma attacks. He 
described how his father would take him 
out to sail, even in stormy seas. Teddy, Jr., 
told the story of how, after he’d lost his 
leg to cancer, his father had insisted they 
go sledding, trudging with him up a 
snowy hill, picking him up when he fell, 
and telling him “there is nothing you 
can’t do.” Collectively, it was a portrait 
of a man driven by great appetites and 
ambitions but also by great loss and 
doubt—a man making up for things.

“My father believed in redemption,” 
Teddy, Jr., said. “And he never surren-
dered, never stopped trying to right 
wrongs, be they the results of his own 
failings or of ours.”

I carried those words with me back 

to Washington, where a spirit of surren-
der increasingly prevailed—at least, when 
it came to getting a health-care bill passed. 
A preliminary report by the Congres-
sional Budget Office, the independent, 
professionally staffed operation charged 
with scoring the cost of all federal leg-
islation, priced the initial House version 
of the health-care bill at an eye-popping 
one trillion dollars. Although the C.B.O. 
score would eventually come down as 
the bill was revised and clarified, the 
headlines gave opponents a handy stick 
with which to beat us over the head. 
Democrats from swing districts were 
now running scared, convinced that push-
ing forward with the bill amounted to a 
suicide mission. Republicans abandoned 
all pretense of wanting to negotiate, with 
members of Congress regularly echoing 
the Tea Party’s claim that I wanted to 
put Grandma to sleep.

The only upside to all this was that 
it helped me cure Max Baucus of his 
obsession with trying to placate Chuck 
Grassley. In a last-stab Oval Office 
meeting with the two of them in early 
September, I listened patiently as Grass-
ley ticked off five new reasons that he 
still had problems with the latest ver-
sion of the bill.

“Let me ask you a question, Chuck,” 
I said finally. “If Max took every one of 
your latest suggestions, could you sup-
port the bill?”

“Well . . .”
“Are there any changes—any at all—

that would get us your vote?”
There was an awkward silence be-

fore Grassley looked up and met my 
gaze. “I guess not, Mr. President.”

I guess not.

A t the White House, the mood rap-
idly darkened. Some of my team 

began asking whether it was time to 
fold our hand. Rahm was especially dour. 
Having been to this rodeo before, he 
understood all too well what my declin-
ing poll numbers might mean for the 
reëlection prospects of swing-district 
Democrats, many of whom he had per-
sonally recruited and helped elect, not 
to mention my own prospects in 2012. 
Rahm proposed that we try to cut a deal 
with Republicans for a significantly 
scaled-back piece of legislation—per-
haps allowing people between sixty and 
sixty-five to buy into Medicare or wid-

ening the reach of the Children’s Health 
Insurance Program. “It won’t be every-
thing you wanted, Mr. President,” he 
said. “But it’ll still help a lot of people, 
and it’ll give us a better chance to make 
progress on the rest of your agenda.”

Some in the room agreed. Others 
felt it was too early to give up. Phil Schi-
liro said he thought there was still a 
path to passing a comprehensive law 
with only Democratic votes, but he ad-
mitted that it was no sure thing.

“I guess the question for you, Mr. Pres-
ident, is, Do you feel lucky?”

I looked at him. “Where are we, Phil?”
Phil hesitated, wondering if it was a 

trick question. “The Oval Office?”
“And what’s my name?”
“Barack Obama.”
I smiled. “Barack Hussein Obama. 

And I’m here with you in the Oval Office. 
Brother, I always feel lucky.”

I told the team that we were staying 
the course. But my decision didn’t have 
much to do with how lucky I felt. Rahm 
wasn’t wrong about the risks, and per-
haps in a different political environ-
ment, on a different issue, I might have 
accepted his advice. On this issue, 
though, I saw no indication that Re-
publican leaders would throw us a life-
line. We were wounded, their base 
wanted blood, and, no matter how mod-
est the reform we proposed, they were 
sure to find a whole new set of reasons 
for not working with us.

More than that, a scaled-down bill 
wasn’t going to help millions of people 
who were desperate. The idea of letting 
them down—of leaving them to fend 
for themselves because their President 
hadn’t been sufficiently brave, skilled, 
or persuasive to cut through the polit-
ical noise and get what he knew to be 
the right thing done—was something 
I couldn’t stomach.

Knowing we had to try something 
big to reset the health-care debate, Axe 
suggested that I deliver a prime-time 
address before a special joint session of 
Congress. It was a high-stakes gambit, 
he explained, used only twice in the past 
sixteen years, but it would give me a 
chance to speak directly to millions of 
viewers. I asked what the other two joint 
addresses had been about.

“The most recent was when Bush 
announced the war on terror after 9/11.”

“And the other?”
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“Bill Clinton talking about his health 
care bill.”

I laughed. “Well, that worked out 
great, didn’t it?”

Despite the inauspicious precedent, 
we decided it was worth a shot.

Two days after Labor Day, Michelle 
and I climbed into the back seat of the 
Presidential S.U.V., known as the Beast, 
drove up to the Capitol’s east entrance, 
and retraced the steps we had taken seven 
months earlier to the doors of the House 
chamber, where I’d given my first ad
dress to a joint session of Congress, back 
in February. The mood in the chamber 
felt different this time—the smiles a lit
tle forced, a murmur of tension and doubt 
in the air. Or maybe it was just that my 
mood was different. Whatever giddi
ness or sense of personal triumph I’d felt 
shortly after taking office had now been 
burned away, replaced by something stur
dier: a determination to see a job through.

For an hour that evening, I explained 
as straightforwardly as I could what our 
reform plan would mean for the fami
lies who were watching—how it would 
provide affordable insurance to those 
who needed it but also give critical pro
tections to those who already had insur
ance; how it would prevent insurance 
companies from discriminating against 
people with preëxisting conditions and 
eliminate the kind of lifetime limits that 
burdened families like Laura Klitzka’s. I 
detailed how the plan would help seniors 
pay for lifesaving drugs and require in
surers to cover routine checkups and pre
ventive care at no extra charge. I explained 
that the talk about a government take
over and death panels was nonsense, that 
the legislation wouldn’t add a dime to 
the deficit, and that the time to make 
this happen was now. But in the back of 
my mind was a letter from Ted Kennedy 
I’d received a few days earlier. He’d writ
ten it in May but had instructed Vicki 
to wait until after his death to pass it 
along. It was a farewell letter, two pages 
long, in which he thanked me for tak
ing up the cause of healthcare reform, 
referring to it as “the great unfinished 
business of our society” and the cause of 
his life. He added that he would die with 
some comfort, believing that what he’d 
spent years working toward would now, 
under my watch, finally happen.

I ended my speech that night by quot
ing from Teddy’s letter, hoping that his 

words would bolster the nation just as 
they had bolstered me. “What we face,” 
he’d written, “is above all a moral issue; 
that at stake are not just the details of pol
icy, but fundamental principles of social 
justice and the character of our country.”

According to poll data, my address 
to Congress boosted public support for 
the healthcare bill, at least temporar
ily. Even more important for our pur
poses, it seemed to stiffen the spine of 
wavering congressional Democrats. It 
did not, however, change the mind of a 
single Republican in the chamber. This 
was clear less than thirty minutes into 
the speech, when—as I debunked the 
phony claim that the bill would insure 
undocumented immigrants—a relatively 
obscure fiveterm Republican congress
man from South Carolina named Joe 
Wilson leaned forward in his seat, 
pointed in my direction, and shouted, 
his face flushed with fury, “You lie!”

For the briefest moment, a stunned 
silence fell over the chamber. I turned 
to look for the heckler (as did Speaker 
Pelosi and Joe Biden, Nancy aghast and 
Joe shaking his head). I was tempted to 
exit my perch, make my way down the 
aisle, and smack the guy in the head. 
Instead, I simply responded by saying, 
“It’s not true,” and then carried on with 
my speech as Democrats hurled boos 
in Wilson’s direction.

As far as anyone could remember, 
nothing like that had ever happened be

fore a jointsession address—at least, 
not in modern times. Congressional 
criticism was swift and bipartisan, and, 
by the next morning, Wilson had apol
ogized publicly for the breach of deco
rum, calling Rahm and asking that his 
regrets get passed on to me as well. I 
downplayed the matter, telling a reporter 
that I appreciated the apology and was 
a big believer that we all make mistakes.

And yet I couldn’t help noticing the 
news reports saying that online contri
butions to Wilson’s reëlection campaign 
spiked sharply in the week following 
his outburst. Apparently, for many Re
publican voters out there, he was a hero, 
speaking truth to power. It was an in
dication that the Tea Party and its media 
allies had accomplished more than just 
their goal of demonizing the health
care bill. They had demonized me and, 
in doing so, had delivered a message to 
all Republican officeholders: when it 
came to opposing my Administration, 
the old rules no longer applied.

Despite having grown up in Hawaii, 
I have never learned to sail a boat; 

it wasn’t a pastime my family could afford. 
Still, for the next three and a half months, 
I felt the way I imagine sailors feel on 
the open seas after a brutal storm has 
passed. The work remained arduous and 
sometimes monotonous, made tougher 
by the need to patch leaks and bail water. 
But, for a span of time, we had in us the 

September 9, 2009. Revising a speech for a special joint session of Congress.
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thankfulness of survivors, propelled in 
our daily tasks by a renewed belief that 
we might make it to port after all.

For starters, after months of delay, 
Baucus finally opened debate on a health-
care bill in the Senate Finance Com-
mittee. His version, which tracked the 
Massachusetts model we had all been 
using, was stingier with its subsidies to 
the uninsured than we would have pre-
ferred, and we insisted that he replace a 
tax on high-value employer-based in-
surance plans with increased taxes on 
the wealthy. But, to everyone’s credit, the 
deliberations were generally substantive 
and free of grandstanding. After three 
weeks of exhaustive work, the bill passed 
out of committee by a fourteen-to-nine 
margin. The lone Republican vote we 
got came from Olympia Snowe.

Speaker Pelosi then engineered the 
quick passage of a consolidated House 
bill against overwhelming and boister-
ous G.O.P. opposition, with a vote held 
on November 7, 2009. If we could get 
the full Senate to pass a similarly con-
solidated version of its bill before the 
Christmas recess, we figured, we could 

then use January to negotiate the differ-
ences between the Senate and House 
versions, send a merged bill to both 
chambers for approval, and, with any 
luck, have the final legislation on my 
desk for signing by February.

It was a big if—and one largely de-
pendent on my old friend Harry Reid. 
True to his generally dim view of human 
nature, the Senate Majority Leader as-
sumed that Olympia Snowe couldn’t be 
counted on once a final version of the 
health-care bill hit the floor. (“When 
McConnell really puts the screws to 
her,” he told me matter-of-factly, “she’ll 
fold like a cheap suit.”) To overcome the 
possibility of a filibuster, Harry couldn’t 
afford to lose a single member of his 
sixty-person caucus. And, as had been 
true with the Recovery Act, this fact gave 
each one of those members enormous 
leverage to demand changes to the bill, 
regardless of how parochial or ill-con-
sidered their requests might be.

This wouldn’t be a situation condu-
cive to high-minded policy consider-
ations, which was just fine with Harry, 
who could maneuver, cut deals, and apply 

pressure like nobody else. For the next 
six weeks, as the consolidated bill was 
introduced on the Senate floor and 
lengthy debates commenced on proce-
dural matters, the only action that re-
ally mattered took place behind closed 
doors in Harry’s office, where he met 
with the holdouts one by one to find 
out what it would take to get them to 
yes. Some wanted funding for well-
intentioned but marginally useful pet 
projects. Several of the Senate’s most 
liberal members, who liked to rail against 
the outsized profits of Big Pharma and 
private insurers, suddenly had no prob-
lem at all with the outsized profits of 
medical-device manufacturers with fa-
cilities in their home states and were 
pushing Harry to scale back a proposed 
tax on the industry. Senators Mary 
Landrieu and Ben Nelson made their 
votes contingent on hundreds of mil-
lions of additional Medicaid dollars 
specifically for Louisiana and Nebraska, 
concessions that the Republicans clev-
erly labelled “the Louisiana Purchase” 
and “the Cornhusker Kickback.”

Whatever it took, Harry was game. 

March 21, 2010. Watching the House pass the final version of the bill, with Vice-President Biden and others.
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Sometimes too game. Occasionally, he’d 
dig his heels in on some deal he wanted 
to cut, and I’d have to intervene with a 
call. Listening to my objections, he’d 
usually relent, but not without some 
grumbling, wondering how on earth he 
would get the bill passed if he did things 
my way.

“Mr. President, you know a lot more 
than I do about health-care policy,” he 
said at one point. “But I know the Sen-
ate, O.K.?”

Compared with the egregious pork-
barrelling, logrolling, and patronage-

dispensing tactics that Senate leaders had 
traditionally used to pass big, controver-
sial bills like the Civil Rights Act or Ron-
ald Reagan’s 1986 Tax Reform Act, or  
a package like the New Deal, Harry’s 
methods were fairly benign. But those 
bills had passed during a time when most 
Washington horse-trading stayed out 
of the papers, before the advent of the 
twenty-four-hour news cycle. For us, the 
slog through the Senate was a P.R. night-
mare. Each time Harry’s bill was altered 
to mollify another senator, reporters 
cranked out a new round of stories about 
“backroom deals.” And things got mark-
edly worse when Harry decided, with my 
blessing, to strip the bill of something 
called the “public option.”

From the very start of the health-care 
debate, policy wonks on the left had 
pushed us to modify the Massachusetts 
model by giving consumers the choice 
to buy coverage on the online “exchange,” 
not just from the likes of Aetna and Blue 
Cross Blue Shield but also from a newly 
formed insurer owned and operated by 
the government. Unsurprisingly, insur-
ance companies had balked at the idea 
of a public option, arguing that they 
would not be able to compete against a 
government insurance plan that could 
operate without the pressures of mak-
ing a profit. Of course, for public-option 
proponents, that was exactly the point. 
By highlighting the cost-effectiveness 
of government insurance and exposing 
the bloated waste and immorality of the 
private-insurance market, they hoped 
the public option would pave the way 
for a single-payer system.

It was a clever idea, and one with 
enough traction that Nancy Pelosi had 
included it in the House bill. But, on 
the Senate side, we were nowhere close 

to having sixty votes for a public option. 
There was a watered-down version in 
the Senate Health and Education Com-
mittee bill, requiring any government-run 
insurer to charge the same rates as pri-
vate insurers, but, of course, that would 
have defeated the whole purpose of a 
public option. My team and I thought 
a possible compromise might involve 
offering a public option only in those 
parts of the country where there were 
too few insurers to provide real compe-
tition and a public entity could help drive 
down premium prices over all. But even 
that was too much for the more conser-
vative members of the Democratic cau-
cus to swallow, including Joe Lieber-
man, of Connecticut, who announced 
shortly before Thanksgiving that under 
no circumstances would he vote for a 
package containing a public option.

When word got out that the public 
option had been removed from the Sen-
ate bill, activists on the left went ballis-
tic. Howard Dean, the former Vermont 
governor and onetime Presidential can-
didate, declared it “essentially the col-
lapse of health-care reform in the United 
States Senate.” They were especially out-
raged that Harry and I appeared to be 
catering to the whims of Joe Lieberman, 
whose apparent power to dictate the 
terms of health-care reform reinforced 
the view among some Democrats that 
I treated enemies better than allies.

I found the whole brouhaha exas-
perating. “What is it about sixty votes 
these folks don’t understand?” I groused 
to my staff. “Should I tell the thirty mil-
lion people who can’t get covered that 
they’re going to have to wait another 
ten years because we can’t get them a 
public option?”

It wasn’t just that criticism from 
friends always stung the most. The carp-
ing carried immediate political conse-
quences for Democrats. It confused our 
base (which, generally speaking, had no 
idea what the hell a public option was) 
and divided our caucus. It also ignored 
the fact that all the great social-welfare 
advances in American history, includ-
ing Social Security and Medicare, had 
started off incomplete and had been 
built upon gradually, over time. By 
preëmptively spinning what could be a 
monumental, if imperfect, victory into 
a bitter defeat, the criticism contributed 
to a potential long-term demoraliza-

tion of Democratic voters—otherwise 
known as the “What’s the point of vot-
ing if nothing ever changes?” syn-
drome—making it even harder for us 
to win elections and move progressive 
legislation forward in the future.

There was a reason, I told my adviser 
Valerie Jarrett, that Republicans tended 
to do the opposite—that Ronald Rea-
gan could preside over huge increases in 
the federal budget, the federal deficit, 
and the federal workforce and still be li-
onized by the G.O.P. faithful as the guy 
who successfully shrank the federal gov-
ernment. They understood that, in pol-
itics, the stories told were often as im-
portant as the substance achieved.

We made none of these arguments 
publicly, though for the rest of my Pres-
idency the phrase “public option” be-
came a useful shorthand inside the 
White House anytime Democratic in-
terest groups complained about us fail-
ing to defy political gravity and secur-
ing less than a hundred per cent of 
whatever they were asking for. Instead, 
we did our best to calm folks down, re-
minding disgruntled supporters that we 
would have plenty of time to fine-tune 
the legislation when we merged the 
House and Senate bills. Harry kept 
doing Harry stuff, including keeping 
the Senate in session weeks past the 
scheduled adjournment for the holidays.

As he’d predicted, Olympia Snowe 
braved a blizzard to stop by the Oval 
and tell us in person that she’d be vot-
ing no. But it didn’t matter. On Christ-
mas Eve, after twenty-four days of de-
bate, with Washington blanketed in 
snow and the streets all but empty, the 
Senate passed its health-care bill, titled 
the Patient Protection and Affordable 
Care Act—the A.C.A.—with exactly 
sixty votes. It was the first Christmas 
Eve vote in the Senate since 1895.

A few hours later, I settled back in 
my seat on Air Force One, listening to 
Michelle and the girls discuss how well 
Bo was adjusting to his first plane ride 
as we headed to Hawaii for the holiday 
break. I felt myself starting to relax just 
a little. We were going to make it, I 
thought. We weren’t docked yet—not 
even close, it would turn out—but thanks 
to my team, thanks to Nancy, Harry, 
and a whole bunch of congressional 
Democrats who’d taken tough votes, we 
finally had land within our sights. 
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Antifascists allege that the Portland Police Bureau has long tolerated crimes by far-right groups while cracking down on leftist 

Rafi
eie

ngli
sh

cli
nic.

co
m



THE NEW YORKER, NOVEMBER 2, 2020	 41PHOTOGRAPHS BY PHILIP MONTGOMERY

LETTER FROM PORTLAND

WE GO WHERE THEY GO
Antifascist activists fight their enemies online—and in the streets.

BY LUKE MOGELSON

demonstrators. Arrests by the bureau’s rapid-response team can look vindictive and gratuitously violent.
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right-wing extremists, by comparison, 
have been responsible for more than three 
hundred and twenty deaths in the past 
quarter century. The only known plot to 
“overthrow” the government in recent 
months was hatched by right-wing mi-
litia members, who, according to the 
F.B.I., planned to kidnap Michigan’s 
Democratic governor, Gretchen Whit-
mer. In June, I stood next to the alleged 
ringleader, Adam Fox, during a rally at 
Michigan’s capitol, while a speaker yelled, 
“We are here demanding peace as these 
terrorist organizations want to burn down 
our cities!” Fox carried an assault rifle and 
wore an ammo vest with a patch that 
said, “Si vis pacem, para bellum”: “If you 
want peace, prepare for war.”

It is true that, in response to such right-
wing events, some leftists have mobilized 
under the name Antifa, following a tra-
dition with specific principles, among 
them a willingness to engage in violence. 
The first speaker at Peninsula Park, a 
Black activist and hip-hop artist named 
Mic Crenshaw, was one of the progeni-
tors of this tradition. At fifty years old, 
he had at least a couple of decades on 
most people in the crowd. Wearing sun-
glasses, a backward baseball cap, and a 
bulletproof vest over a plaid flannel shirt, 
Crenshaw said, “I used to tell people our 
motto was ‘We go where they go.’ And 
there’s a lot of courageous people out here 
doing the same thing today.” He patted 
his flak jacket. “I never thought, thirty 
years ago, I’d be standing up here with 
one of these things on.”

Crenshaw grew up in Minneapolis, 
where, as a teen-ager, he became fascinated 
by the city’s nascent hardcore-punk scene. 

“I would ride through uptown and see 
the kids with their cool haircuts and stud-
ded jackets,” he recalled when I visited 
him at his home, in Portland, a few weeks 
before the Peninsula Park event. In 1986, 
as a high-school junior, Crenshaw joined 
with six peers—five of them white and 
one Native American—to start a skin-

head crew called the Baldies. They shaved 
their heads, found flight jackets at an 
Army-surplus store, and ordered Doc 
Martens from catalogues. The British 
skinheads whom the Baldies emulated 
were influenced by Jamaican-immigrant 
culture, and believed in multiethnic sol-
idarity. “We were trying to become the 
Minneapolis version,” Crenshaw said.

But punk music also appealed to 
neo-Nazis. Soon after the Baldies formed, 
a gang called the White Knights began 
harassing people of color in Minneapo-
lis. Crenshaw threw a piece of concrete 
through the window of a White Knight 
leader’s house. “That was the jump-off,” 
he told me. The act precipitated a “pro-
tracted period of street violence”: weekly 
brawls with bats, chains, pipes, knives, 
brass knuckles, and pepper spray. “Luck-
ily, no one died,” Crenshaw said. “Peo-
ple were definitely going to the hos-
pital, though.”

The Baldies made pacts with militant 
leftists and gravitated toward anarchist 
tenets of mutual aid and community de-
fense. Crenshaw was drawn to Commu-
nism. He said of the Baldies, “Our pol-
itics emerged from our survival-based 
organizing.” Another former Baldie told 
me, “Although many of us were inter-
ested in reading theory, what was driv-
ing our action wasn’t adherence to a par-
ticular ideology—it was meeting the 
threat as it needed to be met. It was very 
practical.” For Crenshaw, it was existen-
tial: “As a Black kid, I was fighting against 
people who wanted to kill me.”

One hub for young radicals in Min-
neapolis was Backroom Anarchist Books, 
which sold revolutionary European news-
papers like Class War. From these peri-
odicals, the Baldies learned about Anti-
Fascist Action, a British organization 
dedicated to physically confronting rac-
ists and anti-Semites. Anti-Fascist Ac-
tion had revived a legacy in England 
stretching back to the thirties, when Lon-
doners prevented Oswald Mosley and 
his British Union of Fascists from pub-
licly assembling. The Baldies effectively 
chased the White Knights out of Min-
neapolis, and then resolved to expand 
their crusade against white supremacy 
beyond the skinhead subculture. In 1987, 
they established Anti-Racist Action, or 
A.R.A., and began recruiting skaters, 
college students, and Black and Latino 
gang members. Explaining A.R.A.’s de-

S
hortly after noon on September 
26th, about fifteen hundred anti-
fascists gathered on the lawn of 

Peninsula Park, in Portland, Oregon. Some 
wore black bloc—the monochromatic 
clothing that renders militant activists 
anonymous to law enforcement—but the 
event was family-friendly, and most at-
tendees had dressed accordingly. Booths 
set up in a leafy grove offered herbal teas 
and tinctures, arts and crafts, condoms 
and morning-after pills, radical zines, or-
ganic vegetables. Above a stage, a banner 
read “everyday antifascist/come 
for the anarchy / stay for the 
soup.” In July, President Donald Trump 
had claimed, without evidence, that an-
archists were throwing soup cans at po-
lice during demonstrations for racial jus-
tice. When the anarchists were arrested, 
he explained, “they say, ‘No, this is soup 
for my family.’ ” Inevitably, “soup for my 
family” became a tongue-in-cheek slo-
gan at Portland protests. 

Other Presidential statements have 
been harder to make light of. Through-
out the nationwide upheaval set in mo-
tion by the police killing of George Floyd, 
in Minneapolis, on May 25th, Trump has 
vilified demonstrators as nefarious in-
surrectionists. Much as adversaries of the 
civil-rights movement once contended 
that it had been infiltrated by Commu-
nists, he invokes antifascists, or Antifa, 
to delegitimatize Black Lives Matter. A 
week after Floyd’s death, as popular up-
risings spread from Minneapolis to other 
cities, the President declared, “Our na-
tion has been gripped by professional 
anarchists, violent mobs, arsonists, loot-
ers, criminals, rioters, Antifa, and oth-
ers.” As the election nears, he has por-
trayed Antifa as a grave security threat 
that the Democrats and their Presiden-
tial nominee, Joe Biden, will let destroy 
the country. During the first debate, after 
Biden noted that Trump’s F.B.I. direc-
tor, Chris Wray, had described Antifa as 
“more of an ideology or a movement than 
an organization,” Trump scoffed, “You 
gotta be kidding me.” He told Biden, 
“They’ll overthrow you in two seconds.”

Such dire warnings are wildly discon-
nected from reality. Most Americans who 
identify as antifascists don’t belong to any 
particular group, and there is no national 
Antifa hierarchy or leadership. To date, 
one American has been killed by some-
one professing an antifascist agenda; 
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cision to tweak the British name, Cren-
shaw told me, “To us, the word ‘fascist’ 
sounded too academic. But everybody 
knew what a racist was.”

After high school, Crenshaw and his 
friends followed punk tours around the 
country, setting up A.R.A. chapters. In 
1991, the group convened its first na-
tional conference, in Portland. The city 
had been a center of white-supremacist 
organizing since the seventies, when 
Posse Comitatus—a virulently racist 
and anti-Semitic paramilitary move-
ment—was launched there. The Aryan 
Nations, a hate group in neighboring 
Idaho, sponsored neo-Nazis in Oregon 
who talked of turning the region into 
an all-white ethno-state. Before the 
A.R.A. conference, an Ethiopian im-
migrant in Portland was beaten to death 
by three acolytes of a group called White 
Aryan Resistance, or war. “Portland 
was in the national spotlight as a hot-
bed of racism,” Crenshaw said. “We 
wanted to let our presence be felt, and 
say, ‘We’re not gonna stand for that.’”

war and the Aryan Nations were 
eventually crippled by civil lawsuits, and, 
as other avowed white-supremacist out-
fits also receded, A.R.A. membership 
dwindled. When Crenshaw moved to 
Portland, a year after the conference, he 
stepped away as well, focussing instead 
on music and teaching. Both A.R.A. 
and the Baldies consisted largely of white 
people fighting white racism in white 
spaces, and, he told me, “I couldn’t do 
that anymore.”

In 2007, neo-Nazis attempting to re-
invigorate the vestiges of WAR planned 
to hold a white-power music festival near 
Portland. Former A.R.A. members 
helped local residents pressure the host 
venue to pull out. Half a dozen of these 
activists, sensing a need for renewed vig-
ilance, created Rose City Antifa—the 
first official antifascist organization in 
America. For Crenshaw, the evolution 
of A.R.A. into Rose City Antifa, com-
bined with Portland’s centrality in the 
national protest movement that began 
in Minneapolis this May, shows that “the 
two cities are linked in a continuum of 
antifascist consciousness.”

In mid-September, I met with two 
current members of Rose City Antifa, 
Sophie and Morgan, in another Port-
land park. (Asking for anonymity, they 
used pseudonyms.) Sophie, who is trans-

gender, explained that “some of the 
A.R.A. groups were pretty strongly in a 
world of toxic masculinity,” but Rose 
City Antifa has always had “a strong 
feminist and queer component.” A num-
ber of its founders were women. Mor-
gan, who identifies as a butch lesbian, 
said that Rose City Antifa adopted a 
more nuanced approach: “A.R.A. was 
street-level confrontation with white-
supremacist gangs. We wanted to broaden 
the scope to encompass more activities 
that we saw as fascist threats.”

Such threats proliferated during the 
next eight years. The election of Pres-
ident Barack Obama galvanized the so-
called Patriot Movement, composed of 
hundreds of far-right groups and armed 
militias hostile to Muslims, immigrants, 
and the L.G.B.T.Q. community. Though 
the Patriot Movement was seldom ex-
plicitly racist or anti-Semitic, it depicted 
the federal government as corrupted by 
un-American forces inimical to white 
Christians—a resurrection of the Posse 
Comitatus world view. Despite this 
troubling ferment, antifascism remained 
a backwater of leftist activism through-
out the Obama Administration, as pro-
gressives focussed on the rise of the Pa-

triot Movement’s political analogue: 
the Tea Party. 

Then came Donald Trump, buoyed 
by a wave of white nationalism calling 
itself the alt-right. In 2017, many Amer-
icans were stunned when throngs of white 
supremacists carried torches and Nazi 
flags through Charlottesville, Virginia, 
chanting “Blood and soil!” and “Jews will 
not replace us!” Antifascists, however, 
were prepared. Hundreds of them trav-
elled to Charlottesville, in fidelity to the 
“We go where they go” credo. Clashes 
culminated in a neo-Nazi plowing his 
car through a crowd of counter-protest-
ers, killing a woman. The former K.K.K. 
Grand Wizard David Duke told a re-
porter, “We are determined to take our 
country back. We’re going to fulfill the 
promises of Donald Trump.” Later, Trump 
said that there had been “very fine peo-
ple on both sides” in Charlottesville. Duke 
praised his “honesty” and “courage.”

At Peninsula Park, Mic Crenshaw 
told his audience that “across-the-board 
collusion” between the U.S. government 
and white supremacists was nothing 
new. In the past, however, “they used to 
try to lie and cover shit up.” Under 
Trump, the alliance was on display with 

“Not the Verity Brewster? The Verity Brewster who invented 
sweet-potato casserole with marshmallows on top?”
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“unprecedented transparency.” Now, 
Crenshaw said, “the question is, How 
are we going to protect ourselves?”

In 2016, Rose City Antifa joined the 
Torch Antifa Network, which in-

cluded former A.R.A. chapters from Il-
linois, California, and Texas. There are 
now ten Torch affiliates, which share a 
commitment to disrupting far-right or-
ganizing. According to Rose City An-
tifa, although affiliates occasionally ex-
change information and advice, there is 
little practical collaboration. 

The network focusses much of its en-
ergy on Internet activism: doing research 
online, identifying proponents of bigotry, 
and then publicly exposing—or “dox-
ing”—them. Rose City Antifa spent part 
of its early years doxing people involved 
with Volksfront, an international racist 
gang headquartered in Portland. Whereas 
A.R.A. would have hunted Volksfront 
members in the streets, Rose City An-
tifa publicized their activities to employ-
ers, neighbors, and relatives. In 2012, 
Volksfront’s U.S. chapters disbanded.

Rose City Antifa doesn’t disclose 
how many members it has, but Sophie 

estimated that doxing investigations 
take up about a hundred hours per week. 
Reports on individuals, Sophie said, 
must meet rigorous standards: “We do 
what we can to make it an undeniable 
fact that the people we are doxing are 
tied explicitly to violent rhetoric or acts 
of violence. As muddied as the lines are 
right now, we don’t want to go after 
someone for wearing a maga hat.”

Whenever people deemed worthy of 
doxing hold gatherings in public spaces, 
antifascists undertake to shut them 
down. “Research and action go hand in 
hand,” Morgan said. In “Antifa: The 
Anti-Fascist Handbook” (2017), the 
scholar and activist Mark Bray writes 
that, after the Second World War, Jew-
ish veterans created the 43 Group, which 
stormed fascist assemblies with the aim 
of knocking over the speakers’ platform. 
Though conservatives and liberals alike 
now criticize “no-platforming” as a vi-
olation of free speech, antifascists take 
the 43 Group’s view that incipient fas-
cism tends to metastasize if left un-
checked; given that fascist movements 
ultimately aspire to mass oppression, or 
even genocide, they must be stifled early.

In the U.S., no-platforming cam-
paigns have roiled college campuses. 
Three years ago, when the right-wing 
polemicist and Breitbart editor Milo 
Yiannopoulos was invited to address 
Republican students at the University 
of California, Berkeley, antifascists be-
sieged the venue, breaking windows and 
lighting fires. The speech was cancelled. 
Shane Burley, a Portland native and the 
author of “Fascism Today: What It Is 
and How to End It” (2017), told me that 
many Americans recoil from such mod-
ern incarnations of no-platforming be-
cause “it has been extended to people 
who aren’t consensus Nazis—people 
who not everybody agrees deserve to 
be hit.” But Burley argues that antifas-
cists are hardly to blame for this: “It’s 
the Trump effect. Nazi rallies have 
merged with the Republican base, and 
now they’re in the same space together.”

Such merging is particularly common, 
Burley and other antifascists say, in the 
Pacific Northwest. During the lead-up 
to the 2016 election, Joey Gibson, a thir-
ty-six-year-old house-flipper in Vancou-
ver, Washington, founded the Christian 
pro-Trump movement Patriot Prayer. A 

The activist and hip-hop artist Mic Crenshaw co-founded Anti-Racist Action, a precursor to Antifa, in Minneapolis in 1987.
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former high-school football coach, Gib-
son has an athletic build often accentu-
ated by T-shirts that display his many 
tattoos, including one of a Spartan hel-
met and the words “warriors for free-
dom.” In a recent phone interview, he 
told me that he started Patriot Prayer be-
cause he felt that his political values had 
become taboo. He wanted to venture into 
“the hardest cities to voice your opinion 
in as a conservative”: places like Berke-
ley, San Francisco, and—just across the 
Columbia River from Vancouver—Port-
land. Gibson carefully avoids endorsing 
violence or espousing racism; his mother 
is Japanese, and Patriot Prayer has at-
tracted some people of color. But it has 
also attracted white supremacists and 
members of known hate groups. Accord-
ing to Rose City Antifa, which has iden-
tified dozens of these individuals at Pa-
triot Prayer events, and published evi-
dence of their allegiances online—from 
screenshots of racist Facebook screeds to 
photographs of swastika patches—Gib-
son offers neo-Nazis cover and provides 
them with a fertile recruiting ground. An-
other member of Rose City Antifa, who 
goes by Ace, said, “The umbrella is broad 
enough to encompass a huge portion of 
the reactionary radical right, up to and 
including neo-Nazis, and that’s why these 
rallies become such incredible spaces for 
radicalization.” (Gibson has stressed that 
Patriot Prayer is a movement without 
members, and denies that it condones vi-
olence or white supremacy.)

Around the time that Gibson 
launched Patriot Prayer, Gavin McInnes, 
a co-founder of Vice Media, created the 
Proud Boys, in New York. McInnes has 
called the Proud Boys a “gang” of “West-
ern chauvinists”; the F.B.I. classifies it as 
an “extremist group with ties to white 
nationalism.” A former Proud Boy or-
ganized the neo-Nazi rally in Charlot-
tesville—and called the woman who 
was killed there “a fat, disgusting Com-
munist.” The Proud Boys have been 
banned from Facebook, Instagram, and 
Twitter, but their account on Parler—a 
social network catering to conserva-
tives—has nearly seventy thousand fol-
lowers. Unlike Gibson, McInnes has 
openly celebrated violence against the 
left. In 2016, when a handful of Patriot 
Prayer supporters formed a Vancouver 
chapter of the Proud Boys, they became 
the muscle at Gibson’s events.

During a Patriot Prayer rally held in 
Portland in April, 2017—billed by Gib-
son as the March for Free Speech—a 
thirty-five-year-old man named Jeremy 
Christian was filmed barking racial slurs 
and wielding a bat. (He was subsequently 
ejected from the march.) Four weeks later, 
Christian boarded a train in Portland and 
accosted two Black teen-age girls, one of 
whom was Muslim and wore a hijab. 
When three men intervened, Christian 
fatally stabbed two of them. He was later 
arrested, and at his arraignment he 
screamed, “Get out if you don’t like free 
speech!,” and “You call it terrorism, I call 
it patriotism!” The murders took place 
amid a historic national surge in an-
ti-Muslim hate crimes, which Trump’s 
critics linked to his pattern of Islamopho-
bic rhetoric (such as when he called for 
“a total and complete shutdown of Mus-
lims entering the United States”). Nine 
days after the killings, Gibson led a Trump 
Free Speech Rally in Portland, which was 
heavily attended by Patriot Movement 
militias. Although Gibson disavowed 
Christian and presided over a moment 
of silence for his victims, he then intro-
duced a speaker who recounted—to rau-
cous applause—having recently “cracked 
the skulls of some Commies.” 

Patriot Prayer and the Proud Boys 
began regularly descending on Portland, 
where altercations with Rose City An-
tifa counter-protesters were virtually 
guaranteed. Chaotic fistfights became 
recurrent events downtown. The pur-
ported reasons for Gibson’s rallies var-
ied—“Him Too,” “Gibson for Senate”—
but Morgan, the Rose City Antifa 
member, said, “What they’re really com-
ing for is a fight. They’re coming with 
weapons, hyped up and ready to throw 
down with whoever confronts them.” 

Antifascist doctrine does not allow 
for avoiding such confrontations: “They 
will not pass” is another precept, deriv-
ing from the Spanish Civil War. But, 
in the summer of 2018, several activists 
in Portland created a new organiza-
tion—PopMob, short for Popular Mo-
bilization—which aimed to enlist a 
more diverse, and less militant, league 
of protesters to counter Patriot Prayer 
and the Proud Boys. Whereas Rose 
City Antifa has strict vetting protocols 
for new members, Effie Baum, a co-
founder of PopMob, told me, “Every-
body is welcome under our tent, except 

cops and fascists.” PopMob promotes 
what Baum calls “everyday antifascism,” 
not as an alternative but as a comple-
ment to front-line combatants in black 
bloc. “If you’re gonna punch a Nazi, 
punch a Nazi,” Baum said. “If you’re 
gonna stand in the back with a sign 
that says ‘Love Trumps Hate,’ there’s 
room for both of us.”

The feud reached a head this sum-
mer, on August 29th, when hun-

dreds of Trump supporters met in the 
parking lot of a suburban shopping mall, 
then drove into Portland together. The 
route was announced just before the car-
avan’s departure, to stymie protesters. 
That afternoon, I interviewed Shane 
Burley at a bar on the east side of town; 
after leaving the bar, I pulled onto a road 
full of honking cars and trucks bedecked 
with huge American flags and “Trump 
2020” banners. I followed the caravan out 
of the city, not realizing that dozens of 
drivers had broken off and headed down-
town, where local residents shouted ob-
scenities at them and threw water bot-
tles. Some of the Trump supporters fired 
paintball guns and pepper spray from 
their vehicles; others got out and as-
saulted protesters. 

It was dark when I arrived down-
town. As I parked on a wide avenue in 
the shopping district, several people in 
black bloc sprinted by. Turning a cor-
ner, I came upon a small crowd facing 
a police cordon. Behind the officers, a 
dead body lay in a pool of light.

The victim was Aaron Danielson, a 
thirty-nine-year-old supporter of Pa-
triot Prayer. He’d been shot by Michael 
Reinoehl, a forty-eight-year-old white 
man who—though unaffiliated with 
Rose City Antifa or PopMob—once 
wrote on Instagram, “I am 100% AN-
TIFA all the way!” Reinoehl later 
claimed that he had fired in self-de-
fense, and a cannister of bear spray and 
a telescopic truncheon were found on 
Danielson. At the time, however, no-
body in the crowd knew what had hap-
pened or who was involved. 

“What are you doing here?” I heard 
someone say. A man in black bloc, his 
face concealed behind a balaclava and 
ski goggles, was addressing a man with 
a trimmed beard, wraparound sunglasses, 
and a baseball hat emblazoned with the 
name Loren Culp—the Republican 
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gubernatorial candidate for Washing-
ton. He also wore a hooded sweatshirt 
that said “Patriot Prayer.” 

“It’s Joey Gibson!” someone said.
Gibson later told me that he and 

Danielson had driven into Portland in 
the same truck. After following the pro-
Trump caravan back to the shopping 
mall, they received messages about the 
skirmishes downtown, and, separately, 
they returned to the city. Gibson had 
happened on the crime scene acciden-
tally, and he had no idea that the corpse 
thirty feet away was Danielson’s.

Another man in black bloc told Gib-
son that he’d heard the victim had been 
murdered by a Proud Boy. This seemed 
to be the crowd’s prevailing assumption, 
though neither Antifa nor the Proud 
Boys had killed anybody before. Affect-
ing a casual posture, Gibson waved dis-
missively and said, “That’s what they al-
ways be yelling and screaming about—
‘Some white supremacist killed someone 
tonight.’ They say that shit all the time.”

“Because you bring white suprema-
cists to town all the time,” someone said. 

“I’m brown,” Gibson responded. He 
rolled up his sleeve and showed his 
skin tone.

People pressed around Gibson, 
shouting at him to leave. When he asked, 
“Why don’t you guys stop acting like 
Nazis?,” a man in a Young Turks sweat-
shirt spit in his face.

“Can we stop with the hate?” Gib-
son said, making no move to wipe off 
the saliva.

Protesters continued to arrive, and, as 
the volume and ferocity of their insults 
escalated, Gibson turned to a blond 
woman who’d been standing at his side 
and said, “Let’s go.” A mob of at least 
fifty young people pursued them. Gib-
son kept up a show of equanimity until 
his hat and glasses were snatched away. 
Soon, drinks were emptied on him, ob-
jects were hurled at him, eggs were 
smashed on him, and he was punched 
and pepper-sprayed. With the blond 
woman’s help, he stumbled forward while 
someone rang a cowbell in his ears and 
others strobed flashlights in his eyes.

“Kill the Nazi!” someone screamed.
The mob grew. As far as I could tell, 

all of Gibson’s assailants were white. At 
some point, several people pushed their 
way to Gibson and escorted him down 
the street, keeping at bay the most bel-

ligerent aggressors. A short Asian man 
in a bicycle helmet yelled, “Let him leave, 
goddammit! Everyone back the fuck off!”

After several blocks, Gibson and the 
woman ducked into a gas station, and 
an employee locked the door behind 
them. The man in the bicycle helmet 
blocked the entrance, but people 
smashed the windows and kicked open 
a side door. Another protester raised his 
gas mask and pleaded, “He’s a fucking 
Nazi, but are you going to lynch him?”

The police arrived, and the protest-
ers fled. Gibson vomited in the bath-
room, washed the pepper spray from 
his eyes, and called a friend to pick him 
up. A reporter looking to identify the 
shooting victim texted Gibson a pho-
tograph of medics treating Danielson. 
“I recognized him right away,” he said.

After the crowd dispersed, I found 
the man in the bicycle helmet at a nearby 
7-Eleven. His name was Rico De Vera, 
and he was a twenty-seven-year-old 
Filipino-American who studied engi-
neering at Portland Community Col-
lege. Earlier that day, a Trump supporter 
had shot him in the face with a paint-
ball gun; the flesh around his left eye 
was stained neon pink. De Vera had 
been regularly participating in Black 
Lives Matter protests since May. Al-
though he remained enthusiastic about 
the movement, he worried that in Port-
land it had been subsumed by the city’s 
militant antifascist culture, which he 
saw as violent and white. “It pisses me 
off,” he said. “People are going to use 
tonight to say that Black Lives Matter 
is a bunch of thugs.”

We walked a few blocks to a park out-
side the Multnomah County Justice Cen-
ter, where people had congregated by a 
perimeter of concrete barriers and metal 
fencing. This was where most of the Pa-
triot Prayer rallies and Antifa counter-
protests had taken place; more recently, 
it had become a locus for Black Lives 
Matter demonstrations. In June, huge 
crowds had lobbed fireworks, bottles, and 
other projectiles at the Justice Center, a 
fortresslike monolith that contains the 
Portland police headquarters and the 
county jail. On June 26th, Trump called 
for the deployment of federal agents to 
protect government property through-
out the country from “left-wing extrem-
ists.” The Justice Center stands beside a 
U.S. District courthouse, and in July more 

than a hundred employees of the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security and the U.S. 
Marshals Service arrived in Portland, os-
tensibly to protect the federal building. 
A U.S. marshal shot a twenty-six-year-
old protester in the head with an impact 
munition, fracturing his skull; the pro-
tester had merely been holding up a boom 
box with both hands. Such excessive force 
drew larger and larger crowds to the court-
house until Chad Wolf, the acting Sec-
retary of Homeland Security, began to 
relinquish responsibility to the Oregon 
State Police, in late July.

Now a young woman with a mega-
phone told the people at the Justice 
Center that she had an announcement. 
“I just got word that the person who 
died was a Patriot Prayer person,” she 
said. “He was a fucking Nazi. Our com-
munity held its own and took out the 
trash. . . . I am not sad that a fucking 
fascist died tonight.” 

Everyone cheered.

A lthough years of antifascist activ-
ism in Portland have likely contrib-

uted to the extraordinary staying power 
of its Black Lives Matter movement, 
white antifascists insist that they’ve played 
no role in organizing racial-justice pro-
tests. Sophie, of Rose City Antifa, said, 
“We don’t feel like, as a group, we should 
be taking away space from people who 
have dedicated their lives to this.” How-
ever, Sophie added, “we are fully sup-
portive, and many of us attend as indi-
viduals.” Effie Baum, the PopMob co-
founder, similarly told me, “We’ve been 
really intentional about not taking the 
lead on stuff that’s been happening since 
George Floyd was murdered.” One rea-
son for this, Baum explained, was that 
“we’re a mostly white organization.” 

Portland, whose population is six per 
cent Black, is the whitest big city in Amer-
ica. The historian Walidah Imarisha traces 
the origin of these demographics to the 
founding of Oregon, which settlers en-
visaged as a “white utopia.” When Ore-
gon joined the union, in 1859, it became 
the only state with an outright ban on 
Black people. Later, redlining policies and 
urban-renewal projects displaced many 
African-Americans, a process reprised by 
more recent waves of gentrification. 

The Black Lives Matter demonstra-
tions in Portland are resolutely non-hi-
erarchical; as a rule, however, white pro-
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testers defer to their Black and brown 
peers, who are usually the only people 
to use megaphones, deliver speeches, and 
lead marches. Since the federal with-
drawal from the Justice Center, the pro-
tests have targeted the Portland police 
with nightly “direct actions.” Every day, 
a message circulates on social media an-
nouncing a rendezvous point (usually a 
park); from there, protesters depart to a 
nearby destination (usually a precinct 
house). A diffuse, anonymous network, 
communicating on encrypted messag-
ing apps, chooses these locations. Al-
though Fox News and the Trump Ad-
ministration characterize Portland as an 
apocalyptic war zone, some direct ac-
tions attract fewer than a hundred peo-
ple, and even on well-attended nights 
their impact is undetectable beyond a 
few square blocks.

Still, property destruction does occur, 
and, because the vast majority of pro-
testers are white, this has been a source 
of tension with some residents of color. 
In June, after rioting damaged several 
businesses along Martin Luther King Jr. 
Boulevard, in a traditionally African-
American neighborhood in North Port-
land, a consortium of Black community 
leaders held a press conference to con-
demn the vandalism. J. W. Matt Hen-
nessee, the pastor of Vancouver Avenue 
First Baptist Church, told white protest-
ers, “Get your knee off our neck. That is 
what you are doing when you do stuff 
like this.” Ron Herndon, who led civ-
il-rights campaigns in Portland during 
the eighties, called the vandals “demented” 
and said, “Go back to whatever hole you 
came from. You are not helping us.” On 
the weekend of Columbus Day, which 
Portland recognizes as Indigenous Peo-
ples Day, protesters toppled a statue of 
Abraham Lincoln, shot through the win-
dows of a restaurant owned by a Black 
veteran, and broke into the Oregon His-
torical Society, where they inexplicably 
stole a celebrated quilt commemorating 
African-American heritage, stitched by 
fifteen Black women in the nineteen-sev-
enties. (Police found the quilt lying in 
the rain a few blocks away, slightly dam-
aged.) The leaders of thirty Native Amer-
ican groups released a statement com-
paring the conduct to “the brutish ways 
of our colonizers.”

Two days after Aaron Danielson was 
killed, I joined a few hundred protesters 

outside a luxury building where Ted 
Wheeler, Portland’s Democratic mayor, 
owns an apartment. In Portland, the 
mayor serves as the commissioner of the 
police bureau, which protesters are de-
termined to see defunded. As a picnic 
table from a restaurant was dragged into 
the street and set on fire, I spotted Najee 
Gow, a twenty-three-year-old Black nurse, 
leading chants of “Fuck Ted Wheeler!” 
I’d met Gow the previous week, when 
several young women had staged a sit-in 
in Wheeler’s lobby. Gow, who wore a 
peacoat over a red-white-and-blue tank 
top, had been incensed that no African-
Americans were included in the demon-
stration. “It’s what they’ve always done,” 
he’d said. “Hijack Black people’s move-
ments. This is disgusting.”

As I spoke with Gow near the burn-
ing table, we were interrupted by shat-
tering glass. A young white man in black 
bloc was swinging a baseball bat into 
the window of a dentist’s office on the 
ground floor of Wheeler’s building. “That 
makes me want to beat them up,” Gow 
said. Like Rico De Vera, he felt that such 
behavior benefitted only those who 

wanted to malign Black Lives Matter, 
and he also worried that it bred general 
animosity toward Black people: “They’re 
putting Black lives at risk. African-Amer-
icans are constantly out here telling them 
to stop, but they won’t. So, at the end of 
the day, it’s, like, ‘Are you racist?’ ”

A white man with a hammer joined 
the guy with the bat, and together they 
breached the office. People entered. A 
loud explosion echoed from inside, fol-
lowed by smoke and flames. Gow went 
over to challenge them. While they ar-
gued, a blond woman in a hoodie ran 
up and spray-painted an arrow on the 
wall, pointing to the broken window. 
She then scrawled, “This is the language 
of the unheard.” 

In “Fascism Today,” Shane Burley writes 
that antifascism is often practiced “as 

part of a larger revolutionary struggle.” 
Many of the white protesters in Portland 
subscribe to a radical political agenda. At 
one direct action, I met half a dozen an-
tifascists in their early twenties who called 
themselves the Comrade Collective. They 
all had on black bloc, and several carried 

“My kid could do that.”
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small rubber pigs that squealed when 
squeezed. Each had adopted a nickname. 
Firefly, a self-described Marxist-Lenin-
ist, told me, “It’s more than just Black 
Lives Matter. We believe that racism is 
built into capitalism, and we want to de-
stroy the system of oppression.”

Spinch, whose mouth was covered 
with a blue bandanna, said, “It often 
gets boiled down to ‘Capitalism is the 
problem.’ Which, like, yes. But also co-
lonialism.” Spinch had been protesting 
since May, and the experience had been 
formative: “I’m objectively very young, 
and haven’t been an autonomous adult 
for very long, so this is my first real foray 
into dedicated activism. I got tear-gassed 
my first night out here. If that doesn’t 
radicalize you, I don’t know what will.”

A comrade named Brat added that 
the pandemic had revealed the alarming 
depth of the government’s ineptitude. 
“Before covid, I was trying to get more 
involved in local politics,” Brat said. “Now 
I sort of feel like that’s a dead end.”

“I was gonna run for City Council!” 
Spinch said. “But there’s no point. The 
system is fucked.”

I asked what the alternative was. 
“Anarchism.”
“And one simple way to get us closer 

to that is defunding the police,” Brat said. 
The animating conviction that Amer-

ica’s economic, governmental, and judi-
cial institutions are irremediable distin-
guishes Portland protesters from others 
around the country. Many of them view 
inequality not as a failure of the system 
but as the status quo that the system was 

designed to preserve; accordingly, the 
only solution is to dismantle it entirely 
and build something new. 

In Minneapolis, marchers chanted, 
“No justice, no peace!” In Portland, they 
cry, “No cops! No prisons! Total aboli-
tion!” Occasionally you hear “Death to 
America!” The night after Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg died, I accompanied a march 
to the Gus J. Solomon U.S. Courthouse, 
where protesters smashed the glass doors 
and cut down a flag that had been low-
ered to half-mast. The flag was brought 
to the police headquarters, doused with 
hand sanitizer, and set ablaze. On a 
boarded-up window, a white man in 
black bloc spray-painted, “the only 
war is class war.”

Popular chants at the protests include 
“A.C.A.B.—All Cops Are Bastards!” and 
“No good cops in a racist system!” (The 
A.C.A.B. acronym was popularized by 
British punks in the eighties; when the 
Baldies emerged, in Minneapolis, they 
used it as a code word.) Polls indicate 
that a large majority of Americans of all 
races oppose abolishing police depart-
ments, and the absolutism of some ac-
tivists has frustrated many advocates of 
police reform, including members of 
Black communities with high rates of 
violent crime. In Portland, however, 
months of bitter spats with authorities 
have bolstered abolitionists while side-
lining—or converting—more moderate 
voices. Because the Portland Police Bu-
reau relies largely on a specialized rapid-
response team for crowd control, the 
same sixty-odd officers are invariably 

tasked with breaking up demonstrations. 
Team members no longer display their 
nametags—“to reduce the risk of being 
doxed,” according to a police spokesper-
son—but the protesters know who sev-
eral of them are, and the animus on both 
sides feels deeply personal.

The rapid-response team was de-
ployed at most of the direct actions I 
attended during four weeks in Port-
land. Nearly every time, an incident com-
mander announced over a loudspeaker 
that the gathering had been declared 
a “riot” or an “unlawful assembly.” Cer-
tain nights, this came after vandalism or 
arson; other nights, protesters had sim-
ply impeded traffic. The rapid-response 
team then attempted to disperse the 
crowd with some combination of arrests, 
tear gas, stun grenades, and “less lethal” 
munitions—either solid-foam pellets or 
plastic capsules that burst on impact, re-
leasing paint or a chemical irritant. A 
camper that had been converted into a 
makeshift ambulance supported a troop 
of medics embedded with the protest-
ers. Although medics marked themselves 
with red tape, many had been injured, 
including one who was hit in the head 
with a tear-gas cannister, resulting in a 
traumatic brain injury.

Arrests by the rapid-response team 
often looked vindictive and gratuitously 
violent. I saw many officers tackle peace-
ful protesters and jab them with ba-
tons. They kneeled on necks and backs, 
stepped on faces, and sprayed mace into 
the eyes of compliant or restrained peo-
ple. One night, I watched an officer chase 
an apparently random man, throw him 
down, straddle his chest, and repeatedly 
punch him in the face. Oregon Public 
Broadcasting later reported that the 
man, Tyler Cox, was a volunteer medic; 
after he was arrested, for “assaulting an 
officer,” Cox was admitted to the hos-
pital where he works as a nurse. The in-
cident is under investigation.

Protesters equipped with cell phones 
and microphones scrupulously recorded 
abuse and posted footage of it on social 
media—and after a while this seemed 
to have become the primary objective. 
When I asked people to explain the pur-
pose of the direct actions, a common re-
sponse was that they forced officers to 
enact on camera behavior that they oth-
erwise denied or concealed. Graphic ev-
idence of police brutality, it was hoped, “Once the hat goes on, it can never come off.”

Rafi
eie

ngli
sh

cli
nic.

co
m



THE NEW YORKER, NOVEMBER 2, 2020	 49

would win sympathy for the abolitionist 
cause. The focus on documentation might 
explain why people sometimes seemed 
intent on provoking the officers. Before 
the rapid-response team dispersed a dem-
onstration, its members typically stood 
in tight formation, surveilling the crowd. 
Protesters, their voices raw with anger, 
would unleash a withering deluge of ver-
bal harassment: “Fuck you, piggies!” “Did 
you beat your wife last night?” “Stick it 
in your mouth and pull the trigger!”

Once, a young white woman in a red 
tank top walked up and down a line of 
officers, pointing at each of them and 
shouting, “Bitch!” The officers—some of 
their riot gear colorfully splattered from 
previous volleys of paint-filled water bal-
loons—gazed silently through their face 
shields. In July, a Black member of the 
rapid-response team, Jakhary Jackson, 
spoke out about his experience of the 
demonstrations. In a video released by 
the Portland Police Bureau, he claimed 
that white protesters had taunted him 
with racially charged insults, including 
“You have the biggest nose I’ve ever seen!” 
Jackson, who majored in history at Port-
land State University, said that it was 
galling to be attacked by protesters “who 
have never experienced racism—who 
don’t even know that the tactics they are 
using are the same tactics that were used 
against my people.” 

One mainstay at the demonstra-
tions was a seventy-seven-year-old 

African-American man named Kent 
Ford. Easily identifiable in his back-
ward flatcap and red suspenders, he al-
ways had an oil painting of Breonna 
Taylor with him. Holding the painting 
high above his head, he would march 
with long, determined strides. One rainy 
night, Ford wrapped the canvas in plas-
tic bags; the next time I saw him, it was 
encased in Plexiglas. In 1969, Ford had 
opened a Portland chapter of the Black 
Panthers, and he likened the current 
direct actions to the multiracial Rain-
bow Coalition forged by Fred Hamp-
ton, the Panther leader.

“They’re trying to get this back in 
the box,” he told me. “But it’s not going 
back in the box, not this time.”

“Where is it going?” I asked.
“I can’t tell you where. All I know is 

that the longer we stay out here the bet-
ter off we are.”

There is no other city in America 
where a Black man can march on behalf 
of victims of police violence seven nights 
a week and be surrounded by devoted 
allies. After half a century as an orga-
nizer, Ford appreciated the immense 
difficulty of movement-building. Logis-
tical obstacles and internal discord inev-
itably sapped momentum. When Ford 
planned demonstrations for the Panthers, 
so much effort went into preparations 
that people were exhausted by the time 
they gathered. The resilience of the Port-
land protests was rare, and, in his view, 
isolated moments of ugliness hardly mat-
tered. The direct actions brought leftists 
together, reinforcing their solidarity; for 
Ford and others, that was reason enough 
not to stop. The few times I mentioned 
detractors, Ford replied, “The dogs bark, 
but the caravan moves on.”

Throughout history, disparate factions 
have become allies in the name of anti-
fascism, and, in America, white radicals 
and Black liberation movements have 
often found common cause. Fifty years 
ago, Ford travelled to Oakland, Califor-
nia, to work security at the United Front 
Against Fascism, a conference organized 
by the Black Panthers and attended by 
thousands of Communists, feminists, 
labor organizers, and other militant left-
ists—the majority of them white. Mic 
Crenshaw, the former Baldie, is also a 
vocal advocate of “broad coalition work, 
to create a critical mass of people who 
can fight together.” The Black experience 
of oppression is unique, but Crenshaw 
believes that it should be understood as 
symptomatic of a system that hurts other 
groups as well, including the white work-
ing class. “There has to be self-interest,” 
he said, speaking about white allies.

As the sun set on September 5th, more 
than a thousand demonstrators gathered 
on the gently sloping greens of Ventura 
Park, in East Portland, to mark the hun-
dredth consecutive day of protests. Lines 
formed at tents and tables where mid-
dle-aged supporters distributed free first-
aid supplies, helmets, respirators, gog-
gles, and earplugs. There were umbrellas 
for blocking less lethal munitions and 
traffic cones for snuffing tear-gas can-
nisters—tricks learned from Hong Kong 
activists. Two women pulled a wagon 
loaded with tall shields constructed from 
fifty-five-gallon plastic drums. 

An African-American man with a 

keffiyeh draped over his head stepped 
onto a small stage. Mac Smiff, a thirty-
nine-year-old hip-hop journalist with 
an instinct for rhetorical propulsion, was 
a frequent and favorite speaker at the 
protests. “I don’t care if you’re Proud 
Boy or Patriot Prayer, and I sure don’t 
give a fuck if you’re a cop or a fed—
you’re all the same people,” he told the 
crowd. “They have different jobs and 
different roles in their revolution.”

When I met with him later, Smiff 
told me that, before 2020, he’d never 
participated in antifascist counter-pro-
tests in Portland. “I watched them on 
the news,” he said. “It had nothing to 
do with us. At the time, we were, like, 
‘That’s the racist white people fighting 
against the not-racist white people—
sounds like a good fight to be had.’ ” 
Then, on August 22nd, more than a 
hundred Trump supporters, including 
Proud Boys, assembled outside the Jus-
tice Center for their first major rally in 
Portland since George Floyd’s death. 
The theme: “Back the Blue.” Rose City 
Antifa and PopMob organized a counter-
protest. Smiff and his wife, Ri, joined 
the antifascists. The two sides furiously 
attacked each other with fists, bats, and 
bear repellent. Ri, a nurse and volun-
teer medic, treated more than two dozen 
people for injuries. The rapid-response 
team stood by until the Trump sup-
porters retreated. Then an unlawful as-
sembly was declared, and the antifascists 
were driven from the area with batons 
and impact munitions.

“It was jarring,” Smiff said of the po-
lice intervention. “They were openly 
taking the side of a hate group.”

Rose City Antifa and PopMob al-
lege that the Portland Police Bureau, 
which is eighty per cent white, has long 
tolerated crimes by far-right groups 
while cracking down on leftist demon-
strators. (The police spokesperson de-
nied this, saying that all lawbreakers, 
“no matter their political alignments,” 
were subject to arrest.)

At Joey Gibson’s Trump Free Speech 
Rally, in 2017, a militia member helped 
officers handcuff and detain an antifas-
cist counter-protester. At a rally the fol-
lowing year, officers discovered four Pa-
triot Prayer supporters on a roof with 
rifles, but made no arrests. In 2019, the 
Portland Police Bureau falsely tweeted 
that antifascists had thrown “milkshakes” 
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filled with quick-drying cement at Pa-
triot Prayer marchers. The story became 
a viral right-wing meme used to impugn 
antifascists. Sophie, of Rose City Antifa, 
said that this apparent track record of 
bias helped catalyze Portland’s move-
ment to defund the police when Floyd 
was killed: “There was already a lot of 
resentment toward the police because of 
the very clear way that they treated left-
wing protesters as the enemy and right-
wing protesters as their friends.” 

At the same time, activists do not nec-
essarily decry the Portland Police Bu-
reau as an egregious outlier: in their view, 
it is simply executing the core function 
of American law enforcement by align-
ing with white supremacists. For many 
protesters, the deployment of militarized 
federal agents to Portland confirmed this. 
In September, The Nation reported that 
agents had used classified cell-phone-
cloning technology to spy on protester 
communications, and the Attorney Gen-
eral, William Barr, has since encouraged 
prosecutors to consider charging violent 
protesters with sedition.

Trump, meanwhile, has vowed to 
designate Antifa as a terrorist organi-
zation. The only right-wing group for 
which he has made a similar pledge is 
the K.K.K. According to the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, dur-
ing the Trump Administration right-
wing terrorists have carried out about a 
hundred and forty attacks, left-wing ter-
rorists a dozen. An assessment released 
by the Department of Homeland Se-
curity on October 6th predicted that, in 
the foreseeable future, white suprema-
cists “will remain the most persistent 
and lethal threat” to the U.S. Neverthe-
less, in the first Presidential debate, 
Trump said, “Almost everything I see is 
from the left wing.” Technically, this 
may have been true. A former head of 
intelligence for the Department of 
Homeland Security (and a Republican) 
recently filed a whistle-blower com-
plaint alleging that he faced pressure to 
downplay the danger of white suprem-
acists and to emphasize that of leftists.

Five days after Michael Reinoehl 
killed Aaron Danielson, in Portland, he 
appeared on Vice News, from an undis-
closed location, and admitted respon-
sibility, claiming self-defense. Trump 
tweeted, “Everybody knows who this 
thug is,” and exhorted law enforcement 

to “do your job, and do it fast.” That after-
noon, near Olympia, Washington, a fugi-
tive task force led by U.S. marshals opened 
fire on Reinoehl while he sat in a parked 
car, and then again as he stumbled into 
the street. Roughly thirty rounds were 
fired. A gun was found in Reinoehl’s 
pocket. Multiple witnesses have said that 
the officers neither identified themselves 
nor attempted to detain Reinoehl. (At a 
recent campaign rally, Trump said, “They 
didn’t want to arrest him.”) After Rein-
oehl died, Attorney General Barr de-
clared, “The streets of our cities are safer 
with this violent agitator removed.” 
Trump added, “That’s the way it has to 
be. There has to be retribution.”

On August 25th, armed citizens trav-
elled to Kenosha, Wisconsin, where ri-
oting had erupted after a white police 
officer shot a Black man seven times in 
the back. During altercations, Kyle Rit-
tenhouse, a seventeen-year-old who’d 
come to Kenosha from Illinois, killed 
two people with an assault rifle. He then 
carried his rifle past police officers while 
someone yelled, “That dude just shot 
them!” Though Rittenhouse was later 
charged with homicide, Trump has de-
fended his actions, and NBC News has 
reported that Department of Homeland 
Security officials were directed to make 
public comments sympathetic to Rit-
tenhouse. (Rittenhouse acted in self-
defense, his lawyer says.)

For antifascists, the Reinoehl case is 
an example of state-sanctioned murder, 
and the Rittenhouse case shows how 
extrajudicial killing can be outsourced 
to civilians. Morgan, the Rose City An-
tifa member, said, “That’s what to me is 
uniquely terrifying about this moment. 
It feels like these far-right groups have 
basically been given the go-ahead to step 
in and commit this extralegal violence 
where the police cannot, but want to.” 

Some leftists compare the President’s 
demonization of dissent to the anti-

Communist fervor of the mid-twenti-
eth century. Certainly, the right-wing 
culture of paranoia that he tirelessly fos-
ters can look like mass delusion. In an 
August interview with Fox News, Trump 
spoke of an airplane “almost completely 
loaded with thugs, wearing these dark 
uniforms, black uniforms, with gear and 
this and that,” which he linked to “peo-
ple that are in the dark shadows” who 

“control” Joe Biden. The baseless claim 
echoed the baroque anti-Semitic con-
spiracy theories of the cult group QAnon, 
which has gained surprising traction 
among Republicans, in part thanks to 
Trump’s tacit approval of it. A week 
after the President’s plane remarks, wild-
fires rampaged across Oregon, forcing 
more than forty thousand people to 
evacuate and killing nine. Smoke filled 
Portland’s skies, and activists suspended 
demonstrations, turning to relief efforts. 
While some protesters set up a dona-
tion point outside a shopping mall, and 
others delivered supplies to rural shel-
ters, QAnon promoted a false rumor 
that antifascists had started the fires.

Across Oregon, 911 calls inquiring 
about Antifa arsonists flooded dispatch 
services, and checkpoints manned by 
armed citizens slowed evacuation efforts. 
During a public Zoom conference, a 
captain in the Clackamas County Sher-
iff ’s Office related accounts of “suspected 
Antifa” members felling telephone poles 
“in the hopes of starting further fires.” 
The sheriff soon repudiated these re-
ports, but not before a Clackamas County 
deputy was captured on video telling a 
local resident, “Antifa motherfuckers are 
out causing hell.” In a separate video, 
the deputy warned people that if they 
killed miscreants they could be charged 
with murder; however, he advised, if “you 
throw a fucking knife in their hand after 
you shoot them, that’s on you.” (The 
deputy was placed on leave and is under 
investigation.) Several law-enforcement 
agencies, including the F.B.I., beseeched 
citizens to stop spreading the false An-
tifa stories. But at a rally Trump insisted, 
“They have to pay a price for the dam-
age and the horror that they’ve caused.” 
Some critics noted that, in 2018, Trump 
pardoned Dwight and Steven Ham-
mond—Oregon ranchers who had been 
convicted of igniting fires on federally 
managed land.

One day, at the protester-run dona-
tion point, I met Gary Floyd, a long-
time activist who had just returned from 
Mill City, an hour south of Portland. 
Floyd is in the process of registering an 
official Black Lives Matter chapter in 
Oregon, and he had filled his trunk with 
food and water, intending to help evac-
uees and thereby show them that the 
organization was nothing to be feared. 
Outside Mill City, he parked and opened 
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his trunk. Although Floyd has been in-
volved in activism since the Rodney 
King riots, in 1992, the hate that he en-
countered took him aback. “I was told 
to get the fuck out of town and called 
the N-word four or five times,” he told 
me. “People were passing by and yell-
ing out their windows at me.”

A fter Mac Smiff, the hip-hop jour-
nalist, finished his speech at the 

Ventura Park rally on September 5th, 
an African-American woman took the 
stage. Protesters would be marching to 
the Portland Police Bureau’s East Pre-
cinct house, she announced. In an arch 
tone, she reminded the crowd, “We cel-
ebrate a diversity of tactics.”

I’d heard variations of the phrase re-
peatedly in Portland. The maxim was 
first codified by demonstrators at the 
2008 Republican National Convention, 
in St. Paul, Minnesota: to maintain co-
hesion among sometimes fractious ac-
tivists, they urged acceptance of all styles 
of protest. Effie Baum, the PopMob co-
founder, told me, “One of the tools of 
the state is getting us to create that di-
chotomy between ‘good protesters’ and 

‘bad protesters.’” Another popular chant 
at direct actions was “No bad protesters 
in a revolution.” The vandalism that I 
witnessed in Portland was perpetrated 
by a very small minority, but even fewer 
people attempted to intervene, and those 
who did were often disparaged as “peace 
police.” The result was that the most ex-
treme acts generally set the tone of the 
demonstrations—a tangible marker of 
the movement’s ideological drift.

The rapid-response team blocked the 
road to the precinct house. Near the front 
of the march, I found Rico De Vera, the 
engineering student, live-streaming with 
his cell phone. As we greeted each other, 
a Molotov cocktail was hurled from the 
rear and exploded a few feet away, just 
shy of the officers. Flames splashed pro-
testers, and a man’s leg caught on fire. 
While medics tended to him, two more 
Molotov cocktails exploded between us 
and the officers, who discharged tear gas, 
stun grenades, and impact munitions, 
scattering the march. A helicopter hov-
ered overhead. People stumbled into side 
streets, coughing and retching. 

I lost De Vera in the melee but caught 
up with him a few hours later, on a com-

mercial boulevard. He and another man, 
a thirty-five-year-old African-Ameri-
can named Jay Knight, were arguing 
with a white protester in black bloc. 
De Vera and Knight were angry about 
the Molotov cocktails; the white pro-
tester defended their use. 

“If you guys keep playing war games, 
there’s gonna be an actual war,” De Vera 
said. “They’re looking for a reason. No 
one here is prepared for what real war 
is like. Everyone here will be fucked, and 
people of color will be especially fucked.”

Knight added, “Molotov cocktails 
make this side look worse than the cops. 
It makes people who were on the fence 
dismiss all of this as criminality.”

The white man muttered something 
inaudible and walked off. Knight shook 
his head. “They all use the same argu-
ment—‘Oh, a Black person called for 
a diversity of tactics.’” Later, Knight told 
me, “This needs to stop. It’s become a 
mockery. When you have Trump using 
this to be reëlected, it’s, like, ‘O.K., guys, 
wake up.’ But they don’t care.”

Respect for a diversity of tactics was 
always intended to strengthen militant 
activists, not sway moderates. The liberal 

A Portland rally organized by the Proud Boys, which the F.B.I. classifies as an “extremist group with ties to white nationalism.”
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position that violence and vandalism are 
undemocratic rings hollow to radical left-
ists for the same reason that appeals to 
free speech do: from their perspective, we 
don’t live in a real democracy, and our 
speech isn’t truly free. In “Antifa,” Mark 
Bray points out that millions of incar-
cerated Americans have been silenced 
and disenfranchised, and that prison ab-
olitionists want to eliminate “this black 
hole of rightlessness.” Anarchists, fur-
thermore, “aim to construct a classless, 
post-capitalist society that would eradi-
cate significant discrepancies in our abil-
ity to make our speech meaningful.” How-
ever fanciful this may sound, it’s what 
many antifascists are fighting for, which 
informs how they fight.

After leaving Knight and De Vera, 
I followed another group into a neigh-
borhood where a man and a woman 
peered out from their second-story bed-
room window.

“Get away from our cars!” the woman 
snapped.

Protesters loitered in their driveway. 
Insults were exchanged. “We’re Demo-

crats, you fucking jerks!” the woman said. 
The protesters laughed and moved on.

That afternoon, Joey Gibson and 
hundreds of Patriot Prayer support-

ers had held a memorial service for Aaron 
Danielson in a Vancouver park. Speak-
ers remembered Danielson as a “unifier” 

with “a huge heart”—“the first guy to 
buy you a drink if you were having a bad 
day.” I met a friend of Danielson’s there: 
a middle-aged man in a Patriot Prayer 
T-shirt, carrying a longboard and a side-
arm. An online-meme creator and “info 
warrior,” he told me that Antifa answered 
to George Soros, who collaborated with 
China, which controlled the United Na-
tions, which had created COVID-19 to 
lead Americans “lockstep into a one-
world global-medical tyranny.” He said 
of Danielson’s death, “We’re a hornet’s 
nest, and we’ve been kicked. We need 
to be feared. A central message that we’ve 
portrayed over and over again is: They 
must respect us.”

Nonetheless, when Gibson took the 
stage, he implored the audience not to 
seek revenge: “I don’t want to see one 
person going to Portland and commit-
ting acts of violence.” The press had 
shown up, and Gibson seemed eager 
to cast himself and Patriot Prayer as ir-
reproachably virtuous. He spoke pas-
sionately about resisting hate and about 
the importance of forgiveness. Though 
he didn’t mention the abuse he had en-
dured the night that Danielson was 
killed, he pointedly extolled the coura-
geous faith of Jesus, who had “walked 
straight into death.” Describing Patriot 
Prayer supporters as embattled victims 
in a society antagonistic to their exis-
tence, Gibson expressed a paradoxical 

sentiment common among heavily 
armed Christians: “I’m sick and tired 
of living a life of fear.”

Later, Rose City Antifa published a 
photograph, taken at the memorial, 
showing Gibson with his arm around 
Chester Doles, a former Imperial Wiz-
ard in the K.K.K. Doles went to prison 
in 1993 for assaulting a Black man, and 
was arrested again in 2016 for his in-
volvement in a bar fight in Georgia be-
tween skinheads and an interracial cou-
ple. He recently started a pro-Trump 
group called American Patriots USA, 
which, according to Ace, the Rose City 
Antifa member, “appears to use Patriot 
Prayer as a template for organizing in 
Georgia with a similar base.” Ace added 
that white supremacists like Doles have 
learned “how to project an image of 
quote-unquote patriotism while pedal-
ling an extremely hateful ideology.” (In 
an e-mail, Gibson said of the photo-
graph, “I took pictures with over 50 peo-
ple that day. I have no idea who he is.”)

After the service ended, a few dozen 
Proud Boys lingered on the edge of the 
park, most of them wearing the orga-
nization’s signature black-and-yellow 
Fred Perry polo shirts. (Fred Perry re-
cently denounced the Proud Boys and 
discontinued production of the polos 
in North America.) When I approached 
the group, I was greeted by a man with 
long graying hair and a thick white goa-
tee, who held the hand of a woman 
about half his height. “proud boy” was 
tattooed on his forearm, and he wore a 
gun on his hip.

His name was David Machado, and 
he was a sixty-one-year-old Air Force 
veteran, a retired flight engineer, and 
one of the first members of the Vancou-
ver Proud Boys. He wanted me to know 
that he and his wife, Carie, were chil-
dren of Mexican immigrants. Machado 
had become involved with Patriot Prayer 
in 2016 because, like Gibson, he’d felt 
persecuted for his political and religious 
beliefs. “If you’re for Trump now, you’re 
a white supremacist,” he said, incredu-
lous. “We have Mexican kids, Mexican 
families. It’s just not right.”

“My husband shouldn’t have to tell 
me that if he’s not with me I can’t wear 
my Trump gear,” Carie said.

Machado had served as Gibson’s per-
sonal security detail at Portland rallies. 
He’d been hospitalized twice for inju-
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ries sustained from antifascists. Activ-
ists had posted photographs of him 
around his neighborhood, on posters 
that called him a Nazi. Now he never 
left his house unarmed. “I’m on their 
hit list,” he said. 

While Machado and I spoke, the 
other Proud Boys left and headed to a 
nearby bar. Machado nervously scanned 
the park. “I don’t wanna be out here all 
by myself,” he told me. It was broad 
daylight. A couple pushed a stroller 
across the grass.

But Machado’s concern later proved 
reasonable. At the bar, a man began film-
ing Machado and his friends with his 
cell phone. “He was trying to dox us,” 
Machado said. After a bouncer made 
him leave, the man ran over a Proud Boy 
in the parking lot, fracturing his skull 
and rupturing his eardrum. The man 
was eventually arrested and charged with 
a felony hit-and-run. Although he wasn’t 
a member of Rose City Antifa, he had 
shared a social-media post advocating 
violence against racists.

A GoFundMe page was set up to 
cover the victim’s medical expenses. Gavin 
McInnes, the Proud Boys founder, who 
has since distanced himself from the 
group, contributed a thousand dollars. 
In the comments section, he wrote, “War.”

The night after Gary Floyd, the Black 
Lives Matter activist, was shouted 

at by racists near Mill City, he discussed 
the impending election with protesters 
outside a juvenile-detention center in 
Portland. “It’s going to go one way or 
the other,” Floyd told them. “Trump 
gets reëlected, and we are all terrorists—
or he don’t get reëlected, and we have 
ourselves a race war.”

Trump has been openly laying the 
groundwork to contest the results of 
the election, and there is widespread 
concern that he will call upon his sup-
porters to reject them, too. “The only 
way we’re going to lose this election is 
if the election is rigged,” he has said. 
“We can’t let that happen.” During the 
first debate, Trump wouldn’t commit to 
discouraging his supporters from en-
gaging in violence while mail-in bal-
lots are counted. When Chris Wallace, 
the moderator, pressed him to ask white 
supremacists, specifically, to “stand 
down,” Trump responded, “What do 
you want to call them? Give me a name.” 

Biden brought up the Proud Boys, and 
Trump answered, “The Proud Boys? 
Stand back and stand by. But I’ll tell 
you what, I’ll tell you what. Somebody’s 
gotta do something about Antifa and 
the left.”

The Proud Boys were ecstatic. One 
prominent leader wrote on Parler, 
“Trump basically said to go fuck them 
up! This makes me so happy.” Within 
hours, “Standing By” had become a new 
Proud Boys mantra, and T-shirts with 
the phrase were available online.

On September 26th, the Proud Boys 
came to Portland for a rally against “do-
mestic terrorism,” planned after Aaron 
Danielson’s death. Organizers expected 
thousands of attendees from across the 
country. Governor Kate Brown declared 
a state of emergency, and a U.S. mar-
shal federally deputized members of 
the rapid-response team, meaning that, 
in some circumstances, people accused 
of attacking them could face enhanced 
penalties.

The rally turned out to be lacklus-
tre, with a couple of hundred Proud 
Boys drinking beer in a muddy field. 
After chants of “Fuck Antifa,” most of 
the men kneeled while a minister en-
treated God to “reveal your purpose to 
the Proud Boys—use us to lift up this 
city!” Following the prayer, the crowd 
emitted a communal grunt of “Uhuru!,” 
the Swahili word for “freedom,” which 
Proud Boys have co-opted as a satiri-
cal battle cry. Speakers blared an electric-
guitar solo of “The Star-
Spangled Banner,” and a 
number of Proud Boys, in-
stead of placing their hands 
over their hearts, held up 
the “O.K.” sign—a white-
power signal. (Some peo-
ple claim to use the ges-
ture ironically, to inflame 
liberal sensitivities.) “Amer-
ica, bitch!” someone bel-
lowed. A few Proud Boys 
sported patches that said “RWDS”—
Right Wing Death Squad—and one 
man wore a T-shirt that featured a por-
trait of Kyle Rittenhouse framed by the 
words “the tree of liberty must 
be replenished from time to time 
with the blood of commies.”

A welder named Shane, with a bushy 
red beard and a holstered Beretta, told 
me that he had driven down from Spo-

kane, Washington, the previous night. 
Each front pocket of his blue jeans 
contained a loaded magazine, and in 
his rear pocket was a copy of the Con-
stitution. Shane had taken part in the 
August 22nd brawl, when Mac and Ri 
Smiff joined the militants from Rose 
City Antifa. “When you have an ide-
ology that is completely antithetical 
to Western culture and our traditions, 
we can’t let that go on,” he explained. 
“It’s a cancer eating away at the soul 
of America.”

Though Trump’s exaggeration of the 
threat posed by Antifa is likely a cyni-
cal ploy to scare up votes, Proud Boys 
like Shane and David Machado seem 
sincerely and deeply worried about An-
tifa. I asked Shane if he thought that 
the protesters in Portland represented 
a significant danger.

“Hundred per cent,” he said. “They 
fundamentally want to change every-
thing about America.”

It occurred to me that most of the 
antifascists I met in Portland would 
readily agree with Shane’s assessment.

After this conversation, I went to 
Peninsula Park, where hundreds of the 
people Shane feared listened to Mic 
Crenshaw compare their fight to his 
own, three decades earlier, in Minne-
apolis. Later that night, many of the 
protesters headed to the Justice Center. 
The Proud Boys had left Portland with-
out coming downtown, and there was 
a sense of triumph and relief. Black ac-

tivists delivered speeches to 
a peaceful audience; I saw 
no vandalism. Yet, at some 
point, the rapid-response 
team, freshly deputized as 
federal marshals, arrived 
with a large contingent of 
state troopers in riot gear. 
They stormed the park, as-
saulting and arresting peo-
ple. Half a dozen officers 
dog-piled on a woman, 

wrenching her arms behind her back. 
A seventy-three-year-old photogra-
pher was thrown to the ground; a jour-
nalist was shoved into a tree. Someone 
was maced at point-blank range. The 
show of force felt more intense than 
anything I’d seen in the past month. 
On this hundred-and-twenty-first day, 
it could have been a form of despera-
tion—or of vengeance. 
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THE POLITICAL SCENE

THE AFTER-PARTY
The Trump Presidency poses stark questions for Republicans and Democrats about their ideological futures.

BY NICHOLAS LEMANN

T
he last weekend in August, 2001, 
two weeks before the attacks 
of 9/11, President George W. 

Bush travelled with his wife, Laura, and 
an entourage of government officials to 
a steel mill outside Pittsburgh. He 
worked the tables at a picnic for mem-
bers of the United Steelworkers union 
and their families. I was there as a re-
porter, and I recall standing just a few 
feet away from the President on that 
hot day, listening to him make small 
talk with the factory workers and watch-
ing the sweat soak through his check-
ered shirt. After the picnic, he ascended 
a temporary stage and gave a speech 
promising a “level playing field” for 
American steel. A few months later, he 
instituted a tariff on steel imports.

A President serves as the chief ex-
ecutive of the federal government, but 
he is also the functional head of his po-
litical party. Bush was at the steel mill 
more as Republican-in-Chief than as 
head of state. Though he couldn’t have 
imagined that Donald Trump, whom 
he is known to despise, would become 
President, Bush was trying out a pop-
ulist turn in Republicanism as he at-
tempted to persuade Democratic blue-
collar workers in the Rust Belt to leave 
their party. Bush’s family was solidly 
anti-tariff; his father had been denied 
a second term in 1992 partly because 
two maverick challengers, Pat Buchanan 
and Ross Perot, both anti-free-trade 
nationalists, had roughed him up 
enough for Bill Clinton to be able to 
win the Presidential election, with forty-
three per cent of the popular vote. Bush, 
by making protectionist gestures, was 
now departing from the tradition of  
his father and grandfather. (In the 2004 
election, he flipped three counties in 
western Pennsylvania that he had lost 
in 2000, and came close to carrying  
the state.) 

If you have Presidential ambitions, 
you have to think about a collection of 

policies and stances that could enable 
you to win by bringing together vari-
ous groups across the country. Candi-
dates have a number of options about 
which policies to include. Bush’s enthu-
siasm for steel tariffs didn’t last long—
he had rescinded them by the next year. 
So what was in his collection?

Shortly after Bush’s victory against 
John Kerry, he made a swaggering ap-
pearance before the press, announcing, 
“I earned capital in the campaign, po-
litical capital, and now I intend to spend 
it.” He did this by making two big bets 
on the future of the Republican Party, 
both of which went spectacularly awry. 
The first was a relatively permissive 
immigration policy. He believed that 
Republicans could appeal to Latinos, 
the country’s fastest-growing minority 
group. The first flight of ads that Bush 
ran as a Presidential candidate, in Iowa 
in 2000, included radio spots in Spanish
—“artifacts from a lost civilization,” 
one of his media consultants called 
them. In 2004, he got about forty per 
cent of the Latino vote. Second, he 
proposed to begin privatizing Social 
Security—making it similar to an ac-
count that people could invest in the 
stock market, as they did with their 
I.R.A.s. This was meant to persuade 
middle-class Americans to think of 
themselves as members of the “inves-
tor class,” as Republicans liked to say, 
rather than as grateful beneficiaries of 
the Democratic Party. The initiative 
on immigration set off a furious rebel-
lion from the Republican right; the  
Social Security proposal enraged both 
Democrats and Republicans. There 
went Bush’s political capital.

The failure of the war in Iraq and 
Bush’s insufficient response to Hurricane 
Katrina made him deeply unpopular, but 
the Bush dynasty retained enough of its 
mystique for Jeb Bush to enter the 2016 
Presidential race as the heavy Republi-
can favorite. He aimed to be friendlier 

than his brother had been both to the 
markets and to Latino voters. (His Span-
ish is better than George W.’s, and his 
wife is Latina.) Most of the other Re-
publican candidates had similar posi-
tions, but Donald Trump made precisely 
opposite bets. He flung around flam-
boyantly offensive racial stereotypes 
about minorities, especially Mexican-
Americans and Mexican immigrants. 
He defended Social Security. He resur-
rected the Buchanan-Perot position on 
trade, which both parties had rejected 
for decades. On foreign policy, he was 
an aggressive isolationist, hostile to the 
country’s elaborately maintained sys-
tem of alliances. He attacked big busi-
ness more often than any Republican 
candidate in memory. And even if you 
believe that, because of Russian med-
dling and the peculiarity of the Elec-
toral College, his victory in the 2016 
Presidential election was not truly le-
gitimate, there is no question that he 
beat Jeb Bush, Scott Walker, Marco 
Rubio, Chris Christie, Ted Cruz, John 
Kasich, and the other aspirants to the 
Republican nomination.

Trump will not be President for-
ever—he may be in the role for only a 
few more months. It’s hard to imagine 
that the Republican Party could come 
close to replicating him with another 
Presidential candidate, unless it’s Don-
ald Trump, Jr. But is there a future in 
Trumpism? This is a live question for 
both parties. The major political devel-
opment of the past decade, all over the 
world, has been a series of reactions 
against economic insecurity and in-
equality powerful enough to blow apart 
the boundaries of conventional politics. 
On the right, this can be seen in the 
regimes of Jair Bolsonaro, in Brazil; Na-
rendra Modi, in India; Viktor Orbán, 
in Hungary; and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 
in Turkey. There are new nativist and 
nationalist parties across Western Eu-
rope, and movements like the ones that 
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Can the two parties address Trumpism without opening a Pandora’s box of virulent rage and racism? 
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produced Brexit, in Britain, and the 
gilets jaunes, in France. An ambitious 
Republican can’t ignore Trumpism. Nor 
can an ambitious Democrat: the Dem-
ocratic Party has also failed to address 
the deep economic discontent in this 
country. But is it possible to address it 
without opening a Pandora’s box of vir-
ulent rage and racism? Lisa McGirr, a 
historian at Harvard who often writes 
about conservatism, told me, “The com-
ponent of both parties that did not grap-
ple with the insecurity of many Amer-
icans—that created the opportunity for 
exclusionary politics. It’s not Trump. 
It’s an opportunity that Trump seized.” 

The Republican Party has long had 
a significant nativist, isolationist 

element. In the Party’s collective mem-
ory, this faction was kept in check by 
“fusionism,” a grand entente between 
this element and the Party’s business 
establishment. The best-known pro-
moter of fusionism is the late William 
F. Buckley, Jr., the theatrically patrician 
founder of National Review and an all-

around conservative celebrity. Buckley 
tried to keep anti-Semites and con-
spiracy theorists out of the conserva-
tive movement, but he was not a stan-
dard Chamber of Commerce Repub-
lican. His first book attacked liberal 
universities, his second defended Joseph 
McCarthy, and in 1957, when Dwight 
Eisenhower was sending federal troops 
to integrate Little Rock Central High 
School, he wrote an article titled “why 
the south must prevail.” Buck-
ley helped define American conserva-
tism as a movement that supported 
free-market economics and interna-
tionalism and welcomed serious intel-
lectuals, including former Communists 
such as James Burnham, Frank Meyer, 
and Whittaker Chambers. 

Fusionism brought these views to-
gether into what seemed for a long time, 
at least from the outside, to be a rela-
tively workable political coalition. Philip 
Zelikow, a veteran Republican for-
eign-policy official and one of hundreds 
of prominent members of the Party 
who vigorously opposed Trump in 2016, 

said, “World War II, followed by nearly 
World War III, brought the United 
States into an unprecedented world role. 
And a vocal minority didn’t accept it. 
They don’t like foreigners. They think 
they’re playing us for suckers. There 
were a lot of Pearl Harbor and Yalta 
conspiracy theories that we’ve forgot-
ten about. This group concentrates over-
whelmingly in the Republican Party.” 
For a long time, it was kept in check. 
Now, in Zelikow’s view, it has grown 
in prominence and become less defer-
ential to the business wing of the Re-
publican establishment, and is “close to 
being the most influential element in 
the Party.” 

The Cold War made fusionism pos-
sible. In the name of helping capital-
ism defeat Communism, the move-
ment allied Republicans who adored 
McCarthy with those who despised 
him, on the basis of a shared commit-
ment to an aggressive American mili-
tary stance and a super-empowerment 
of private business. But the isolation-
ist impulse has deep roots in Ameri-
can political culture. It was clearly pres-
ent during the red scare after the First 
World War, the repudiation of Wood-
row Wilson and the League of Na-
tions, and the passage of the 1924 law 
that severely restricted immigration. As 
Zelikow put it, “The isolationists be-
lieved the U.S. should be bristling with 
weapons. Foreigners are a viral pathol-
ogy. The whole point is to keep for-
eigners away from us.” These attitudes 
were consistent with a high-alarm ver-
sion of internationalism that focussed 
on the Soviet threat. Buckley-style con-
servatism went from being regularly 
dismissed as irrelevant, a creed whose 
following didn’t extend far beyond the 
small circulation of a political maga-
zine, to being the core principle of Ron-
ald Reagan’s Presidency. 

In 1976, Jimmy Carter, a Democrat, 
was the first born-again Christian to 
be elected President. But, soon after-
ward, the group that had helped power 
his rise became a substantial and reli-
ably Republican voting bloc. As the na-
tion as a whole became more secular, 
the Christian right grew in strength 
and in numbers. Beginning with the 
Moral Majority, in the late seventies, 
evangelical groups became aggressively 
political, fuelled by contributions from 

“They’re unspookable this year.”
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churchgoers and from rich political 
donors. Evangelical leaders have em-
braced opposition to abortion, prev-
iously mainly a Catholic concern, as  
a primary cause. On a parallel track 
during Reagan’s rise, the business wing 
of the Republican Party was creating a 
powerful network of media outlets, think 
tanks, and lobbying organizations. They 
were all interested in such libertarian 
causes as tax cuts and deregulation. In 
hindsight, the partnership between 
evangelicals and libertarians wasn’t a 
natural one, but for a long time it held 
together in the interest of the Repub-
lican Party. Today, more than eighty 
million Americans say they are evan-
gelicals—including George W. Bush, 
who in 1985 was born again.

The threat of Communism faded 
with the end of the Cold War, and, as 
inequality and globalization increased, 
many voters in both parties felt left be-
hind. One of the pre-Trump signs of 
this trend among Republicans was the 
sudden emergence of the Tea Party, in 
the wake of the 2008 financial crisis 
and Barack Obama’s Inauguration. Ac-
cording to Glenn Hubbard, an econo-
mist who chaired the White House 
Council of Economic Advisers under 
Bush and was a Presidential-campaign 
adviser for Mitt Romney, in 2012, and 
Jeb Bush, in 2016, “There have been 
tectonic shifts with globalization and 
technological change. Economics 101 
says, ‘It all works out. The gains com-
pensate for the losses.’ But they didn’t. 
And élites didn’t care—including the 
Democratic élites. Most people aren’t 
going to be entrepreneurs. That’s the 
economic problem. Also, there are cul-
tural factors.” Hubbard started taking 
Trump seriously in early 2016, when his 
younger brother, the country musician 
Gregg Hubbard, told him that his fans 
loved Trump. Erick Erickson, a radio 
host who is one of the leading figures 
in the evangelical wing of the conser-
vative movement, has the same sense 
of a broken link between the Republi-
can Party’s religious base and its busi-
ness élite. “The Party today is more 
populist than conservative,” he told me. 
“It’s the populism of a growing per-
centage of Americans who feel shut 
out. It’s younger, blue-collar voters—a 
coalition of grievance. They’re not con-
servative or liberal. They have griev-

ances against the élite.” Karl Rove, 
Bush’s chief strategist, agreed with this 
assessment: “In 2016, people wanted 
somebody to throw a brick through a 
plate-glass window.”

In American politics, white nativ-
ism and racism tend to rise in conjunc-
tion with economic distress. Quite often, 
liberal economic reforms have been 
achieved at the price of compromises 
with politicians who were anything but 
liberal on race. The greatest triumph of 
liberalism in American history, the New 
Deal, entailed a bargain with the seg-
regationist South in which the Jim Crow 
system remained firmly in place. In the 
twenty-first century, rising economic 
discontent among working-class whites 
has often caused them to lash out at 
people from other groups. Albert Moh-
ler, the president of the Southern Bap-
tist Theological Seminary, in Louis-
ville, and a leader of the religious wing 
of the conservative movement, told me, 
“There’s an anxiety. A world is being 
demolished before your eyes. It’s an in-
stinct that things aren’t going as they 
should. The world is coming apart. 
Somebody has to say no.”

Trump’s Republican opponents in 
2016, who had been living in a 

world created by the Republican donor 
class, didn’t see that the Republican co-
alition had been shattered. After Obama 
defeated Mitt Romney in the 2012 elec-
tion, Reince Priebus, then the head of 
the Republican National Committee 

(who later followed the familiar trajec-
tory from Never Trumper to Trump en-
abler to Trump exile), commissioned 
an inquiry to find out what had gone 
wrong. The resulting report, known in 
Republican circles as “the autopsy,” 
noted a significant decline in the Latino 
vote for Republican Presidential can-
didates since the George W. Bush high-
water mark, in 2004, and urgently called 
on the Party to reaffirm its identity as 

pro-market, government-skeptical, and 
ethnically and culturally inclusive. Rom-
ney would have carried Colorado, New 
Mexico, and Nevada if he had repli-
cated Bush’s share of the Latino vote. 
The Republican establishment, and 
most of the 2016 Republican Presiden-
tial field, accepted the autopsy as re-
vealed truth.

This left an opening for Trump to 
ignore a series of supposedly inviola-
ble Republican bromides. He didn’t 
talk about the need for limited gov-
ernment or for balancing the federal 
budget. He didn’t talk about the United 
States as the guarantor of freedom 
worldwide. He didn’t extoll free trade. 
He didn’t court the Koch brothers. He 
did not sign the no-new-tax pledge 
that the conservative organizer Gro-
ver Norquist has been imposing on Re-
publican Presidential aspirants for de-
cades. A new book, “Never Trump,” by 
two political scientists, Robert Saldin 
and Steven Teles, asserts that Trump 
was opposed by more officials in his 
own Party (the Never Trumpers of their 
title) than any Presidential nominee in 
recent American history. Nonetheless, 
he got more votes in the Republican 
primary than any Presidential candidate 
ever has. Newt Gingrich, the former 
House Speaker, who in the nineties laid 
some of the groundwork for Trump’s 
rise by establishing hot-blooded attack 
as the dominant Republican leadership 
style, told me, “He won because he’s a 
dramatically better politician than any-
body believed. A substantial part of the 
country felt demeaned. Talked down 
to.” Gingrich, who was among the first 
prominent Republican politicians to 
endorse Trump, has written two glow-
ing books about the “great comeback” 
that the President’s agenda represents.

Diane Feldman is a retired pollster 
who specialized in getting Democrats 
elected in swing states. In 2018, she 
worked on the successful campaigns of 
Senators Sherrod Brown, of Ohio, and 
Tammy Baldwin, of Wisconsin, two 
years after Trump carried both states. 
During that election cycle, she con-
ducted a series of focus groups with 
people who had voted for Obama in 
2012 and Trump in 2016. “Here was a 
choice that was really different,” she 
said. “They knew him from ‘The Ap-
prentice.’ They thought he’d get things 
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“She may have won the funky-brooch battle, but  
she hasn’t won the funky-brooch war.”

done. And he’s more interesting than 
the other candidates. That matters 
more and more. They’re anti-govern-
ment, anti-élite. Élite means coastal 
attitudes: ‘They think they’re better 
than us, they’re P.C., they’re virtue-sig-
nallers.’ ‘He doesn’t come across as one 
of those people who think they’re bet-
ter than us and are screwing us.’ ‘They 
lecture us.’ ‘They don’t even go to 
church.’ ‘They’re in charge, and they’re 
ripping us off.’ It is a core difference 
on what has been happening for the 
past twenty years.” 

Trump’s key insight in 2016 was that 
the Republican establishment could  
be ignored, and his primary campaign 
pitched only to the Republican base, 
which no longer believed in the free-
market gospel, if it ever had. There 
would be no penalty for violating any 
ironclad rule of traditional Republi-
canism. Mike Murphy, a veteran Re-
publican consultant who was affiliated 
with Jeb Bush in 2016, said, “Trump 
was a perfect grievance candidate, at a 
time when Republican voters wanted 
to blow up the system. I did Arnold 
Schwarzenegger—he was what Holly-
wood people call a ‘pre-awareness title.’ 
People thought Trump was all over the 
place on Republican-base issues like 
guns and abortion, and that would do 

him in. But he hit this note of resent-
ment. He was ‘politically incorrect’—
critical of Obama in crude terms. There 
was definitely a racial subtext.” He went 
on, “He was very George Wallace. And 
then there was the strongman thing: 
Juan Perón in an orange fright wig.  
He spoke to a fifty-two-year-old shoe 
salesman in a dying mall in Parma, 
Ohio. He has those voters in his head.” 
Charles Kesler, a conservative political 
scientist and the editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books, one of a small 
number of Trump-sympathetic intel-
lectual journals, said much the same 
thing: “It’s a confession of the disre-
pair of the Republican Party that he 
won that race. He shouldn’t have won 
that race. It revealed the inner hollow-
ness of the Party.”

Nobody pretends that President 
Trump pores over detailed pol-

icy briefs. By all accounts from re-
porters and from Administration de-
fectors, what you see (tweets, rallies, 
enmities, palace intrigue) is what you 
get. Even though Republicans con-
trolled the House of Representatives, the 
Senate, and the White House for two 
years, Trump failed to achieve his most 
loudly voiced campaign promises from 
2016, such as building that big, beauti-

ful wall and making Mexico pay for it, 
getting Congress to repeal the Afford-
able Care Act, and undertaking a major 
infrastructure-building program. He  
is running for a second term without 
having produced any formal platform. 
What he did accomplish is a surpris-
ingly conventional Republican program: 
substantial tax cuts, a vast rollback of 
federal regulations, large increases in 
military spending, and the elevation  
to the federal bench of more than two 
hundred judges with lifetime tenure, 
including, most likely, three avowedly 
conservative Supreme Court Justices.

Trump signed into law a cut in the 
corporate tax rate from thirty-five per 
cent to twenty-one per cent—far lower 
than what Reagan was able to get. Glenn 
Hubbard said, “Jeb would have given 
you the tax cut. I know because I wrote 
it. Trump just doubled it.” In 2017, Ju-
lius Krein, an up-and-coming conser-
vative intellectual and a former Trump 
supporter, founded a magazine called 
American Affairs. He told me, regard-
ing Trump’s economic accomplishments, 
“Laugh if you want, but he ran on an 
ambitious agenda, which ran counter 
to the entire consensus. And in office 
he did almost nothing for anyone 
aligned with the 2016 campaign. The 
donors are driving the bus.” Trump’s 
racially charged rhetoric has remained 
constant from his first campaign through 
his time in office, but, in policy, foreign 
affairs is the one area where the Trump 
of the campaign and the Trump of the 
White House are truly aligned. His 
hostility toward alliances and treaties 
has led him to withdraw from the 
Paris climate accord and the Iran nu-
clear deal. He has enacted punitive 
restrictions on immigration. He con-
stantly attacks NATO and other inter-
national organizations. 

The best explanation I’ve heard for 
the difference between Trump as a can-
didate and Trump as the President goes 
back to fusionism. Governing requires 
filling thousands of jobs at the highest 
levels of the federal government with 
people who know what they’re doing, 
and also having shovel-ready policies in 
dozens of specific areas. Trump and most 
of his closest aides had no government 
experience and no developed policies. 
Reagan was elected sixteen years after 
Barry Goldwater’s forty-four-state de-
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feat, in 1964. The conservative move-
ment had used that time to develop a 
governing infrastructure. As Reagan took 
office, the Heritage Foundation (estab-
lished in 1973) released the thousand-page 
“Mandate for Leadership,” which in-
cluded hundreds of detailed suggestions 
for conservative policies that Reagan 
could enact.

There was no manual like that de-
tailing the program Trump ran on, and 
no economic-policy experts ready to 
enact it. “This was a case where the 
dog caught the car,” Oren Cass, a young 
conservative activist and thinker who 
dislikes both Trump and the Republi-
can establishment, told me. Trump’s 
motley crew included people like Ste-
phen Bannon, Corey Lewandowski, 
and Paul Manafort, who hadn’t previ-
ously worked in government, or even 
had leading roles in prominent Repub-
lican campaigns. Stuart Stevens, Rom-
ney’s senior strategist in 2012 and a 
Never Trumper, told me, “These are 
evil people. They don’t have a sense of 
right and wrong. The people Trump 
attracts—these are damaged people. 
These are weird, damaged people. They 
are using Trump to work out their per-
sonal issues.” 

Yet the establishment’s governing 
machinery was still running apace, so 
there were plenty of appointees and 
policies available from congressional 
staffs, think tanks, and lobbying orga-
nizations—all funded by the Republi-
can donor class. The establishment is 
set up to supply the Presidential offi-
cials who supervise the career civil ser-
vants (also known by Trumpists as “the 
deep state”) in federal agencies. A few 
distinctively Trump appointees—Ste-
phen Miller, on immigration, and Jared 
Kushner, on the Middle East—pushed 
through policies that no traditional Re-
publican would have put into place. 
Otherwise, appointees without previ-
ous connections to Trump but with 
deep connections to the Party’s liber-
tarian wing have put in place an en-
hanced version of the standard Repub-
lican program.

The result has been an odd mix of 
traditional Republican policies and 
Trumpian rhetorical flourishes. It’s hard 
to tell whether Trump believed in what 
his Administration was doing or if he 
was merely focussed on how to square 

it with his personal branding strategy. 
Cliff Sims, a White House aide who 
left in 2018, is the author of “Team of 
Vipers,” arguably the most revealing of 
the half-dozen tell-all Administration 
memoirs. In the book, Sims describes 
a scene from 2017, in which Trump is 
on the phone with Paul Ryan and Kevin 
Brady, the Republican members of Con-
gress who were primarily responsible 
for the tax-cut plan. Trump says, “I think 
I’ve got a great name for this bill—it’s 
going to be really cool. We need to call 
it ‘The Cut Cut Cut Act,’ because this 
is a tax cut. When people hear the name, 
that’s what we want people to know.” 
(The bill became law under the name 
Tax Cuts and Jobs Act.) 

It’s also hard to tell whether Trump 
is truly an economic nationalist or merely 
a crony capitalist. He railed against Tik-
Tok, a Chinese-owned company, de-
manding that it sell its U.S. division, but 
then approved a deal that would permit 
Chinese control to continue and would 
also benefit two American companies, 
Walmart and Oracle, the latter of which 
has a major Trump contributor as a top 
executive. The Administration’s misad-

ventures in Ukraine appear to have in-
volved attempts to get the head of Naf-
togaz, the national gas company there, 
replaced by someone who would agree 
to import liquefied natural gas from 
the United States. Whatever is really 
going on, it’s clear that Trump in office 
is far less economically populist than 
he claimed to be while he was cam-
paigning for his first term. 

Trump’s judge-selection machinery 
depends on the Federalist Society, which 
for nearly forty years has maintained a 
pipeline for judges with a shared intel-
lectual doctrine. The Federalist Soci-
ety, which is far more Reaganite than 
Trumpian, is intently focussed on busi-
ness-friendly jurisprudence. Liberals 
have been largely concerned with the 
threats to the Affordable Care Act, to 
Roe v. Wade, and to same-sex marriage, 
but whatever happens next on those is-
sues will certainly be accompanied by 
a wave of decisions favorable to the 
business wing of the Republican Party. 
As Grover Norquist says, “The Supreme 
Court is not all about sex, it’s all about 
property rights.” Amy Coney Barrett 
would be the sixth member of the 
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Supreme Court with ties to the Feder-
alist Society.

Although Trump’s campaign didn’t 
emphasize traditional Republican-base 
issues like guns and abortion, it built 
strong ties to the base’s major politi-
cal organizations. That has paid off for 
Trump, who got about eighty per cent 
of the white-evangelical vote in 2016. 
Members of the religious right don’t al-
ways mingle comfortably with corpo-
rate executives at social events, and es-
tablishment Republicans have sometimes 
made them feel that they are slightly 
embarrassing. “Evangelicals used to get 
a pat on the head and sent away. Trump 
brought them in,” Erick Erickson, the 
radio host, who did not support Trump 
in 2016, said. “I still think character 
counts. Half the days I think I’ll hold 
my nose and vote for him. If he can’t be 
faithful to three wives, how can he be 
faithful to us? I cannot vote for a pro-
abortion candidate. I am not excited 
about 2020 at all.”

As Trump has outsourced economic 
policy to the establishment, he has out-
sourced social policy to the evangeli-
cals. Years before he launched his Pres-
idential campaign, some instinct led 
him to create an alliance with the reli-
gious wing of the Republican Party. 
Nearly twenty years ago, he formed a 
public relationship with Paula White, 
a popular televangelist who preaches 
the “prosperity Gospel,” and who has 
said that she guided Trump toward ac-
tive Christianity. Since at least 2011, 
Trump has been appearing at the Amer-
ican Conservative Union’s annual Con-
servative Political Action Conference, 
a large gathering of activists from the 
Party base. In 2016 and 2017, Trump re-
leased lists of potential Supreme Court 
Justices, all of them demonstrably ac-
ceptable to both wings of the Repub-
lican Party, the evangelicals and the lib-
ertarians, and then made appointments 
only from those lists. (He released a 
second-term list this year.) He selected 
Mike Pence, an evangelical Christian 
who had strong support from the Koch 
brothers and from other major Repub-
lican donors, as his Vice-President. As 
President, Trump has issued a number 
of executive orders that evangelicals 
approve of, such as one that rescinded 
a provision of the Affordable Care Act 
which required health-care providers 

to offer birth control. “He actually did 
what he said he’d do,” Albert Mohler 
told me. “It’s the oddest thing.” 

Leaders of organizations with strong 
connections to the Republican base have 
found themselves being courted by 
Trump. Norquist may have failed to get 
Trump to sign his no-tax pledge during 
the campaign, but he still feels attended 
to. “I’d run into him, and he’d say, ‘You 
like my tax cut? You like my tax cut?’” 
he said. “He flipped on abortion. He 
came down hard on the Second Amend-
ment.” (Trump has said he had a permit 
to carry a concealed weapon.) Norquist 
told me that the day after Trump ap-
pointed Neil Gorsuch to the Supreme 
Court he invited a group of conservatives 
to the White House, including Norquist, 
Paula White, and the leaders of the 
N.R.A., the Federalist Society, and the 
National Right to Life organization. “He 
said, ‘Grover likes me because I cut taxes.’ 
He didn’t say, ‘I like Grover.’ He said, 
‘Grover likes me.’ Usually, you want the 
President to like you.”

Steven Hayward, a well-connected 
conservative who has written the two-
volume history “The Age of Reagan,” 
told me, “The biggest surprise about 
Trump is that he has turned out to gov-
ern as a conservative, even more than 
Reagan did. When George W. Bush 
withdrew from the Kyoto accords, he 
sent a letter. When Trump withdrew 
from the Paris accords, he had a big an-
nouncement in the Rose Garden. And 
he doesn’t know Friedrich Hayek from 
Salma Hayek. He sold out—to us!”

This is likely to be Trump’s last cam-
paign. In talking to dozens of con-

servatives over the past few months, I 
didn’t find anybody who likes or ad-
mires him in any conventional way. The 
Republican officeholders who opposed 
his nomination but don’t stand up to 
him are displaying either party loyalty 
or fear: he remains extraordinarily pop-
ular with Republican voters, especially 
in red states, and he is so vengeful that 
to displease him is to risk political death. 
Jeff Sessions experienced this firsthand 
during his run, earlier this year, for the 
Republican Senate nomination in Al-
abama. Sessions had a long, successful 
history in politics in Alabama and in 
the Senate, and a record of Trump-like 
views on immigration. He incurred 

Trump’s wrath when, as Attorney Gen-
eral, he recused himself from any in-
vestigations into Russian interference 
in the 2016 election, which led to the 
appointment of Robert Mueller as the 
special counsel. For months, Trump re-
lentlessly mocked and attacked Ses-
sions on Twitter before firing him,  
in November, 2018. This year, he en-
dorsed Sessions’s Republican opponent, 
Tommy Tuberville, a former football 
coach making his first run for political 
office. Trump tweeted that Tuberville 
was “a REAL LEADER.” Sessions lost 
the primary.

Senator Lindsey Graham, who dur-
ing the 2016 primary season declared 
that Trump was “not fit to be President 
of the United States,” quickly became 
one of his most abject loyalists, expect-
ing that the President’s support would 
guarantee his reëlection to the Senate 
in 2020. “Lindsey was scared of being 
primaried,” a veteran South Carolina 
Republican consultant told me. “Re-
publicans in South Carolina didn’t like 
him—but he’s getting cheered by Re-
publicans now.” Graham’s strategy may 
have worked with Republicans in his 
home state, but he is paying a price for 
it. His Democratic opponent, Jaime Har-
rison, who has raised more money in 
one quarter than any previous candidate 
for the Senate, has drawn close to Gra-
ham in some polls.

Donald Trump is far too bizarre to 
be precisely replicable as a model 

for the generic Republican of the fu-
ture. That raises the question of where 
the Republican Party will go after he 
leaves office. The jockeying for the 2024 
Republican nomination is already well 
under way. Did Trump’s ascension rep-
resent a significant change in the Par-
ty’s orientation, and, if so, will the change 
be temporary or lasting?

Among the Republicans I spoke to, 
some of whom will vote for Trump and 
some of whom won’t, there are three 
competing predictions about the future 
of the Party over the coming years. Let’s 
call them the Remnant, Restoration, 
and Reversal scenarios.

Most of the 2016 Republican Pres-
idential candidates accepted the post-
2012-autopsy argument that the Party, 
with its overwhelming lack of appeal 
to nonwhite voters, was in a demo-
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“So nobody’s talkin’, eh? Well, let’s see what  
they have to say down at forensics.”

graphic death spiral. Trump ran a cam
paign that seemed designed to appeal 
only to whites—indeed, only to whites 
who didn’t like nonwhites. That worked 
well in the Republican primaries, and 
well enough in the general election for 
Trump to eke out a victory that would 
have been impossible without the Elec
toral College system. He also did slightly 
better with minority voters than Rom
ney had, though minority turnout was 
significantly lower than it had been in 
the two elections when Barack Obama 
was the Democratic nominee.

Could somebody else use the Trump 
playbook to win a Presidential election? 
Those who believe in the Remnant sce
nario think so. It would require extremely 
high motivation among Trump’s base—
mainly exurban or rural, actively reli
gious, and not highly educated—along 
with a strong appeal to affluent whites, 
continued modest inroads with minority 
voters, and a low turnout among Dem
ocrats. If a politician were able to tap 
into the deep antipathy toward “élites” 
in the Trump heartland, he could com
pensate, at least in part, for the demo
graphic decline of white voters. In the 
years between the elections of 1996 and 
2016, the Democratic Party lost its vot
ing majority in about a thousand of the 
three thousand counties in the United 
States—none in major population cen
ters. Trump carried eightyfour per cent 
of the counties. 

Stalwart Trump fans talk about a 
looming liberal takeover of all aspects 
of American life, including religious 
life, and a domination of the middle of 
the country by sophisticated, prosper
ous, snobbish, ruthless people. The ur
text for this viewpoint is “The Flight 
93 Election,” an essay published in the 
Claremont Review of Books in 2016. Its 
author, Michael Anton, who worked 
briefly at the National Security Coun
cil in the Trump Administration, has 
just published a book called “The Stakes: 
America at the Point of No Return,” in 
which he warns that “red America might 
quietly—at first spontaneously, but later 
perhaps through more explicit cooper
ation—start to make federal operations 
on their turf more difficult.” 

The Remnant strategy entails re
lentless attacks. It rests on the idea of 
an outpowered cohort of traditional 
Americans who see themselves as cou

rageously defending their values. The 
obvious candidate to carry out a high 
Trumpist strategy in 2024 would be 
Donald Trump, Jr., who is an active 
speaker in Trumpadmiring circles and 
in the past two years has published two 
books that excoriate liberals. Several 
other potential Republican candidates, 
most notably Senators Tom Cotton, of 
Arkansas, and Josh Hawley, of Mis
souri, have demonstrated that they see 
Trump’s success as instructive. Between 
them, Cotton and Hawley have two 
degrees from Harvard, one from Yale, 
and one from Stanford, but both have 
been steadily propounding populist and 
nationalist themes. The fortyyearold 
Hawley, who is only two years into his 
first term and is the youngest member 
of the Senate, is a relentless Twitter 
user, frequently targeting China, Sili
con Valley, and liberals who are hostile 
to religion. Like Trump in 2016, he al
most never argues for less government, 
and often calls for programs to help 
working people. In the summer of 2019, 
he gave a speech at the National Con

servatism Conference denouncing “a 
powerful upper class and their cosmo
politan priorities,” which, he implied, 
had gained control of both parties. There 
is also Tucker Carlson, of Fox News, 
who, like Trump in 2016, has no polit
ical experience and a large television 
audience. He offers up ferocious attacks 
on élites almost nightly. Charles Kes
ler told me that, no matter who wins, 
the Claremont Institute, which pub
lishes the Claremont Review of Books, 
is going to start a Washington branch 
after the election, to devise Trumpian 
policies: socially conservative, econom
ically nationalist.

Under the Restoration scenario, if 
Trump loses, Republicans, as  

if waking from a bad dream, could re
capture their essential identity for the 
past hundred years as the party of busi
ness. They could revive a Reaganlike 
optimistic rhetoric of freedom and 
enterprise; resume an internationalist, 
alliance oriented foreign policy; and 
embrace, at least notionally, diversity 
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THE GREAT BEAUTY

In the movie, flamingos migrate over Rome and rest 
overnight on the terrace of Jep Gambardella, so that, 

in the rose light of dawn, he walks out to find his saintly 
old guest, Sister Maria, meditating among a flamboyance—

a hundred stand on pink stilt-like legs with roseate plumes 
and beaks sturdy as lobster crackers. Some rest on one leg 

or sit with legs tucked under them; some halfheartedly peck 
at stone—as if they might find bread crumbs from last night’s party.

But all are quiet. “I know all their Christian names,” 
she brags under her breath to no one, or perhaps to God.

*

I never received such tidings from the universe, but Saturday

on my walk, checking my Fitbit again (3,000 for an old lady is good),  
I heard

wing beats and cooing, and then, almost under my arm, one flew up 

and immigration. One veteran Repub-
lican campaigner with Restorationist 
leanings says that, if Trump wins, “it’ll 
blow up the Republican Party. In the 
2022 election, we’ll have an epic disas-
ter—a wipeout of epic proportions.” In-
stead of Trumpism, “economic growth 
with an emphasis on character, and treat-
ing the Democrats as opponents and 
not as the enemy, is a way forward for 
the Party.” Many Never Trumpers would 
feel comfortable again in a Restoration-
ist Republican Party. Restoration could 
entail a conventionally positioned Pres-
idential candidate, such as Mike Pence 
or Mike Pompeo, the Secretary of State, 
if it’s possible for them to shake off their 
close association with Trump. But the 
most discussed Restorationist candidate 
is Nikki Haley, the former governor of 
South Carolina and a former U.N. am-
bassador. Haley is the child of immi-
grants from India (one a professor at 
Voorhees College, a historically Black 
college, the other a schoolteacher who 
started a successful business selling 
clothing and accessories from around 
the world) and the sister of a military 
veteran. She achieved the rare feat of 
serving in the Trump Administration 
without either going full Trumpist or 
falling out with the President. She left, 
evidently on good terms with Trump, 
shortly after it emerged that she had ac-
cepted rides on private planes from busi-
nessmen in South Carolina. She was 
given a starring role at Trump’s renom-
ination convention, this past August. 

Some Republicans who are vocifer-
ously pro-Trump sound, in conversa-
tions about the Party’s future, more like 
Restorationists who regard him as a 
temporary jolt of shock therapy. During 
the 2016 campaign, Hugh Hewitt, a 
conservative radio star, hosted Trump 
on his show sixteen times. He applauds 
Trump’s tax cuts and his increases in 
the military budget. Hewitt, who was 
sitting in front of a poster-size photo-
graph of Abraham Lincoln when we 
spoke over Zoom, told me, “Trump in-
troduced a combativeness and aggres-
siveness on the Republican side. We 
played by country-club rules. They didn’t. 
There’s a certain roughness to him. He 
was cruel occasionally. He wakes up 
ready to fight every day, and you don’t 
need to fight every day. After Trump, 
the Party will revert to the norm.”

Karl Rove, George W. Bush’s chief 
strategist, also struck a Restoration-
ist note. One of Rove’s recent projects  
was a book about William McKinley, 
the twenty-fifth President. He regards 
McKinley, who defeated a populist op-
ponent, William Jennings Bryan, in the 
1896 Presidential election, as the first 
modern Republican politician. Rove 
doesn’t see populism, or division, as a 
winning stance for the Republicans. 
“Biden has the better hand in this elec-
tion,” he told me, meaning that Biden 
could be running—to use one of Bush’s 
favorite terms—as the uniter. But, ac-
cording to Rove, Biden “won’t play it.” 
Rove offered up an impromptu speech 
that he thought Biden should have 
made about the unrest in Portland: 
“The murder of George Floyd tears at 
every beating heart in America. But 
nothing justifies the violence we see on 
the streets of Portland.” 

The Reversal scenario, though per-
haps the least plausible, is the most 

threatening to the Democratic Party. 
The parties would essentially switch 
the roles they have had for the past 
century: the Republicans would replace 
the Democrats as the party of the peo-

ple, the one with a greater emphasis on 
progressive economic policies for ordi-
nary families. Some Reversalists have 
praised Elizabeth Warren; criticizing 
Wall Street and free trade is pretty much 
a membership requirement. Michael 
Podhorzer, who works at the A.F.L.-
C.I.O., sent me a chart he had made 
that showed the vote in congressional 
districts, ranked by median income, 
from 1960 to today. For most of that 
time, districts in the bottom forty per 
cent of income were far more likely to 
vote Democratic. But by 2010 the lines 
had crossed—perhaps because of the 
financial crisis and the Great Reces-
sion, perhaps because of the Presidency 
of Barack Obama—and today poorer 
districts are far more likely to vote Re-
publican and richer districts are far 
more likely to vote Democratic. The 
ten richest congressional districts in 
the country, and forty-four of the rich-
est fifty, are represented by Democrats. 
The French economist Thomas Piketty 
has produced a chart showing that for 
highly educated voters, who were once 
mainly Republican, the lines started 
crossing back in 1968. In 2016, Trump 
carried non-college-educated whites 
by thirty-six points, and Hillary Clin-
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per cent white in 2018). And minority 
voters—especially Latinos, who will be 
the largest group of minority voters in 
the 2020 election—may not remain as 
loyally Democratic as they have been 
in recent elections, especially if the Re-
publican Party has a leader who doesn’t 
race-bait. Black and Latino Democratic 
voters are substantially less likely to 
identify as liberal than white Demo-
cratic voters are. They are also more 
likely to be actively religious, and to 
pursue Republican-leaning careers such 
as military service and law enforcement.

What’s more, the practical defini-
tions of who’s white and who’s a mi-
nority are fluid. During the past hun-
dred years, many Americans who weren’t 
originally considered white, including 
the descendants of immigrants from 
Southern and Eastern Europe, were as-
similated into whiteness. In the future, 
others who aren’t now considered white 
may do so, too. Latinos have a high in-
termarriage rate—close to fifty per cent 
for the college educated—and twenty 
per cent of U.S.-born Latinos have a 
non-Hispanic white parent. Latinos are 
also increasingly likely to live in inte-
grated neighborhoods. Reversalists 
dream of many Latino voters going Re-

publican because they have become un-
comfortable with the prevailing politi-
cal stance (more liberal on social issues, 
less liberal on economic issues) among 
college-educated white Democratic vot-
ers. In the 2020 primary season, Ber-
nie Sanders easily defeated Biden in 
California and Nevada because he did 
far better among Latino voters, who 
presumably preferred his farther-left 
economic program, elements of which 
the Reversalists would like to appro-
priate for themselves, without using the 
term socialism.

Black voters are far more loyal to 
the Democratic Party, and more likely 
to emphasize racism as a significant 
problem in their lives, but Trump has 
made some inroads, especially with 
younger Black men. Terrance Wood-
bury, a leading pollster, said, “This has 
been pretty concerning to me. Trump 
is picking up among young voters of 
color. He has a thirty-three-per-cent 
approval rating among Black men under 
fifty. Since Obama left, Black men have 
dropped in their Democratic support. 
Why? What is it?” He mentioned the 
Trump campaign’s Super Bowl ad fea-
turing a Black woman whose prison 
sentence had been commuted by Trump, 
and a Trump advertising campaign on 
Facebook, which aired last December 
and went unanswered by Biden until 
August, touting the First Step Act, a 
criminal-justice measure that he signed 
in 2018. Woodbury went on, “I asked a 
focus group, ‘How could you consider 
supporting Donald Trump, who’s bla-
tantly racist?’ One young man said, ‘I 
don’t care. They’re all racist. At least he 
tells me what he is.’ Something about 
the transparency of the vitriol is trust-
inducing to them.”

The Reversalists believe that the 
Democrats’ embrace of market eco-
nomics, and their establishment of a 
powerful business wing of the Demo-
cratic Party, especially in Silicon Val-
ley and on Wall Street, during the Clin-
ton and Obama Administrations, has 
left them vulnerable to an attack from 
a new, socially conservative and eco-
nomically liberal strain of Republican-
ism. Reversalists oppose the Republi-
can donor class. Several have aban-
doned donor-funded libertarian and 
neoconservative think tanks like Cato 
and the American Enterprise Institute, 

ton carried college-educated whites by 
seventeen points. Could Republicans 
become the working-class party, and 
Democrats the party of the prosper-
ous? That would bode well for Repub-
licans because, especially in a time of 
rising inequality, there aren’t enough 
prosperous people to make up a reli-
able voting majority. 

The Democratic Party appears confi-
dent that it has the abiding loyalty of 
minority voters at all income and ed-
ucation levels, and that it dominates 
the metropolitan areas where a grow-
ing majority of Americans live. The 
coming majority-minority, decreasingly 
rural country will be naturally Demo-
cratic over the long term. But there are 
holes in this argument. Because mi-
norities are younger than whites and 
are also less likely to be U.S. citizens, 
the electorate could remain white-ma-
jority for decades. Richard Alba, a so-
ciologist who has written a book called 
“The Great Demographic Illusion,” 
which challenges the idea of a rapidly 
arriving majority-minority America, 
estimates that in 2060, which is as far 
into the future as the Census Bureau 
projects, the electorate will still be fifty-
five per cent white. (It was seventy-three 

nearly brushing my hand—as if intentional—then twenty, thirty coming 
from behind, as if they were pouring out of my back. I couldn’t tell how 

many would arrive, a hundred resting on the branches of a tree, and some
flying up to a balustrade, sitting in a long row stolid as judges. Why can’t I 

take evidence seriously? I (who half believe in God) spoke playfully—
not even remembering I had watched Sister Maria’s flamingos two nights 

before—“What are you doing here?,” as if they were old friends or a bunch 
of my kids showing up out of nowhere. I watched for a while and when they 

just sat there, turning their heads, I went on with my walk—another 1,500 
steps to go. By the time I was almost home, I had persuaded myself: it was

only pigeons; perhaps hungry. But then they came back, from all around,
as if they were rising up out of the ground, as if they were being made 

right before me, all the sounding wings, air whipping and breaking,
their gray-and-pink presences as if convincing me.

—Toi Derricotte
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disillusioned with the Party’s indiffer-
ence to the concerns of middle-class 
and working-class voters. Oren Cass, 
one of the leading Reversalists, has 
founded an organization called Amer-
ican Compass, which is trying to for-
mulate policies that would appeal to 
members of the base of both parties. 
“What we’re talking about is actual con-
servatism,” he told me. “What we have 
called ‘conservatism’ just outsourced eco-
nomic policy thinking away from con-
servatives to a small niche group of 
libertarians.” Culturally, Reversalists pre-
sent themselves as champions of pro-
vincialism, faith, and work, but they aim 
to promote these things through un-
usually interventionist (at least for Re-
publicans, and for centrist Democrats 

since the nineties) economic policies. 
Steven Hayward, who calls himself a 
reluctant Trump supporter, said, “It’s 
amazing to me the number of conser-
vatives who are talking about, essen-
tially, Walter Mondale’s industrial pol-
icy from 1984. The right and the left 
suddenly agree. Reagan was very pop-
ular with younger voters. Younger peo-
ple then had come of age seeing gov-
ernment failure. Now young people have 
come of age seeing market failure.”

It can be a little surreal talking  
to Reversalists—are you at a seminar  
at the high-theory, market-skeptical 
Institut für die Wissenschaften vom 
Menschen, in Vienna, or with a group 
of Republican Party strategists? People 
in this camp talk about the failures of 

“neoliberalism,” “financialization,” and 
“market fundamentalism,” and condemn 
“zombie Reaganism.” A manifesto of 
the Reversalists, and of young conser-
vatives generally, is the 2018 book “Why 
Liberalism Failed,” by Patrick Deneen, 
a political-science professor at Notre 
Dame, which carries a back-cover en-
dorsement from Barack Obama and 
extolls such writers as Robert B. Reich, 
Wendell Berry, Christopher Lasch, and 
Robert Putnam, none of whom is con-
sidered conservative.

The favored Presidential candidate 
for 2024 among the Reversalists is 

Senator Marco Rubio, of Florida, one 
of the promising Republicans whom 
Trump vanquished in 2016. In 2018, 
Rubio hired Mike Needham, a former 
employee of an organization affiliated 
with the Heritage Foundation who had 
converted to Reversalism, as his chief 
of staff. Needham is on the board of 
American Compass. Rubio has recently 
been making speeches that call for “com-
mon-good capitalism,” which would 
entail a strong government role in man-
aging the economy and would attempt 
to attract religious and minority voters. 
Rubio has also been strongly critical of 
China, so much so that he has been 
banned from traveling there. This has 
the potential of alienating the business 
wing of the Party, which regards China 
as an important trading partner. Rubio 
gave a speech last year accusing “policy 
élites across the political spectrum” of 
ignoring the “growing threat” that China 
represents. Nikki Haley recently gave  
a speech that didn’t name Rubio but 
clearly had him in mind as one of a new 
species of Republican critics of capital-
ism, who “differ from the socialists only 
in degree.”

When I spoke with Rubio a few 
weeks ago, I asked him to explain what 
he meant by common-good capitalism. 
“It begins with the understanding that 
the market is a means to an end, not 
the end itself,” he said. “The purpose 
of the economy is to serve people. It’s 
possible to have an economy that’s 
performing well in the macro sense, 
but its benefits are distributed in a 
way that do not benefit the common 
good.” Rubio told me that this posi-
tion came together when he was run-
ning for President, as he visited com-

“Descend seven stairs. At the foot of the staircase, go straight  
three feet. Turn left at the door. Go straight two feet.  

Make a sharp left turn, where you will reach your final  
destination—your chair at the dinner table.”

• •
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munities outside Florida which were 
less vibrant than they had been a gen-
eration ago, and were now hollowed 
out. “We thought people would be out 
of work when the factory leaves, but a 
new job would replace the old one,” he 
said. But, he went on, “it doesn’t work 
that way in real life. What ends up hap-
pening is that additional job isn’t cre-
ated. And the people who are left with-
out a job aren’t going to be able to make 
that transition. Interacting with that, 
hearing those stories—it’s something 
you have to grapple with.”

I asked him what could be done. 
“It’s tough,” he said. “We have a twenty-
five-year orthodoxy in the Republican 
Party centered around market fun-
damentalism. Sometimes the most 
efficient outcome isn’t the best one for 
the country. Right now, we live in a 
very binary age, where you’re either 
one thing or you’re the other. Some 
people want to call it socialism—which 
I abhor. Or, if it isn’t socialism, the 
other side wants to call it market fun-
damentalism. America needs to take 
a hard look at its future.” Trump, he 
said, “has certainly revealed these frac-
ture points. His election caused ev-
erybody to go back and ask, ‘Why? 
Why did people who were not part 
of the Republican Party decide to vote 
for him?’” He said that the next step 
was to build the intellectual base for 
this kind of work: “This is not a four-
year project. This is a generational 
goal. And it could lead to a new po-
litical coalition.”

What would the new coalition be? 
For the past twenty years, Rubio said, 
the left has argued that coalitions tend 
to form around race, gender, and eth-
nicity: “I lived in a minority commu-
nity. I don’t think we’d wake up in the 
morning and the first thing we’d real-
ize is ‘I’m a Hispanic.’ The first thing 
that comes to mind for people every 
single day is not your ethnicity, it’s the 
fact that you’re a husband or a wife, a 
father or a mother, an employee, a vol-
unteer or a coach—somebody who has 
a role to play.” He continued, “They 
want to have a job that allows them 
to have children, to raise that family 
in a safe neighborhood, with a house 
that’s safe, that the kids get to go to 
school, and that, when the time comes, 
lets them retire. You can find that iden-

tity in every community in America.”
He said he recoiled a bit at the ten-

dency to “judge the well-being of the 
economy by how the stock market is 
performing. For the past six months, 
the stock market has had some really 
good days—and that in no way aligns 
with what everybody else in the coun-
try is going through. It is possible to 
have a roaring stock market, and you 
have millions of people who aren’t just 
unemployed, they may be permanently 
unemployed.” He talked about the in-
evitable disruptions caused by techno-
logical change: “And then it takes pol-
icy a decade, two decades, to adjust. In 
the interim, there’s resentment, anger, 
displacement—all sorts of social con-
sequences. We are now seeing another 
wave of technological advancement, 
combined with globalization,” acceler-
ated by the pandemic. “It’s going to pro-
duce new coalitions that don’t look like 
the ones we’re used to.” 

Many Democrats will surely see this 
vision of the future of the Republican 
Party as fanciful. Isn’t the Party con-
trolled by ferociously right-wing bil-
lionaires? Aren’t Republican-base voters 
irredeemable white supremacists who 
have been bamboozled by Fox News 
and televangelists? But the Democrats’ 
coalition is no less unnatural than the 
Republicans’. A political system with 
only two parties produces parties with 
internal contradictions. The five most 
valuable corporations in America are 
all West Coast tech companies—enemy 
territory, in today’s Repub-
lican rhetoric. The head of 
the country’s biggest bank, 
Jamie Dimon, of JPMor-
gan Chase, is a Democrat 
and a Trump critic. There 
was a stir in Republican 
circles in 2018, when a con-
servative journalist eaves-
dropped, on an Amtrak 
train, on a long phone con-
versation that Representa-
tive Jerry Nadler, of the Upper West 
Side, was having. Nadler complained 
that Democrats were attracting voters 
who were like the old Rockefeller Re-
publicans—liberal on social issues, con-
servative on economics. That’s who lives 
in a lot of the wealthy older suburbs—
formerly Republican areas that are now 
Democratic. And the Democrats’ mi-

nority voters differ enough on measures 
such as income, education, ideology, and 
religion that some of them could po-
tentially be tempted to join a Republi-
can Party that wasn’t headed by Trump.

Trump has already changed the 
Republican Party. Its most hawk-

ish element—hawkish in the Iraq War 
sense—has gone underground, if it  
still exists. The same goes for publicly 
stated Republican skepticism about 
Social Security and Medicare. One 
must be hostile to China, and skepti-
cal, to some degree, of free trade. Espe-
cially since the arrival of the pandemic, 
it’s hard to find a true libertarian in  
the Party—at least among those who 
have to run for office. In the future,  
according to Donald Critchlow, a his-
torian of conservatism who teaches at 
Arizona State University, “the advan-
tage would go to a candidate who is 
Trump without the Trump caricature. 
An old-fashioned Chamber of Com-
merce candidate would not do well. 
We’re in a new situation, in both par-
ties. Everything’s up for grabs.” A se-
nior Republican staffer who has Re-
versalist sympathies says, “Trump isn’t 
good at a twenty-first-century policy 
agenda,” but that work can go on with-
out him. “If he loses, we’ll have a mas-
sive argument in the Republican Party. 
Some will say, ‘He’s a black swan.’ To 
me, the lesson is: he correctly diag-
nosed what was going on. Let’s apply 
that to conservative economic policy. To 

me, what’s up for grabs is 
the working-class vote. Not 
just working-class white—
working-class. Does what 
the President tapped into 
have to be racial? Can it be 
about what neoliberalism 
has done to the country?”

Trump’s genius is to 
command attention, in-
cluding the attention of 
people who dislike him. 

That makes it tempting to think that, 
when he’s gone, everything he stands 
for will go with him. It probably won’t; 
elements of Trumpism will likely be 
with us for a long time. Which ele-
ments, taking what form, in the pos-
session of which party? Such questions 
will be just as pressing after Trump as 
they are now. 
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I
rene’s medium, the one in which 
she has exhibited at galleries, is tex-
tiles, but for “Interrogating Gra-

ham/Pence” she decides to use Polaroid 
photos and off-white Tintoretto paper. 
Even though the questions will be the 
same for all the men, she handwrites 
them in black ink, because the contrast 
of her consistent handwriting with the 
men’s varied handwriting will create a 
dialogue in which she is established as 
the interrogator. Before her lunch with 
Eddie Walsh, she writes:

Date
Name
Age
Profession
When, prior to lunch today, did you last 

spend time alone with a woman who is not 
your wife?

Are you aware of the Modesto Manifesto, 
also known as the Billy Graham Rule, also 
known as the Mike Pence Rule? 

If so, what is your opinion of this rule?
When I invited you to lunch, what was your 

reaction? 

She and Eddie are meeting at a 
Thai restaurant downtown. Unless it 
feels organically relevant, she plans to 
make no mention of the project until 
after the arrival of the check, which 
she will pay. 

Almost thirty years ago, as under-
graduates at the U, Irene and Eddie both 
took Introduction to Ceramics. The stu-
dio featured two potter’s wheels and  
was open until midnight, and Irene and 
Eddie spent many more hours there 
than was necessary—not because of each 
other but because of the wheels. Over 
time, as they chatted intermittently, it 
emerged that both of them would have 
preferred majoring in studio art—Irene’s 
major was product design and Eddie’s 
was economics—and that neither of 
them had parents who would have been 
O.K. with this. Eddie had grown up on 
a farm in southwest Minnesota, and 
Irene was a dentist’s daughter from St. 
Cloud. In the ceramics studio in 1988, 
a white-paint-splattered radio and cas-
sette player sat on the sill of the huge 
window overlooking Twenty-first Av-
enue, and stuck inside the cassette slot 
was Cat Stevens’s “Greatest Hits,” turned 
to side two. Though every so often a 
person more foolish or enterprising than 
Irene would attempt without success to 
remove it, she never tired of the songs. 

She and Eddie both took more ce-

ramics courses. After graduation, they 
lived in group houses two blocks apart 
in the Kingfield neighborhood and reg-
ularly saw each other at parties. Eddie 
was affable, funny, and good-looking, 
and always had a serious girlfriend (the 
third of whom, a woman named Fara, 
he married). Following college, Irene 
was hired in product development at 
Target and Eddie by an investment firm. 
Irene was twenty-five when she married 
Peter; they moved to Ann Arbor for him 
to attend medical school, then to Pitts-
burgh for his orthopedic-surgery resi-
dency, then to San Francisco for his fel-
lowship. By the time they moved back 
to Minnesota, she was thirty-five and 
the mother of seven-year-old twin boys. 
Eddie had started his own investment 
firm, and he and Fara had a daughter 
and a son and lived in a gigantic house 
out on Lake Minnetonka; apparently, 
though still affable, he had become enor-
mously rich and successful.

Outside the Thai restaurant, Irene 
runs into Eddie on the sidewalk, and 
he hugs her warmly. 

After the embrace, she says, “Thanks 
for meeting me,” and he says, “Is every-
thing O.K.?”

“Everything’s fine.” She rolls her eyes. 
“Trump-fine. Shitshow-fine.”

“But—” Eddie hesitates. “You’re 
healthy? You look good.”

“Oh, God,” she says. “Did you think 
I was sick? I’m not sick.”

“No, it’s great to see you. It was great 
to hear from you. But just—I didn’t 
know—since it’s been a few years.”

“It hasn’t been that long,” Irene says. 
“Peter and I were at Beth’s high-school-
graduation party.”

“Well, Beth just started her senior 
year of college,” Eddie says.

So much for organic relevance. Irene 
says, “Do you know what the Billy Gra-
ham Rule is?”

“I don’t think so.”
“A few months ago, there was an ar-

ticle about Mike Pence that got a lot 
of attention that said he follows it. It’s 
that, if you’re a married man, you don’t 
spend time alone with another woman.”

“Oh, I did hear about that.”
“I’m doing a mixed-media project 

on it. Because, after the article, there 
was this brouhaha among liberals about 
how ridiculous it is—that it’s sexist, it 
blocks professional advancement for 

women, et cetera. But then I thought, 
How often am I alone with a man other 
than my husband? Almost never. I agree 
that the rule is ridiculous and sexist, yet 
I’m functionally living in Mike Pence’s 
world. So I decided to conduct an ex-
periment where I invite men I know 
to have lunch with me, without expla-
nation—except that I’m explaining ev-
erything to you now—and afterward I 
take their picture and ask them to fill 
out a questionnaire. You’re my first.” 

“I’m glad you don’t have Stage IV 
breast cancer.”

“That’s weirdly specific.” After a 
pause, Irene says, “Thanks, though. I’m 
glad, too.” 

They enter the restaurant, are shown 
to a table, and order: for her, papaya 
salad and fried tofu; for him, massa-
man curry. She looks across the table 
at his kind, lined face and feels a fond-
ness for him that turns out not to be 
incompatible with finding their con-
versation boring. Is the boredom a re-
sult of the inevitable comedown fol-
lowing their emotional greeting or a 
reflection of the topics they discuss? 
The tuck-pointing he and Fara are hav-
ing done to their house; his involve-
ment in a fund-raising campaign for 
the U; what they hope for from the 
Mueller investigation, which of course 
is what any Democrat hopes for from 
the Mueller investigation.

He insists on paying, and, because 
of how rich he is, she acquiesces. Be-
fore the waiter brings back Eddie’s credit 
card, Irene reaches into her bag for the 
Polaroid camera and the handwritten 
questionnaire, which is protected in-
side a linen folder. He fills it out in less 
than a minute, then grins gamely for 
the camera.

As the photo slides out, he says, 
“Now that you mention it, I’m rarely 
alone with a woman who isn’t Fara.” 
Gesturing across the table, he says, “For 
sure, not like this. But professionally, 
too. I guess it’s because financial plan-
ning is a male-dominated field. Where 
did you say your exhibit will be?” 

“I’m not nearly that far along,” Irene 
says. “I need to see how the project un-
folds.” Fleetingly, she wonders if he 
envies the fact that she’s still making 
art or if he considers her a chump.

This is when, his expression thought-
ful, he says, “I listen to a satellite radio 
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station when I’m driving that plays—I 
guess you’d call it classics. And when-
ever a Cat Stevens song comes on, I 
think of the ceramics studio.”

“I know!” she says. “A Muzak ver-
sion of ‘Peace Train’ was playing the 
other day at the grocery store!”

They smile at each other, and he 
says, “This was fun. Let’s do it again 
soon with Fara and Peter. Fara’s our 
designated calendar manager, so prob-
ably best if you e-mail her.”

In her car, Irene reads Eddie’s answers:

Date September 8, 2017
Name Edward Nicholas Walsh
Age 49
Profession Co-founder, Walsh Askelson Cap-

ital Group
When, prior to lunch today, did you last 

spend time alone with a woman who is not your 
wife? Professionally: sometimes work with  
associate named Megan, albeit usually not alone.

Socially: can’t even remember . . . 2015? 2008? 
1995?

Are you aware of the Modesto Manifesto, 
also known as the Billy Graham Rule, also 
known as the Mike Pence Rule? N/A

If so, what is your opinion of this rule? 
Seems weird

When I invited you to lunch, what was your 
reaction? Was worried, glad you’re good!

Her original plan was to have lunch 
with a different man every week 

for a year. After making a list of plau-
sible candidates—actual friends, ac-
quaintances from the Twin Cities art 
world, long-ago Target co-workers, 
neighbors and former neighbors, fathers 
of her sons’ friends—she realized that 
fifty-two was far too ambitious. She got 
to twenty-one, but, when she subtracted 
those with whom she suspected even 
an hour-long lunch would be intolera-

bly awkward, the list dropped to six-
teen. Of the sixteen, two were single—
one divorced, one never married—and 
weren’t single men exempt? Another 
two were gay, which raised a different 
question: Wouldn’t Irene’s ability not to 
fall in love with them and vice versa fail 
to rebut the threat of omnipresent and 
unbridled heterosexual lust implied by 
the Billy Graham Rule? On the other 
hand, how in the year 2017 could she 
exclude anyone for being gay and not 
somehow be siding with Pence? 

She gave up on scheduling the 
lunches at even intervals. If she could 
recall spending time alone with a man 
in the past, no matter how long ago, 
she put an “A” next to his name; if he 
was gay, she put a “G”; if he was sin-
gle, she put an “S,” though she decided 
against contacting the single men un-
less not enough of the married ones 
panned out.

In the mid-two-thousands, after Irene 
and her family moved back to Min-

neapolis, a man named Phillip was the 
coach of her sons’ hockey team; his own 
son was also on the team. This was 
during a period when Irene decided to 
fight her natural aversion to group ac-
tivities, and she often signed up to pro-
vide team snacks. The seven- and eight-
year-old boys met three times a week. 
Irene didn’t expect to like Phillip, which 
maybe made it easier to? He was ex-
tremely patient and clear when explain-
ing to the kids the rules of hockey and 
his own expectations. 

For lunch, they meet at a grass-fed-
burger chain near the suburban office 
where he’s an insurance adjuster. She 
arrives first, and when he joins her she 
can feel immediately that he is con-
fused but that, unlike Eddie, he will 
not ask why she has summoned him. 
Either Phillip is too reserved or they 
don’t know each other well enough any-
more. As they make small talk about 
how their sons are doing at college, 
Phillip sits stiffly, almost sideways, and 
doesn’t smile. 

This confusion is, of course, the point. 
And yet she can stand it for only five 
minutes after they order—if the artist 
in her is fine inducing discomfort, nei-
ther the Midwesterner nor the woman 
in her is. “So,” she says, “did you won-
der why I suggested getting together?”

• •
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“I thought there’d be other people,” 
he says. 

“Funny you should say that. Have 
you ever heard of the Billy Graham 
Rule or the Mike Pence Rule? It’s that, 
if you’re a married man, you don’t spend 
time alone with a woman, because it’s, 
you know, inappropriate.” 

At the same time, she rolls her eyes 
and he says, “Makes sense.”

As she tries to remember if he’s re-
ligious, she says, “But the rule applies 
across the board, personally and pro-
fessionally. Don’t you ever have a meet-
ing with a colleague who’s female?”

“There’s a difference between talking 
to someone in the office and going out 
for a drink.”

“Do you remember that I’m a visual 
artist? I’m doing a project about the 
rule and”—she pauses—“people’s views 
on it.”

“What does ‘project’ mean?” He’s 
squinting grimly. “I don’t want to be 
part of a Facebook post.”

“No, it’s not for Facebook. And I 
wouldn’t include anyone without their 
permission. I’m taking photos and 
having the participants fill out a ques-
tionnaire.”

“Yeah, no,” he says. “I’ll take a pass.”
Their food arrives—a turkey burger 

for him, a veggie burger for her—and 
after the waiter walks away she says, 
“So, are you doing anything fun this 
weekend?”

This is how they get through the 
next twenty minutes—she is blandly 
inquisitive, he is standoffish—and then 
she says, “Regarding my project, if you 
agree with the premise of the Mike 
Pence Rule, that’s interesting. It’s in-
teresting to feature some people who 
agree with it and some people who 
don’t. Would you be comfortable filling 
out the questionnaire anonymously?”

“I’ll pass on that.”
“I realize I’m violating the social 

contract here, but are you—did you—
in the election—” Phillip looks at her 
blankly, and she says, “Are you a Trump 
supporter?”

“I don’t care for the President’s rhet-
oric, but Pence seems like a smart guy. 
Good ethics, good leadership.”

Once, in the third period of a tied 
hockey game, Irene’s son Colin scored 
a goal against his own team. His team 
lost, and afterward, while the little boys 

clustered off the ice and Colin blinked 
back tears, Phillip calmly told the team 
that everyone made mistakes, and what 
mattered wasn’t any particular moment 
or any one game but how they played 
together over a whole season.

At the restaurant, she says, “I wish 
I thought Pence was any better, but his 
homophobia, his abortion restrictions, 
plus the way he kowtows to Trump—I 
find it really scary.” Phillip says noth-
ing, and she adds, “F.Y.I., a lot of my 
extended family is conservative.”

“Yeah, I’m not someone who argues 
about politics,” Phillip says.

At home, on her list, she writes a “U” 
next to his name, for unsuccessful.

I f Irene’s life were a movie, it would 
be the third man she has lunch with 

who represents the breakthrough. The 
first two would be duds, and the third 
would change everything. But her life 
is not a movie. Still, although the third 
isn’t life-changing, he is delightful. The 
man is Ken, her former boss at Tar-
get, now sixty-eight years old, retired, 
and living on White Bear Lake. He 
demonstrates none of Eddie’s or Phil-
lip’s apparent need for justification for 
why he and Irene are in each other’s 
presence. Instead, he’s palpably pleased 
to see her, and the conversation is wide-
ranging: his upcoming vacation to Ber-
muda; their former co-workers; a six-
hundred-page novel he just read, which 
he says left him sobbing at the end; 
and the very long story of a lawsuit 

filed by his adult niece against her sis-
ter based on the second niece’s claim 
that their mother had given her an 
amethyst bracelet before her death, 
which the first niece said her sister had 
taken without permission. Irene en-
joys very long stories involving law-
suits, sisters, and bracelets, and asks 
many follow-up questions. Is it rele-
vant that Ken is gay? She has amended 
his questionnaire accordingly.

While holding up the camera, she 
says, “You have a tiny bit of—” She 
runs the tip of her tongue between her 
own left central and lateral incisors. 

“Bless you,” he says, and removes 
the kale remnant with his thumbnail.

Date 9/25/17
Name Ken 
Age 68
Profession Retired in 2015 as Senior Group 

Director at Target
When, prior to lunch today, did you last 

spend time alone with a woman? I went for a 
walk over the weekend with my neighbor Sheila.

When, prior to lunch today, did you last 
spend time alone with a man who is not your 
husband? I had dinner last week with my friend 
Reggie. (At Acqua, which was delicious by the 
way—not good for the waistline but a fantas-
tic meal!)

Are you aware of the Modesto Manifesto, 
also known as the Billy Graham Rule, also 
known as the Mike Pence Rule? Pretending gay 
people don’t exist won’t make us go away. This 
administration is nothing but a bunch of bigots 
and bullies. 

If so, what is your opinion of this rule? 
Utter horseshit. Give ’em hell, Irene!

When I invited you to lunch, what was your 
reaction? What a creative person you are! I’m 
proud to have been your mentor.

Troy and Irene met five years ago, 
when they both had work featured 

in an exhibit of local artists at a gal-
lery in Northeast; Troy’s medium is 
metal sculpture, usually alloy steel. They 
hit it off on opening night, after being 
cornered by a drunk gallery donor, and 
they began meeting every month or 
two for coffee. In addition to being the 
one Black man on Irene’s list, Troy is 
ten years younger, handsome, and mar-
ried to a woman named Gabrielle, who’s 
a lawyer at a big downtown firm. But 
Irene rarely sees him anymore. Eigh-
teen months into their friendship, Troy 
won a MacArthur Fellowship, and sud-
denly he was never in Minneapolis—
instead, he was in Miami or New Delhi 
or London. When they meet, at a sushi 
place in Uptown, Irene hasn’t seen him 
in about a year. 

The first fifteen minutes of their 
lunch are great. They gossip enthusi-
astically about the owner of the gallery 
where they met, who has just shared 
on Facebook that she’s a nudist. But 
then they don’t, as Irene had antici-
pated and despite her efforts, segue into 
discussing work. This was always Irene’s 
favorite part of having coffee with 
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Troy—that they talked about the in-
cremental progress of their art, his weld-
ing and her weaving, in such a nitty-
gritty way that it might have been 
incomprehensible to a person overhear-
ing. This time, when she asks about his 
current projects, he tells her that he’s 
having a show at a major gallery in 
Manhattan and also that he’s looking 
for an assistant, if she knows anyone. 
He asks her nothing about what she’s 
working on, to such a notable extent 
that she wonders if he believes that 
doing so would be bad manners, now 
that his success so overshadows hers. 

Eventually, before taking his pic-
ture and requesting that he fill out the 
questionnaire, she describes “Interro-
gating Graham/Pence.” His expression 
is skeptical. 

“What?” she says. “Do you think it’s 
a horrible idea?”

“It all depends on the execution.”
“Right,” she says. “Of course.”
“The part I’m not hearing is where 

it ’s transformative. Where’s the al-
chemy? You have some Polaroids, some 
sheets of paper, and then what? That’s 
regurgitation, not transformation.”

He’s not wrong. But the way he’s 
saying it—it’s both practiced and dis-
tant, like there’s some invisible but 
enormous audience, like he’s giving a 
TED talk titled “Where’s the Alchemy?”

Sarcastically, she says, “Thanks for 
the encouragement,” and he says, “Hey, 
no one’s rooting for you more than 
I am.”

As she waits for him to complete 
the questionnaire, it occurs to her that 
she may never, after this, see him one 
on one—that he won’t initiate it, and 
neither will she. 

Date October 4
Name Troy Maxwell
Age 39
Profession Artist
When, prior to lunch today, did you last 

spend time alone with a woman who is not 
your wife? Lunch yesterday with my agent in NY

Are you aware of the Modesto Manifesto, 
also known as the Billy Graham Rule, also 
known as the Mike Pence Rule? 

If so, what is your opinion of this rule? 
When I invited you to lunch, what was your 

reaction? Hang in there, Irene

Instead of answering the second 
and third questions verbally, Troy has 
drawn a self-portrait with one eye-
brow raised, his lips pursed in scorn. 

This is almost endearing enough to 
make her think they’ll remain friends, 
after all. 

Man No. 5 is Abe, the father of a 
boy named Harry, who in ele-

mentary and middle school was the best 
friend of both of Irene’s sons. Irene was 
unsure whether to put an “A” next to 
Abe’s name, because she has in fact been 
alone with him many times, but never 
by design. Before their sons could drive, 
she stood in all seasons at her door while 
Abe dropped off or picked up his son 
at Irene’s house, or she stood at Abe’s 
door while dropping off or picking up 
her sons. They also stood next to each 
other, very much not alone—sometimes 
with Abe’s wife, Karla—in the bleach-
ers at ice rinks and on the sidelines of 
soccer fields. All of which is to say that 
she has no idea if she and Abe know 
each other well or barely. 

When Abe joins her, at a chopped-
salad place near his office, his eyes fill 
with tears as he says that he realizes 
Karla put Irene up to this, but that she, 
Irene, is a good friend to reach out. It 
soon emerges, in such a way that it’s 
clear he’s unaware she’s learning it in 
this moment, that, ten days ago, in the 
basement of a fraternity at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin, his son Harry at-
tempted suicide. Harry has since entered 
an in-patient program for depression 
in the Twin Cities, and is also confront-
ing an opioid addiction, of which his 
parents previously had no inkling.  
Irene has the almost overwhelming  
impulse to call her own sons at their 
colleges, both to ask if they know about 
Harry and to confirm that they them-
selves are O.K.

For the duration of lunch, she mur-
murs unoriginal but sincere expressions 
of sympathy, asks if there’s anything she 
can do, inquires about the logistical as-
pects of Harry’s program. She eats her 
entire salad, and Abe eats almost none 
of his. She paid for both of them after 
they went through the line at the counter, 
so there’s no bill to signal the end of 
their time together. 

She retroactively decides that this 
was a lunch where she was checking 
on Abe and not just including him in 
“Interrogating.” Not for the first time, 
it occurs to her that perhaps, rather 
than exploring the customs of married 

heterosexual socializing, she is inad-
vertently demonstrating the isolation 
of modern life. As she drives home, she 
considers abandoning the project. 

In October, the #MeToo movement 
attracts widespread attention, which 

means that Irene’s project has become 
more relevant, or more unsavory, or 
both. She plans to explain the project 
up front to Jack—Man No. 6—because, 
of everyone who made the cut, she prob-
ably knows him the least well. 

Jack and his wife, Lori, are friends 
of friends. Every New Year’s Eve, Irene 
and her husband attend a dinner party 
held by a couple on their street named 
Maude and Carl, both of them polit-
ical-science professors currently on sab-
batical in Prague. Jack and Lori, who 
don’t live in the neighborhood, are the 
other guests. 

Irene sent a joint e-mail to Maude 
and Carl saying that if they were in town 
she’d try to cajole Carl into participat-
ing in her project, and asking for Jack’s 
e-mail address. Carl replied, “Irene, no 
cajolery would be required!” Before sup-
plying Jack’s e-mail, he described his re-
cent visit to Prague’s National Gallery. 
Maude replied, “Carl and I regularly get 
coffee or a drink one-on-one with op-
posite-sex colleagues in our department. 
Nothing untoward happens, and not only 
is a certain extra energy part of these en-
counters but that energy is important. 
Expecting one’s spouse to supply the to-
tality of one’s mental and social stimu-
lation is childish. On a more prosaic note, 
Irene, I see that the temperature in Min-
neapolis is dropping—could you turn 
our heat on to 55 degrees?”

Irene has never been in direct, indi-
vidual contact with Jack, and though 
she has consistently enjoyed talking to 
him on New Year’s Eve for the past five 
years, she has never seen him anywhere 
other than at her neighbors’ house. He 
and his wife live in St. Paul, and Irene 
would have said he was an engineer, but 
she learns by Googling him that he’s 
actually a geologist at an engineering 
consulting firm. 

She e-mails him and suggests meet-
ing at a large brewery in Golden Val-
ley that she knows is near his office. 
She always arrives at these lunches early, 
but when she walks into the restaurant 
he’s already seated. He stands as she 
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“Both blind dates went well, but Trevor came with a free tote bag.”

approaches, smiling broadly. “It was 
such a pleasant surprise to hear from 
you,” he says. After a tiny hesitation, 
they hug. 

He has ordered a beer, so she does, 
too; until now, the only man she drank 
with was Ken, with whom she had a 
glass of white wine. When the waiter 
departs, Jack gestures to his phone, 
which is set face down on the table, and 
says, “I just read an article about a piece 
of paper Einstein wrote on getting auc-
tioned for 1.5 million dollars. Appar-
ently he was staying at a hotel in Japan, 
and when he went to tip the bellboy he 
realized he didn’t have any money, so 
he wrote down his thoughts about hap-
piness on some hotel stationery and 
gave that to the guy.”

“Hmm,” Irene says. “Do I sound 
cynical if I say that I bet the bellboy 
would have preferred cash?”

Jack laughs. “That occurred to me, 
too, although this was right after Ein-
stein learned he’d won the Nobel Prize.”

“Then I suppose he was inhabiting 
his full Einsteinhood by then,” Irene 
says. “Or close to it.”

“Also, it’s descendants of the bell-
boy who get the money from the auc-
tion. Does that mitigate things?”

“Partly, but it’s still so arrogant. It’s 
one degree away from sneezing into a 
tissue and giving that to someone.”

Jack laughs again, takes a sip of beer, 
and says, “Speaking of genius types, 
from what I can glean on Facebook, it 
looks like Maude and Carl are enjoy-
ing Prague.”

“Yeah, I’m in pretty close touch with 
Maude, because I’m their house sitter.”

“Are you really?” Jack seems amused. 
“Well, I have a studio above our ga-

rage, and it literally overlooks their back 
yard, so it’s not a big deal.” 

“But house-sitting is a gig for a fifteen-
year-old, and you’re a famous artist.”

“Ha,” Irene says. “I wish.” She raises 
her eyebrows jokingly. “Are you a big 
fan of woven-textile design?”

“You’ve had exhibits and stuff.” Jack’s 
expression becomes self-conscious. “Yes, 
I’ve Googled you. Is that weird?”

“I don’t think in 2017 it’s weird for 
anyone to Google anyone else. And 
you’re probably right that my boys 
would do the house-sitting if they 
weren’t away at college. Remind me—
do you still have kids at home?”

Jack nods. “Two of the three. Marisa 
is a sophomore at Carleton, Lacey is a 
junior in high school, and Annie is in 
sixth grade.”

“Do you know what an artists’ col-
ony is?”

“I think so, but, in case I don’t, why 
don’t you tell me?”

“They’re places where artists, includ-
ing composers or writers, can stay for a 
few weeks or months and be undisturbed. 
They’re often somewhere rural, and a 
chef prepares meals for you and the only 
expectation is that you’ll be productive. 
This might sound kind of preposterous, 
but for years I planned that, when my 
kids went to college, I would give my-
self a permanent residency at my own 
personal artists’ colony. As in, without 
leaving home. I never applied for a real 
one because the time never seemed right, 
but I’d turn my entire life into, you know, 
the Irene T. Larsen Fellowship for Being 
Irene T. Larsen.” 

“Have you done it?”
“I’m the chef, but yes.”
He raises his beer and says, “Cheers.” 

After they’ve tapped their glasses, he 
says, “I don’t know if you remember this, 

but last New Year’s Eve you recom-
mended a Korean documentary to me. 
It was about old-women sea divers.”

Irene doesn’t remember mention-
ing it, though she does remember the 
documentary. 

He says, “I found it very interest-
ing, if you have other recommenda-
tions.”

“Well, I watch a documentary every 
day, so I could give you a list of my top 
five hundred favorites.”

“Do you really?”
“Not on the weekend, but every 

weekday afternoon. Usually just on 
Netflix.”

“Is it part of the Irene T. Larsen Fel-
lowship for Being Irene T. Larsen?”

She laughs. “One of the most im-
portant parts.” 

Because of the surprising abundance 
of topics they have to discuss, there’s 
no obvious moment to mention the 
project. She orders beet salad and he 
orders chicken salad and asks if she’s 
a vegetarian—she is—and they talk 
about C.S.A.s and a project he’s been 
working on, on a site in northwestern 
Minnesota, and more of what his job 
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entails. When the bill comes, he grabs 
it and says, “This is definitely my treat.”

“You should let me, and I’ll tell you 
why. Do you know what the Mike Pence 
Rule or the Billy Graham Rule is?”

“The men-and-women-not-being-
alone thing?” 

“Exactly. Which—well, my hunch 
is that you’re not a Trump supporter—”

Jack rapidly shakes his head. 
“I’m inviting men I know out for 

lunch and, if I’m being honest, I’m pre-
tending to neutrally ponder the rule 
while really trying to highlight how 
dumb it is. But, at the same time, I 
think it’s a rule a lot of straight mar-
ried people unwittingly abide by.”

“Oh, that’s a great idea,” Jack says. 
“That’s really interesting.”

Is he being sarcastic?
He continues, “I’m almost sure the 

last woman I saw one-on-one, before 
today, was a friend of my cousin Jessica 
who was about to move to the Twin 
Cities. We had coffee last spring.”

“Hold that thought. If you don’t 
mind, I have a questionnaire for you 
that asks about that. But was the coffee 
social or more of a professional net-
working thing?” 

“She was in town to look at houses—
trying to get the lay of the land on 
neighborhoods and schools.”

“Have you seen each other since?”
“After her family moved, we had them 

over for dinner.” 
“I think what you’re describing is the 

exception among people who don’t pur-
posely practice the rule. That you’re al-
lowed to meet with a person of the op-
posite sex once, and then if you see each 
other again it’s after you’ve been slotted 
into a category, whether it’s couples friends 
or professional acquaintances. But a mar-
ried man and a married woman can’t form 
a new, entirely social friendship.”

“Wow,” Jack says. “That’s all so de-
pressingly heteronormative. But, what-
ever the reason is, I’m happy to get to 
spend time with you. You’re one of the 
coolest people I know.” 

She experiences a split second of 
confusion or unsteadiness before say-
ing, “My son Arlo recently told me 
people don’t use the word ‘cool’ any-
more. He said everyone says ‘awesome’ 
or ‘dope.’ But he undermined the claim 
because he used the word ‘cool’ a few 
minutes later.”

“In that case,” Jack says, “what if I 
say instead that you’re very witty and 
charming?”

She laughs. “I promise I wasn’t bait-
ing you.”

“Just out of curiosity,” Jack says, “what 
does Peter think of your project?”

“I haven’t mentioned it to him yet.” 
Though Jack nods, she has the sense 

that he is taken aback. 
She adds, “Not for any particular 

reason. I don’t really discuss my art with 
him.”

“Got it.” 
“Another part of the project is I’m 

taking a picture of each man I have lunch 
with. Are you O.K. with that?”

“I should warn you that I look silly 
when I smile.”

As she pulls the Polaroid camera 
from her bag, she says, “Did someone 
tell you that?”

“No, but I see pictures and think, 
What a goofball.”

Holding the camera up, her eye be-
hind the viewfinder, she says, “You don’t 
look silly at all.” She has the impulse 
to say, You look handsome. Instead, she 
says, “You look great.” 

She realizes while driving home that 
she forgot to have him fill out the 

questionnaire; she got distracted by 
talking about it and neglected to ac-
tually give it to him. She’ll e-mail him, 
she decides, and ask if they can meet 
up again for five minutes in the next 
few days, perhaps outside his office.

After she pulls into her garage, she 
checks her phone, and an e-mail from 
him is waiting. She left the restaurant 
seventeen minutes ago, and he sent 
the message ten minutes ago: “Irene, 
it was very dope seeing you. (Did I do 
that right?) Let me know if you’d like 
to get together again. It would be an 
honor to offend Mike Pence’s sense of 
decency with you anytime. Best re-
gards, Jack.”

Instead of her stopping by his office, 
he suggests that they meet the fol-

lowing afternoon at Wirth Park. As 
she turns in to the lot off Glenwood 
Avenue, he is leaning against the driv-
er’s door of his car with his arms folded. 
When he realizes it’s her, he unfolds 
his arms and smiles. This time when 
they hug, again after a hesitation, it 

feels incredibly awkward. He gestures 
toward Wirth Lake and says, “Do you 
have time to walk for a bit?”

She’s not wearing ideal shoes; per-
haps shamefully, she took more care 
with her outfit than she had the pre-
vious day, and she has on heeled suède 
boots. “Sure,” she says. “Although do 
you mind filling out the questionnaire 
now? Just so I don’t forget again.”

She removes the paper from the 
folder and passes it to him, and as he 
presses it against the driver’s-side win-
dow he turns his head and says warmly, 
“Have I mentioned how impressed I 
am that you figured out a way to go on 
dates with lots of men and have it count 
as work?”

She hesitates for a few seconds, then 
says, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I know you’re critiquing society and 
all that. But you have to admit that 
you’ve found a clever loophole.” 

She stares at him. “That ’s very  
insulting.”

“Oh, God.” He looks genuinely dis-
tressed. “I was kidding. Oh, no. I’m 
really sorry. I just wanted to make you 
laugh.” They’re both quiet, and he 
adds, “Really, I’m sorry. I feel like a 
jerk right now.” When she still says 
nothing—she honestly doesn’t know 
what to say—he nods at the piece of 
paper and says, “What if I finish this, 
and while we walk I’ll— There’s some-
thing I want to come clean to you 
about. Some context.”

She swallows and says, “O.K.” After 
he passes her his completed question-
naire, she slips it into the folder and 
slips the folder into her bag. They head 
toward the pedestrian path and he says 
without preamble, “I’ve been very un-
happy in my marriage for a long time. 
We did couples therapy, all that stuff, 
and I think we just have different per-
sonalities. But I can’t see getting di-
vorced with the kids still at home be-
cause—and I realize I’m not unbiased 
here—but I have a strong hunch that 
Lori would make a divorce as ugly as 
possible. That she’d involve our girls. 
Lori isn’t what you’d call even-keeled, 
nor is she big on boundaries. There 
came a point about two years into cou-
ples therapy where I thought, In order 
to not lose my mind, I need to give  
up hope on improving the marriage 
and accept it for what it is. This might 
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sound defeatist. But she and I were on 
completely different wavelengths. This 
was also when I thought, If I ever have 
the opportunity to have a different 
kind of relationship with someone else, 
I’m going to take it. Cheating on my 
wife isn’t who I planned to be, but I 
just—I don’t want to die without ex-
periencing love again.”

They are passing an empty beach, 
not looking at each other, when she 
says, “And did you find someone else?”

He says, “When I got your e-mail, 
I thought maybe you were the person 
I’d been waiting for.”

She stops walking, and he does, too. 
She is genuinely shocked. She says, 
“When was it that you decided you’d 
cheat if you could?”

“Six or seven years ago.”
“And, during that time, how many 

people have there been?”
“None. To be honest, I’ve never 

seen any kind of opening, nothing 
where it even felt like a possibility. 
And no one I was ever that attracted 
to, other than very superficially. But 
it’s not just that I got a random e-mail 
from you, and it got my hopes up. It’s 
you specifically. I’m sorry if this all 
sounds crazy, but there’s one other 
part I need to mention. Do you re-
member the first New Year’s Eve we 
all spent at Maude and Carl’s, when 
we went around the table talking about 
what tattoos we’d get?” 

Again, she does remember, but 
vaguely.

“People were saying things like 
their kids’ names or a rose. I said the 
state of Minnesota. And then you told 
a story about visiting your grand-
mother in Ohio when you were five 
years old and jumping wildly on her 
bed, and at that exact moment an 
earthquake started, so when you 
stopped jumping the entire house 
around you and all the furniture was 
shaking. You said the tattoo you’d get 
would be a seismogram of that earth-
quake.” Irene laughs, but Jack’s ex-
pression is earnest. He continues, 
“Someone at the table said, ‘You must 
have been afraid of your own power,’ 
and very matter-of-factly you said, 
‘No, I’m just disappointed that it hasn’t 
happened again.’ I was sitting across 
from you, and you were wearing a 
dark-blue dress that showed your col-

larbone and a silver necklace with an 
oval pendant or whatever those things 
are called, and I just was overwhelmed.” 
He’s regarding her with a great, ques-
tioning intensity.

This is all still astonishing, every 
part of it. She glances away before look-
ing back at him, and he says, “But what 
about you? If you tell me your mar-
riage isn’t broken like mine, I wouldn’t—
well, I’ll still feel the same about you, 
but I’d respect that.”

After a few seconds, she says, “When 
I was in my twenties, I took pride in 
not seeing life romantically. I don’t think 
I expected Peter to be, you know, smit-
ten with me. We met after he’d applied 
to out-of-state medical schools, while 
he was waiting to hear which he’d been 
accepted by, and I married him almost 
for the reasons someone decides to be 
a foreign-exchange student. It was very 
important to me to not be a person 
who’d only ever lived in Minnesota.” 
She smiles a little and says, “That’s 
horrible, right?”

“Were you smitten with him?”
“It was more like we both saw each 

other as—reliable? Something I was 
naïve about was how much he’d work. 
Even now, he works seventy-five or 
eighty hours a week. And when the 
boys were little, living in cities where 
we had no family, it was so hard hav-
ing twins. Peter and I hadn’t decided 
ahead of time that I’d quit my job, but 
it made no sense to keep it.”

“What about now? Do you guys do 
things together? Do you sleep in the 
same room?”

If this is a euphemism for sex, she 
ignores it. She says, “Because of how 
much he works, he’s very protective of 
his Sundays. We have a tandem bike, 
and we go out for long rides. Or, in 
the winter, he likes to skate on Lake 
of the Isles.”

“Is he supportive of your art?”
“He’s someone who thinks in terms 

of things like bone fractures. So if I 
say, ‘I’m making a fibre installation 
about the 1878 mill explosion,’ of course 
that seems kind of ridiculous to him. 
But he doesn’t tell me not to make art.” 
Jack looks appalled, and—she tells her-
self that she is kidding—Irene adds, 
“Do you still think you want to have 
an affair with me?” 

What he says, in as undefended a 

way as anyone has ever said anything 
to her, is “I’d love to have an affair with 
you, if you want to have one with me.” 

Later, when they are having an affair, 
neither of them says “having an 

affair,” nor do they use the term “cheat.” 
In spite of the ostensible cultural con-
sensus that what they’re doing is slimy, 
the words they use with each other are 
the sweetest she’s used with anyone be-
sides her children: My beloved. My 
precious darling. I adore you, I miss 
you, I love you so much.

The clichés they enact are no less 
potent for being clichés. They meet in 
hotels and occasionally in one of their 
cars, in a secluded parking lot. They 
communicate via an app she had not 
previously heard of, which automati-
cally deletes their messages within an 
hour. She becomes obsessed with her 
phone. She pauses “Interrogating,” even 
cancelling the lunch she had already 
scheduled with a man with whom, a de-
cade ago, she volunteered at a food bank. 

She and Jack spend exponentially 
more time discussing their first lunch 
and their meeting by Wirth Lake than 
they spent actually having lunch or walk-
ing around the lake. Repeatedly, they 
recount what they were thinking, what 
they thought the other person was 
thinking, which of their own remarks 
they felt most foolish about, and which 
of the other person’s remarks they were 
most enchanted by. 

At first, they see each other once a 
week, but they grow greedier and more 
reckless, and once, before Christmas, it 
is four times in a week, and once in Jan-
uary it is during a weekend. (They don’t 
have to worry about New Year’s Eve at 
Maude and Carl’s with their spouses, 
because Maude and Carl are in Prague 
until the summer.) In February, when 
Irene’s car is rear-ended a block from 
the Millennium hotel on Nicollet Ave-
nue, she thinks, This is it—the jig is up, 
her secret joy ruined. But, when, in order 
to explain why a loaner car from the 
Volvo repair place is in their garage, she 
tells Peter that she was in a fender bender, 
he doesn’t ask her where, let alone why 
she was in that part of the city at that 
time; he doesn’t ask her anything.

Instead, the jig is up, her secret joy 
ruined, after Irene e-mails Jack an ar-
ticle about the auctioning of a note Al-
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“Honey, don’t get too close or you’ll scare it away.”

• •

bert Einstein wrote to a young female 
scientist. Irene gives the e-mail the sub-
ject “Our patron saint.” The body of 
the e-mail contains a link to the arti-
cle and the single sentence “I can’t wait 
to smother you with kisses on Tues-
day!!” This e-mail arrives while his lap-
top is open on the kitchen table, and 
his wife, Lori, reads it before he does 
and confronts him. In addition, she calls 
their oldest daughter at college to de-
scribe what has happened. Jack weeps 
while telling Irene by phone that they 
must end things. They both say they 
don’t blame the other—Why did she 
e-mail him the article? Well, because 
she doesn’t know how to send a link on 
the app. But why didn’t she realize 
e-mailing was a bad idea?—and they 
both say they’d do it again, even given 
how it’s turned out.

Irene and Peter’s understanding is 
that if he’s home from work by eight-
thirty they eat dinner together, but if 
he gets home after that she eats with-
out him. At nine-fifteen, he enters the 
house, washes his hands, reheats the 
plate of moussaka she has set aside, 
eats it, wipes his mouth with a nap-
kin, then says, “I got a phone call today 
at the hospital from Lori Deahl. What-
ever you’re doing, you need to knock 
it off immediately.” Up to this point, 
when it comes to Peter, she has alter-
nated between guilt and astonishment 
at what, for almost twenty-five years, 
she has settled for. That night, she feels 
mostly numb but also ashamed. Does 
Peter know about the smothering-
with-kisses sentence? Does Lori and 
Jack’s oldest daughter? For two nights, 
Irene sleeps on the couch in her stu-
dio, then she and Peter proceed as if 
nothing has happened.

She and Jack communicate a little 
more, and have an overwrought con-
versation in his parked car, but it actu-
ally has ended. He tells her that he and 
Lori are reëntering couples therapy. If 
he wanted to leave Lori, Irene would 
leave Peter. But Jack has never wavered 
about not wanting a divorce. And, 
though she considers leaving Peter any-
way, she decides against it. She is cer-
tain that, money-wise, he’d dispassion-
ately and meticulously fuck her over. 
She would no longer have a residency, 
a studio, health insurance. 

The spring is terrible, intolerable, the 

summer even more so for how lovely 
the weather is, the pleasant tempera-
tures and sparkling lakes. How strange 
to think of Jack living his life such a 
short distance away, his house in St. Paul 
ten miles from her house, his office in 
Golden Valley just five. Irene keeps ex-
pecting the interlude when she met up 
with him two or three times a week, the 
exhilaration and closeness, to seem like 
a fever dream. But it keeps seeming real; 
she remembers it clearly. 

Several months after their contact 
has ended, one late morning in her stu-
dio, she comes across the photos and 
questionnaires from “Interrogating.” 
She read Jack’s responses after their 
walk by Wirth Lake, but she doesn’t 
remember them, probably because she 
was so agitated that day.

Date Nov 6, 2017
Name Jack D.
Age 50
Profession Geologist
When, prior to lunch today, did you last 

spend time alone with a woman who is not 
your wife? As I mentioned, coffee w/ my cous-
in’s friend last spring.

Are you aware of the Modesto Manifesto, 
also known as the Billy Graham Rule, also 
known as the Mike Pence Rule? Yes.

If so, what is your opinion of this rule? I’m 
not on board with it, but it would be disingenu-
ous to pretend I don’t understand the logic. 

When I invited you to lunch, what was your 
reaction? I was very excited that I’d get to see you. 

She wants his questionnaire to im-
part some central truth, to give her clo-
sure, and, while it’s nice, the niceness 
pales in comparison with what he said 
moments after filling it out—“It’s you 
specifically”—or the many ardent dec-
larations of devotion in the months 
that followed.

In early August, Maude and Carl 
return from their sabbatical, and, on 
the patio of a wine bar, Irene confesses 
everything to Maude. “I still have no 
idea,” Irene says. “Does all of this offi-
cially vindicate Billy Graham and Mike 
Pence? Or does it mean that even a 
stopped clock is right twice a day?”

Maude’s expression is contemplative 
and not scandalized. “There are, what, 
almost eight billion people on earth?” 
she says. “It’s so odd that you’ve decided 
Mike Pence either does or doesn’t get 
to tell you how to live.” 

NEWYORKER.COM

Curtis Sittenfeld on politics and ambiguity.
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THE CRITICS

BOOKS

DEFIANCE
Tecumseh’s battles, and ours.

BY PHILIP DELORIA

T
he ghosts of forgotten histories 
haunt America’s heartland, beg-
ging to be remembered and ex-

orcised. George Floyd’s Minneapolis, as 
we have lately come to understand, has 
never been a harmless Midwestern town 
of grains and lakes. The enslaved Dred 
Scott’s eighteen-thirties sojourn at Fort 
Snelling (now part of the Twin Cities) 
and his subsequent return downriver to 
Missouri gave rise to the nation’s most 
notorious Supreme Court decision, Dred 
Scott v. Sandford, which ruled that Black 
Americans—slave or free—had “no rights 
which the white man was bound to re-
spect.” Floyd, who died choking on that 
assertion, was from North Carolina by 
way of Houston, and the string of me-
morials following his death sent a mourn-
ing cry out of Minnesota back along 
Dred Scott’s path, downriver to the South 
before turning east toward the Atlantic 
and the distant memory of Africa.

In 1811, the Shawnee leader Tecum-
seh, anticipating the movements of Scott 
and Floyd, departed the Ohio Country 
and journeyed two thousand miles across 
the South, seeking to recruit tribes to a 
Native confederacy able to withstand the 
land hunger of the United States. The 
stakes could not have been higher: Te-
cumseh’s effort marked the last time Na-
tive peoples would be able to mobilize in 
concert with a formidable European mil-
itary. His British allies—advancing their 
own geopolitics, to be sure—thought 
such a confederacy might buttress an In-
dian state, which, in turn, could serve as 
a barrier to American expansion. Today, 
one mountain, a few statues, eight towns, 
and several streets and schools bear Te-
cumseh’s name; a small collection of myths 

and fictions tell some version of his story. 
What he had hoped would be an Indian 
state, a consolidation of Native power, is 
now what Americans call the Midwest. 
And Tecumseh, his alliance, and his war 
linger only as a trace memory. 

To resurrect his story is to recognize 
that the United States confronts not a 
singular “original sin” of slavery, threaded 
through centuries of systemic racism and 
extending to George Floyd’s death in 
Minneapolis, but two foundational sins, 
intimately entangled across geographies 
stretching from the Great Lakes to the 
Mississippi Delta. The Shawnee home-
lands were the first epic battleground in 
the United States’ acquisition of new 
territory, a process characterized by the 
violent plunder of Native land and its 
conversion into vast American wealth. 
After Kentucky militiamen killed him 
in battle, in 1813, Tecumseh and his dead 
comrades became fetishes of conquest 
in the most literal sense (the white men 
carried off Native belongings and carved 
long swaths of skin from Indian bodies 
to make souvenir razor strops), even as 
the forceful taking of the land came to 
seem like a lesser sin, a regrettable but 
necessary wrong justified by the expec-
tation of American goodness.

As Peter Cozzens points out in a new 
joint biography, “Tecumseh and the 
Prophet: The Shawnee Brothers Who 
Defied a Nation” (Knopf ), Tecumseh’s 
geopolitical vision was unrealizable with-
out the revitalizing religion preached by 
his younger brother, Tenskwatawa, a seer 
and spiritual leader. Between them, the 
brothers offered a full range of Native 
social critique—about Indian land loss, 
cultural degradation, infighting, and spir-

itual decay—while advocating a pro-
gram of action aimed at the future. It 
was not enough to unite against the 
Americans on the battlefield. Such unity 
required, Cozzens suggests, “moral 
cleansing and spiritual rebirth,” personal 
transformations and fierce resistances 
that together were meant to create a new 
and better Indian world.

The Native homeland that Tecum-
seh and Tenskwatawa fought to pro-

tect—the Americans called it the North-
west Territory—encompassed five future 
U.S. states and the most pressing issues 
facing the new republic. The Northwest 
Ordinance of 1787, passed by the Con-
federation Congress, tried to address 
those challenges. It prohibited the ex-
tension of slavery into the new territo-
ries while introducing a fugitive-slave 
provision that protected Southern prop-
erty rights in human beings. It outlined 
an orderly structure through which un-
disciplined westward colonies could fully 
join the American empire. It assumed 
that the land would inevitably become 
part of the United States, but hypocrit-
ically promised to treat American Indian 
people with “utmost good faith.” 

As with so many American laws, it 
also prompts us to follow the money. 
The ordinance mapped out an Ameri-
can territorial expansion based on white 
mobility and demographic growth: if a 
colonial territory had sixty thousand free 
inhabitants, it could petition for state-
hood. In the meantime, the territory 
would be rationalized through a grid 
system set forth by the Land Ordinance 
of 1785. The six-square-mile township 
and the rectilinear forms of counties and A
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The violence of Tecumseh’s near-forgotten story exposes the foundational sins of America’s heartland.

ILLUSTRATION BY AJ DUNGO
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crossroads make up its visible legacy. The 
laws prescribed a national expansion 
based on yeoman farmsteads knit into 
an orderly fabric of small towns and local 
schools. But the grid also made land into 
an abstraction, and thus a commodity 
ripe for speculation. It was an opportu-
nity grasped by many of the nation’s first 
leaders. George Washington is today re-
membered as both a President and a 
slaveholder, an embodiment of founda-
tional American contradictions. He 
should also be remembered as one of 
the most aggressive landowners in the 
early republic, holding title, at the time 
of his death, to more than fifty thou-
sand acres across several states. In that 
respect, he exemplified the connection 
between American national expansion 
and trade in land: the U.S. planned to 
pay off its Revolutionary War debt with 
land sales in the Northwest, positioning 
itself as a real-estate speculator with con-
tinental ambitions.

But the United States didn’t own 
most of the lands it hoped to flip. In 
the 1783 Treaty of Paris, which ended 
the Revolutionary War, England rec-
ognized American sovereignty west to 
the Mississippi, betraying the Native 
allies who had supported it in the con-
flict. This “sovereignty,” though, meant 
nothing to the Miami, the Shawnee, 
the Potawatomi, and other tribes whose 
territory it was. Encroaching settlers had 
no respect for Indian ownership and 
weren’t willing to wait on American sur-
veyors to parcel and sell the land. They 
squatted where they wished, building 
frontier stations and clearing land, all 
the while killing Indians and being killed 
by them in return.

This was the world in which the 
Shawnee brothers grew up. When Te-
cumseh was six and Tenskwatawa was 
still in his mother’s womb, their father 
died in a 1774 battle with Virginia mi-
litiamen. Their older brother Cheeseekau 
raised them to be uncompromising in 
their resistance to the Americans. At the 
age of fifteen, Tecumseh distinguished 
himself during a raid on American flat-
boats on the Ohio River. He possessed 
from the start a remarkable warrior cha-
risma. An American officer later recalled 
him as “one of the finest looking men I 
ever saw—about six feet high, straight, 
with large, fine features.” But Tecumseh 
carried scars, both physical and emo-

tional. At the age of twenty, while on a 
raid, he shattered a thighbone and ac-
quired a permanent limp. Four years 
later, Americans killed Cheeseekau in a 
fight in Tennessee, and two years after 
that he watched another brother die at 
the Battle of Fallen Timbers.

For a decade, Tecumseh sought to 
live a Native life in the deepening 
shadow of colonial advance, marrying 
twice and fathering a son. By 1810, 
though, he had seen enough settlements 
and treaties to have developed not only 
a sense of urgency but also a strategic 
vision unmatched among his peers. At 
a parley, he rose to call out the territo-
rial governor William Henry Harrison: 
“Since the peace was made [in 1795], 
you have killed some of the Shawnees, 
Winnebagoes, Delawares, and Miamis, 
and you have taken our lands from us, 
and I do not see how we can remain at 
peace if you continue to do so.” 

Tecumseh recognized that coloniza-
tion followed a pattern that led to war: 
American interlopers ignored Indian 
territorial rights and their own govern-
ment’s treaty agreements. They intruded 
on Indian land, bringing with them vi-
olence and a racialized hatred for Na-
tive people forged through generations 
of colonial conflict. Unable to handle 
Native self-defense, settlers called for 
help from the federal government, which 
sent troops and mobilized militias. Mil-
itary victories produced treaties of land 
cession or sale, which then justified the 
existing settlements and pushed the 

boundaries farther to the west. Rapa-
cious migrants ignored the new bound-
ary lines and started the cycle once again.

The Shawnee brothers followed a 
long line of Native people of the North-
west who fought to defend their home-
lands from American invasion. Indians 
killed as many as fifteen hundred whites 
during Little Turtle’s War, a conflict that 
ran for a decade after the conclusion of 
the Revolutionary War, ending only in 

1794, with the defeat of Native warriors 
at the Battle of Fallen Timbers. Those 
fifteen hundred deaths were a drop in 
the bucket compared with the influx of 
new settlers. In the first half of 1788 alone, 
the military leader Josiah Harmar re-
ported, more than six thousand settlers 
passed into the Ohio Country. In 1790 
and 1791, supported by state militias, the 
first American national troops invaded 
Native settlements there, seeking to pun-
ish Indian resisters and force them to 
relinquish their lands. 

Indian people had already developed 
successful tribal alliances. In 1763, a loose 
confederation of tribes under the lead-
ership of Pontiac fought the British to 
a stalemate after the Seven Years’ War. 
When Harmar marched his shiny new 
American Army into the Ohio Coun-
try in 1790, Little Turtle’s Western Con-
federacy routed his forces. Arthur St. 
Clair tried again the following year, and 
the results were even worse, with more 
than six hundred of his command dead 
and a high percentage wounded. After 
the defeats, George Washington tripled 
the size of the Army and committed 
five-sixths of the federal budget to sub-
duing the Western Indians. Anthony 
Wayne’s victory at Fallen Timbers was 
made possible because the Americans, 
out of necessity, threw everything they 
had at the Indian alliance.

Wayne’s victory set the stage for the 
efforts of Tecumseh and Tenskwatawa 
to unite an even larger confederacy. The 
1795 Treaty of Greenville carved a line 
across the Ohio lands, reducing Indian 
territory to the northwest corner of the 
region. Ohio quickly filled up with sixty 
thousand free people, and in 1803 it be-
came the seventeenth state (after the 
thirteen original colonies and Vermont, 
Kentucky, and Tennessee). Between 1803 
and 1809, the U.S. negotiated fifteen 
land-cession treaties—some of which 
its own representatives characterized as 
farce—relying on handpicked Indian 
signatories and pushing tribes to sell 
land that did not belong to them. The 
land entered the public domain and was 
then grabbed up by speculators, settlers, 
and companies as newly privatized prop-
erty. The wealth of the nation, Ameri-
cans have grudgingly recognized, was 
produced through the labor of brutally 
enslaved people. But that wealth also 
rested upon formal systems—colonial, 
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military, and fiscal—that alchemized 
the lands of an Indian continent into 
American property and money. 

Tecumseh vehemently rejected the 
Ohio treaties and insisted that any In-
dian land cessions had to be made col-
lectively by all Native peoples. When 
Harrison threatened him with the unified 
power of the states—the “Seventeen 
Fires”—Tecumseh said that he planned 
to respond in kind, creating “a strict union 
amongst all the fires” of a strong Native 
alliance. The only way to check the evil 
of American encroachment, he said, was 
“for all the red men to unite in claim-
ing a common and equal right in the 
land, as it was at first, and should be yet; 
for it never was divided but belongs to 
all for the use of each.” If the U.S. imag-
ined itself as an irresistible force, the 
brothers sought to create an immovable 
indigenous object, rallying and organiz-
ing an Indian military response that car-
ried with it the further possibility of a 
confederated Indian nation.

The result was Tecumseh’s War, which 
is usefully distinguished from the near-
simultaneous War of 1812. Most narratives 
of 1812 portray Indians as incidental Brit-
ish allies, marauding around the back-
country fringes of an Atlantic conflict. 
In reality, the United States was waging 
three intertwined wars at once: the War 
of 1812, largely concerned with trade re-
strictions and the impressment of Amer-
ican sailors; the Creek War, which began 
as an internal Native conflict but also 
aimed to halt American settlement in 
the Native South; and Tecumseh’s War, 
which started in 1811 and did not con-
clude until 1815—or perhaps later, de-
pending on how you understand a fight 
for a swath of the continent. Fought 
across Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, lower 
Canada, Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri, Te-
cumseh’s War was a struggle not only 
for territory but also for Native people’s 
future in relation to the United States. 

Tecumseh’s 1811 diplomatic mission 
rallied the Upper Creeks, but most of the 
Southern tribes rejected the proposed al-
liance. As a result, his efforts remained 
centered in the Northwest, where he drew 
together Shawnee, Delaware, Miami, 
Potawatomi, Wyandot, Kickapoo, Sauk, 
Meskwaki, Ottawa, and Ojibwe, among 
others. Tecumseh’s failure to build a truly 
transregional Native confederacy has often 
been taken as a comparative lesson in 

American superiority: the Indian peo-
ple were doomed by their disunity. But 
it is worth recalling that the “Seventeen 
Fires” were themselves only tenuously 
united. Some state militias refused to 
fight, and commanders wrangled over 
rank and status. Post-revolutionary re-
bellions in the backcountry called Amer-
ican governance into question. The am-
bition of Tecumseh’s effort to renew and 
enlarge Little Turtle’s alliance reveals his 
clearheaded diagnosis of the situation 
and a strategic vision rivalling that of any 
American politician. The U.S., he saw, 
was a continentally ambitious enemy that 
racialized diverse Indian peoples as one 
and killed on that basis, while seeking 
to divide and conquer tribes with gifts, 
promises, and threats. Such an enemy 
required a correspondingly continental 
alliance, and Tecumseh proved tireless 
in his efforts to expand his confederacy 
and hold it together. 

In this history, Tenskwatawa has often 
been framed as the inferior, the delu-

sional, the lesser. Everything that Te-
cumseh was—precocious youth, warrior-
leader, strategic thinker—Tenskwatawa 

was not. He possessed none of the phys-
ical qualities integral to Shawnee lead-
ership and success, and he developed a 
reputation as a whining braggart, a drunk, 
and an incompetent, at one point acci-
dentally putting out his own eye. In 1805, 
however, Tenskwatawa fell into a near-
death trance and returned with a pow-
erful vision of the spiritual world. Addi-
tional visions showed him a rich country 
made for the Shawnee, and spurred him 
to forge a hybrid religious movement, in 
which he encouraged Indians to eschew 
most white ways—alcohol, nontradi-
tional foods, and technology—and re-
ject intra- and intertribal violence in favor 
of peace, kinship, and alliance among 
Native people. Land-hungry Americans, 
he exhorted his followers, were the “chil-
dren of the Evil Spirit.”

Regarded now as the Prophet, the 
“Open Door” between a troubled pres-
ent and an Indian future, Tenskwatawa 
emerged as a charismatic figure to match 
Tecumseh. Cozzens rightly rejects the 
old stories, arguing convincingly that 
Tenskwatawa successfully shaped a pow-
erful spiritual doctrine out of nativist 
resistance. If his brother focussed on 

“How is it possible to feel too old to learn TikTok dances  
but too young to be this out of touch?”
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stopping the Americans through a mil-
itary confederacy, the Prophet offered 
an equally rousing message from the 
world of the sacred: it was possible to 
live a good indigenous life, and doing 
so would produce salvation for the in-
dividual and a better world for all.

In 1808, the brothers’ followers 
gathered to form a spiritually militant 
community at Prophetstown, near the 
Tippecanoe River, in what today is north-
central Indiana. Tecumseh needed time 
to assemble the largest possible alliance, 
but he began his Southern diplomatic 
sprint with a misstep: he warned Har-
rison—a formidable enemy who had ne-
gotiated many of the contested trea-
ties—that he would return from his 
recruitment with even more allies. Har-
rison took advantage of Tecumseh’s ab-
sence, showing up at the edge of Proph-
etstown with a large American force. 
With few good options, Tenskwatawa 
and the remaining leaders decided to 
strike first. Though they inflicted heavy 
casualties on Harrison’s army, the Indian 
confederacy ended up in retreat, aban-
doning Prophetstown to the Americans, 
who burned it to the ground, destroy-
ing the food supplies that would have 
fed the people through the winter. 

Harrison thought that his victory at 
the Battle of Tippecanoe marked the 
end of the conflict, and that the chas-
tened Indians would give up. He was 
wrong. The brothers regrouped around 
a powerful, though unreliable, ally: Brit-
ain, America’s opponent in the impend-
ing maritime war. Again, however, their 
ambitions were frustrated by circum-
stance; still working to build an Indian 
confederacy, Tecumseh found his hand 
forced by the War of 1812. For the next 
three years, the incomplete Indian alli-
ance challenged American armies across 
the Native homelands. They pummelled 
the Americans at the River Raisin, took 
Fort Dearborn, chased settlers out of 
the borderlands, and orchestrated a 
three-pronged offensive against the re-
maining American forts. The British 
estimated that each Indian warrior was 
worth three American soldiers, and 
when their armies marched into battle 
in their trademark red coats Tecumseh 
and his soldiers protected their flanks. 
Tecumseh seemed to be everywhere 
during those few years: fighting, recruit-
ing, saving prisoners from torture, ca-

joling the British to maintain food, sup-
plies, and men, and even rallying their 
troops in the field.

The British failed in almost every 
aspect of their war. The world’s great-
est maritime power lost the fight for 
the Great Lakes, saw its supply lines to 
the Northwest cut, and, in the fall of 
1813, were chased by Harrison and a 
large American force into a panicked 
retreat across lower Canada. The Brit-
ish general Henry Procter made a se-
ries of strategic blunders before taking an 
ill-prepared stand near Moraviantown, 
on the Thames River. In early October, 
Tecumseh, Tenskwatawa, and some five 
hundred Indian fighters supported the 
British lines, but those lines collapsed 
immediately in the face of an Ameri-
can cavalry charge. A small group of 
Americans led by Richard Mentor John-
son, a colonel in the Kentucky militia, 
charged the Indian lines on horseback, 
hoping to draw fire and thus reveal In-
dian positions for the next wave of sol-
diers. Somewhere in the smoke and fury, 
Tecumseh went down. Johnson, severely 
wounded, recounted pulling out his pis-
tols and dispatching an Indian—maybe 
Tecumseh?—who had come to finish 
him off. Unsurprisingly, Johnson built 
a political career on the claim that he 
had slain the mighty warrior.

Tecumseh’s death set in motion a se-
ries of consequences. Furious about 

the British failure, many of Tecumseh’s 
allies quickly signed an armistice with 
Harrison, who then sought to enlist them 
in the fight against the British. Even as 
many American settlers spoke explicitly 
about the “extermination” of Indian peo-
ple, their leaders negotiated a series of 
peace treaties with confederacy tribes. 
The British confirmed their faithless-
ness in the 1814 Treaty of Ghent, which 
ended their war, selling out Indian al-
lies once again. 

Without Tecumseh, Tenskwatawa 
floundered, and he eventually helped 
the Americans persuade many Shaw-
nees to leave their lands and relocate 
to Kansas. There, in 1828, he set up a 
sad little Prophetstown of four remote 
cabins, where he faded away to a lonely 
death, less than a decade later. The Bat-
tle of Moraviantown produced a con-
siderable array of elected officials, among 
them three Kentucky governors, a 

Vice-President (Richard Johnson), and 
a President (an aging Harrison, who 
campaigned in 1840 under the slogan 
“Tippecanoe and Tyler too”). And be-
cause Tecumseh died in a British fight, 
near a river that had borrowed its name 
from England, his doomed war was 
easily swallowed up by the War of 1812. 

An unrelenting stream of Americans 
poured into the Northwest Territory, 
and Indian people continued to fight a 
string of rearguard and independent ac-
tions. Tecumseh’s War presaged the Black 
Hawk War of 1832, in Illinois and Wis-
consin; the deadly removal of Potawatomi 
people from Indiana to the Great Plains 
in 1838; and the Dakota Uprising of 1862, 
in Minnesota. Trace such conflicts back 
to Pontiac’s Rebellion and what emerges 
is not a picture of innocent pioneer set-
tlement in the continental heartland but 
a full century of Midwestern disposses-
sion and fierce resistance.

Generations of Midwesterners have 
imagined romantic Indian spirits at sum-
mer camps and lovers’ leaps, but the 
ghosts of forgotten histories that haunt 
the place bring a list of demands. One 
is to unbury the region’s deep connec-
tions to the South and to slavery. An-
other is to recognize that it was the heart 
of the first truly American conquest, the 
place where the United States estab-
lished the rules of the game for empire, 
expansion, and a distinct species of white 
supremacy based not just on slavery but 
on land plunder as well. After the 1862 
uprising, the U.S. mounted its largest 
mass execution in Mankato, hanging 
thirty-eight Dakota people, not far south 
of the city where George Floyd was mur-
dered. Fort Snelling, where Dred Scott 
lived as an enslaved man, served as a 
deadly winter concentration camp for 
some sixteen hundred Dakota people. 
The American Indian Movement got 
its start in Minneapolis, in the late nine-
teen-sixties, in response to police vio-
lence against Native people. Draw a long 
line from the first slave revolt to the 
Black Lives Matter protests. Next to it 
draw a second line, variously paralleling 
and intersecting, from Alabama to Min-
neapolis, and stretching from 1492 to the 
present. On it you’ll find Tecumseh and 
Tenskwatawa, Black Hawk, Little Crow, 
and many others. In the spaces between 
those lines, you’ll see the footings and 
foundations of the nation itself. 
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The records of Britain’s imperial past have been distorted or destroyed.

BOOKS

OPERATION LEGACY
How the British remember their empire—or fail to.

BY MAYA JASANOFF

ILLUSTRATION BY ALEXANDER GLANDIEN

On a cloud-spackled Sunday last 
June, protesters in Bristol, En-

gland, gathered at a statue of Edward 
Colston, a seventeenth-century slave 
trader on whose watch more than eighty 
thousand Africans were trafficked across 
the Atlantic. “Pull it down!” the crowd 
chanted, as people yanked on a rope 
around the statue’s neck. A few tugs, 
and the figure clanged off its pedestal. 
A panel of its coat skirt cracked off to 
expose a hollow buttock as the dem-
onstrators rolled the statue toward the 
harbor, a few hundred yards away, and 
then tipped it headlong into the water. 

The Black Lives Matter movement 
has accelerated a reckoning across Eu-

rope about the legacies of slavery and 
imperialism, nowhere more urgently 
than in Britain, which presided over 
the largest empire in world history. 
The Colston statue stood on Colston 
Avenue, in the shadow of Colston 
Tower, on Colston Street, around the 
corner from Colston Hall. Scratch al-
most any institution with roots in Brit-
ain’s era of global dominance and you’ll 
draw imperial blood—from the Rhodes 
Trust, established by the fervent ex-
pansionist and white supremacist Cecil 
Rhodes, to the British Museum, whose 
founding collection was funded by 
profits from Jamaican plantations 
worked by slaves, and the Booker Prize, 

launched by a food company once no-
torious for its exploitative practices in 
the cane fields of British Guiana. Every 
year, the Queen honors hundreds of 
citizens with the Order of the British 
Empire. (A 2004 parliamentary com-
mittee recommended changing the 
name to the Order of British Excel-
lence, to no avail.) 

Public discussion in Britain about 
the imperial past has pivoted on a re-
ductive question: Was the empire good 
or bad? The Labour Party has pledged 
to “ensure the historical injustices of 
colonialism, and the role of the Brit-
ish Empire” are “properly integrated 
into the National Curriculum,” while 
Boris Johnson, the Prime Minister, de-
cries a “cringing embarrassment about 
our history.” A March, 2020, poll found 
that a third of Britons believed that 
their empire had done more good than 
harm for colonies—a higher percent-
age than in other former imperial pow-
ers, including France and Japan. More 
than a quarter of Britons want the em-
pire back. 

Asking, today, whether empire was 
good or bad is, as a historical matter, 
about as useful as asking whether the 
Atlantic Ocean is good or bad. When, 
what, where, for whom? Britons have 
been left ill-equipped to say. Unlike 
most other European countries, Brit-
ain stops requiring students to study 
history when they reach the age of four-
teen, which leaves little room for nu-
ance in a national curriculum designed 
to showcase “our island story.” The  
public narrative about Britain’s impe-
rial past matters because it is keenly felt 
to license present injustice. “Our col-
lective amnesia about the legacy of our 
colonial past is not getting any better,” 
the writer and broadcaster Afua Hirsch 
observes in her podcast “We Need to 
Talk About the British Empire.” “We’re 
engulfed in a sense of denial.” 

How did the British get to be so 
blinkered about their own his-

tory? In “Time’s Monster: How His-
tory Makes History” (Harvard), a prob-
ing new book, the Stanford professor 
Priya Satia argues that British views 
of empire remain “hostage to myth” 
partly because historians made them 
so. In 1817, the utilitarian philosopher 
James Mill provided a template when 
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he published his three-volume “His-
tory of British India,” which became 
a textbook for colonial administra-
tors. Civilization evolves in stages,  
the logic ran; Britain had reached a 
higher stage than its colonies; there-
fore Britain had a moral duty to lift 
them up. Mill soon got a job draft-
ing dispatches in the East India Com-
pany’s London headquarters. (Mill’s 
eldest son, John Stuart, who at the 
age of eleven had helped correct the 
book’s page proofs, joined him at India 
House as a junior clerk in 1823 and 
stayed until the East India Company 
was dismantled, in 1858.) 

Satia, whose earlier books described 
British surveillance of the interwar 
Middle East and the eighteenth-cen-
tury origins of a British military-in-
dustrial complex, is well attuned to 
the echoes of historical scripts. Mill’s 
basic premise that imperialism brings 
progress reverberated in a series of moral 
claims. The parliamentary act abol-
ishing the transatlantic slave trade, in 
1807, was held up as proof of the Brit-
ish Empire’s commitment to freedom, 
effacing its shameful past as the largest 
slave trader in the eighteenth-century 
world. Colonial independence, in the 
twentieth century, was depicted as the 
culmination of a selfless mission to 
spread democracy, something “given” 
or “granted” to colonies, rather than 
something long denied by force. The 
Second World War became the Brit-
ish Empire’s triumphant last stand as 
the bulwark of global liberty in the 
face of fascism, eliding Britain’s vio-
lent suppression of anticolonial resis-
tance. “In the end, the British sacrificed 
her Empire to stop the Germans, Jap-
anese and Italians from keeping theirs,” 
Niall Ferguson wrote in 2002. “Did 
not that sacrifice alone expunge all the 
Empire’s other sins?” 

“Time’s Monster” joins a dense body 
of scholarship analyzing liberal justifi-
cations for empire. By the early twen-
tieth century, critics were growing skep-
tical of British claims about progress. 
Consider Edward John Thompson, 
who travelled to Bengal in 1910 as a 
Methodist missionary and befriended 
the anticolonial poets Rabindranath 
Tagore and Muhammad Iqbal. The 
Great War, in which Thompson served 
as an Army chaplain in Mesopotamia, 

soured him on the much touted prom-
ises of British civilization. He started 
writing history to expose the unsa-
vory truths that propagandists had 
left out. In “The Other Side of the 
Medal” (1925), a revisionist history of 
the Indian rebellion of 1857, Thomp-
son described British atrocities passed 
over in earlier accounts. It was time, 
he said, to “face the things that hap-
pened, and change our way of writ-
ing about them.” 

In an incisive recent study of anti-
colonial dissent, “Insurgent Empire” 
(Verso), Priyamvada Gopal, a profes-
sor of English at Cambridge, places 
Thompson in a long line of critics of 
imperialism. She and Satia agree that 
public outcries against injustice—such 
as the brutal suppression of the 1865 
uprising at Morant Bay, Jamaica, and 
the 1919 Amritsar Massacre, in which 
soldiers under British command fired 
into a crowd of nonviolent Indian pro-
testers—often amounted to a scape-
goating of individuals and the laun-
dering of the nation’s conscience. Yet, 
through a process of what Gopal calls 
“reverse tutelage,” colonial subjects  
consistently pressed their British inter-
locutors to adopt more radical stances 
against empire. One might see Thomp-
son as a sort of real-life Fielding, the 
British teacher at the center of E. M. 
Forster’s “A Passage to India,” who learns 
from the Indian doctor Aziz that, in 
Gopal’s words, they “would have to  
be allies in the project of driving the 
English out of India before they could 
be friends.” “Insurgent Empire” demon-
strates how often critics have hacked 
at the pedestals of imperial pieties, 
and how consistently voices outside 
Britain have inspired them. Nine de-
cades ago, the Scottsboro case prompted 
anticolonial activists to confront rac-
ism; five years before Colston tum-
bled down, Rhodes Must Fall, a stu-
dent movement at the University of 
Cape Town, inspired an affiliated 
campaign at Oxford to remove a 
statue of Cecil Rhodes and “decolo-
nize” the curriculum. 

What happened to this critical 
strand in the history of the Brit-

ish Empire? Satia finds an unexpected 
answer in Thompson’s son, Edward 
Palmer Thompson. As a boy, he saw 

the stream of writers and activists who 
passed through the family’s home, out-
side Oxford—Mahatma Gandhi, Ja-
waharlal Nehru, T. E. Lawrence—as 
a source of exotic stamps for his col-
lection. When he was a young man, 
returning from service in the Second 
World War to complete a degree in 
history, he rebelled against his father’s 
Byronic ideals and engagement with 
Indian affairs. He joined the Com-
munist Party, took a teaching job in 
Leeds, resigned from the Communist 
Party, co-founded The New Left Re-
view, and wrote about the lives of 
working-class radicals—to rescue them, 
he said, from “the enormous conde-
scension of posterity.” 

E. P. Thompson’s “The Making of 
the English Working Class” (1963) is 
one of the most influential works of 
modern history. Its method, “history 
from below,” has had an incalculable 
international impact, not least in re-
cuperating the histories of colonized 
people. Yet, in Satia’s view, Thompson 
himself personified an insular turn 
taken by historians of his generation, 
who, as Britain’s global power waned, 
focussed intently on the local. Histo-
ries that ignored British imperialism, 
she suggests, contributed to historical 
illiteracy as much as histories that de-
fended it did.

Insularity, though, hardly describes 
postwar Britain’s other preëminent 
historian, Eric Hobsbawm. A secular 
Jew born in Alexandria and raised in 
Vienna and Berlin, Hobsbawm, a life-
long Communist, wrote panoramic 
histories that unfurled the interna-
tional ramifications of British indus-
trialization. And empire was an ever-
present frame for the cultural theorist 
Stuart Hall, another co-founder of 
The New Left Review, who came to 
England from Jamaica as a Rhodes 
Scholar, and argued that “the very no-
tion of Great Britain’s ‘greatness’ is 
bound up with empire.” In the nine-
teen-nineties, practitioners of a “new 
imperial history” (including Hall’s 
wife, Catherine, a distinguished fem-
inist historian) picked up this thread 
and stitched the stories of the Brit-
ish Empire and the British Isles to-
gether again.

Historians, whether mythmaking 
or record-righting, draw on sources 
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that are themselves shaped by histor
ical pressures—and these, too, played 
a role in distorting the picture of the 
imperial past. For while Thompson 
and his contemporaries were perform
ing their acts of archival recovery, the 
imperial officers of the British gov
ernment were doing their best to leave 
little for posterity to find.

On a showery Friday in August, 
1947, citizens of the new nation 

of India crammed into the ceremo
nial avenues of New Delhi to cele
brate their first day of independence. 
“Jai Hind! Jai Hind! ” they cheered as 
the new tricolor was run up the flag
pole, and a rainbow broke over the 
clearing sky. But for days beforehand, 
it was said, a haze of smoke had blan
keted the city: the British were burn
ing government documents en masse, 
lest anything that might compromise 
His Majesty’s government get into 
the wrong hands.

At the empire’s lateVictorian apo
gee, Rudyard Kipling had enjoined 
his compatriots to contemplate the 
ruins of fallen powers with humility: 
“Judge of the Nations, spare us yet, / 
Lest we forget—lest we forget!” In 
the event, an apter motto for Britain’s 
imperial retreat was “Best we forget.” 
In one colony after another, as the 
former Guardian journalist Ian Co
bain details in his 2016 book, “The 
History Thieves,” the British went 
down in a blaze of documents. A re
porter in Cairo during the Suez Cri
sis recalled standing on the lawn of 
the British Embassy “ankle deep in 
the ashes of burning files.” Twelve 
days before Malaya’s independence, 
in 1957, British soldiers in Kuala Lum
pur loaded trucks with boxes of rec
ords to be driven down to Singapore 
and, a colonial official reported, “de
stroyed in the Navy’s splendid incin
erator.” In 1961, recognizing that “it 
would perhaps be a little unfortunate 
to celebrate Independence Day with 
smoke,” the Colonial Office advised 
the governor of Trinidad and Tobago 
to get an early start, and told him that 
he could also pack files into weighted 
crates and drop them into the sea. In 
British Guiana, in 1965, two women 
hovered over a fortyfourgallon drum 
on the Government House grounds 

BRIEFLY NOTED
The Next Great Migration, by Sonia Shah (Bloomsbury). Coun
tering the perception that today’s human and nonhuman mi
grations represent a global crisis, this engrossing book draws 
on history, interviews, and a wide range of scientific research 
to show that migration is “an unexceptional ongoing reality.” 
Shah deftly traces the influence of the Swedish naturalist 
Carl Linnaeus, whose commitment to the Christian idea of 
a static, divinely ordered world led him to dismiss the real
ity of natural migration, and whose bigotry led him to reject 
the possibilities of human migration and of shared ancestry. 
She shows how Linnaeus’s ideas formed the basis for centu
ries of socalled race science, eugenics, racist state structures, 
and xenophobia. 

Max Jacob, by Rosanna Warren (Norton). The poet, painter, and 
astrologer Max Jacob embodies both the euphoric inception 
and the tragic demise of European modernism in this lively 
literary biography. A friend of Pablo Picasso and Guillaume 
Apollinaire, and a mentor to Jean Cocteau, Jacob was a Zelig 
of Paris’s bohemian demimondes, but Warren also makes a case 
for the importance of his ecstatic prose poems and cabaret 
verse, which appear in her own deft translations. As the aes
thetic conflicts between Symbolism and Cubism, Surrealism 
and Dada give way to the advent of real violence, Warren’s ac
count takes on an elegiac tone. Jacob, a devout Catholic who 
converted from Judaism, died in an internment camp in 1944, 
two days before his scheduled deportation to Auschwitz.

Silence Is My Mother Tongue, by Sulaiman Addonia (Gray-
wolf ). Caught up in the conflict between Eritrea and Ethi
opia, Saba, the teenage protagonist of this enigmatic novel, 
has been forced to flee to a Sudanese refugee camp with her 
brother and mother. The siblings’ bond sustains them as they 
navigate the camp, a place of friendship and rough justice, of 
rigid tradition and sexual awakening. For the refugees, “life 
itself was suspended, quietly churning like milk in a goat
skin,” Addonia writes. “Soon it would curdle.” When Saba, 
who had wanted to become a doctor, is pushed into marriage, 
she makes a choice that carries her far from her brother, be
lieving all the while that “dreams for a woman are no longer 
inherited but created.”

The Cold Millions, by Jess Walter (Harper). Set primarily in 
Spokane, in 1909, this masterly novel dramatizes the free
speech riots led by the Industrial Workers of the World, and 
features such historical figures as the labor organizer Eliza
beth Gurley Flynn and John Sullivan, the police chief who 
put her in jail. The plot centers on two brothers who join 
“this army of the poor and broken.” Shifting perspectives and 
sharp plot twists contribute to the richness of the story, bring
ing a tumultuous time in American history to life. Walter il
lustrates how injustice can galvanize young men but also 
wreck them. “We were flies buzzing around the heads of mil
lionaires,” one of the brothers observes. “Fooling ourselves 
that we had power because they couldn’t possibly swat us all.”
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carrying out what their boss described 
as “the hot and wearing work” of cre-
mating files. What colonial officials 
didn’t destroy, they hid. In Nairobi, 
nine days before Kenya became in-
dependent, four packing crates of sen-
sitive papers were hustled into a plane 
and flown to London Gatwick, where 
a government official supervised their 
transfer into storage. These, along with 
thousands of other colonial files, ended 
up stashed behind the razor wire of 
Hanslope Park, in Buckinghamshire, 
an intelligence facility dedicated to 
communications security—that is, to 
keeping secrets.

“Erasing history” is a charge in-
variably lobbed at those who want to 
remove the statues of contentious 
figures. But taking down a statue isn’t 
erasing history; it’s revising cultural 
priorities. Those who pulled down 
the Colston statue were, in a way, mak-
ing history—by insisting that public 
space reflect the values of postcolo-
nial Britain, just as citizens of former 
colonies have renamed, removed, and 
reframed imperial symbols. (In the 
nineteen-fifties, a British diplomat in 
India discouraged the idea of send-
ing dismantled monuments to En-
gland, wondering “what use a series 
of somewhat weather-beaten and not 
uniformly first-class statues could be 
put to in the United Kingdom. I 
thought we had too many already!”) 

Burning documents: now, that’s 
erasing history. By eliminating writ-
ten evidence of their actions from the 
archival record, British officials sought 
to manipulate the kinds of histories 
that future generations would be able 
to produce. E. P. Thompson, who 
struggled for years with the “secret 
state” to get details about his broth-
er’s death during a covert wartime op-
eration, would not have been surprised 
by the extent of government duplic-
ity. “Reasons of state are eternally at 
war with historical knowledge,” he 
said. Colonial officials in Uganda, 
rifling through their files to figure out 
what to destroy, came up with a name 
for the process of erasure. They called 
it Operation Legacy. 

The secret stash at Hanslope Park 
was revealed only in 2011, during a law-
suit brought against the British gov-
ernment by victims of torture in colo-

nial Kenya. (The case was based in 
part on oral testimony gathered by my 
Harvard colleague Caroline Elkins.) 
What came pouring out from the so-
called “migrated archives” were records 
of systematic, wide-ranging, stomach-
churning abuse. These accounts flew 
in the face of the popular British myth 
that—as a Home Office guide for the 
U.K. citizenship test currently assures 
us—“there was, for the most part, an 
orderly transition from Empire to 
Commonwealth, with countries being 
granted their independence.” 

“The problem with weighing pros 
and cons is that it presumes there 
is a point at which the story is over, 
the accounts are closed, and we can 
actually tot up the balance,” Satia 
writes. But the reckoning continues. 
In 2018, it emerged that dozens of im-
migrants of the “Windrush genera-
tion” (named for a ship, the Empire 
Windrush, which brought Caribbean 
migrants to the U.K. in 1948), who 
had legally settled in Britain between 
1948 and 1973, had recently been de-
ported by the Home Office because 
they couldn’t prove their status. Their 
landing cards—often the only record 
of their legal arrival—had been de-
stroyed in a procedural culling of the 
archives in 2010.

In 2002, the privately funded Brit-
ish Empire and Commonwealth 

Museum, which aimed to present the 
imperial age from multiple perspec-
tives, opened in Bristol after more 
than a decade of planning. In a slant 
rhyme to the end of empire, it closed 
its doors six years later and went into 
liquidation amid sordid reports about 
the unauthorized sale of loaned ob-
jects. The chairman of the museum’s 
board of trustees said, “I think the 
time has not yet arrived for the proper 
story of Empire and Commonwealth 
to be told.”

Satia joins Gopal, Hirsch, and a 
growing number of historians—many 
of them scholars of color—in trying 
to change that storyline. A fuller his-
tory of empire and its legacies requires, 
in part, what Gopal calls “a sustained 
unlearning.” This approach is gaining 
momentum, at least symbolically. Two 
days after Colston fell, a crane in Lon-
don’s Docklands hoisted the effigy of 

another slave trader off its plinth, as 
Mayor Sadiq Khan launched a review 
of all public landmarks. The Univer-
sity of Liverpool announced the renam-
ing of a dormitory commemorating 
Prime Minister William Gladstone, 
who was the son of a slaveowner and, 
in his maiden speech in Parliament, 
in 1833, had argued in favor of com-
pensating slaveowners for emanci-
pated slaves. The governing body of 
Oriel College, Oxford, voted to remove 
the controversial statue of Rhodes 
that, four years earlier, it had affirmed 
keeping in place, while Imperial Col-
lege London, endowed by Rhodes’s 
South African mining cronies, re-
moved its motto, Scientia imperii decus 
et tutamen: “Scientific knowledge, 
the crowning glory and safeguard of 
the empire.” 

What shall be learned instead? Satia, 
taking inspiration from the work of 
Urdu poets, calls on historians to step 
away from narratives of moral prog-
ress and seek fresh ways to connect the 
present and the past. A good example 
of what that might look like in prac-
tice is University College London’s 
Centre for the Study of the Legacies 
of British Slave-Ownership. The cen-
ter (which Catherine Hall chairs) has 
compiled a database of every slave-
owner in the British colonies at the 
time of emancipation, in 1833, and has 
wrinkled the sanctimonious tale of 
British abolitionism. Its researchers 
have shown that government payouts 
to slaveowners following emancipation 
seeded fortunes inherited by genera-
tions of prominent bankers, writers, 
engineers, and politicians—sustaining 
slaveowners’ privilege right down  
to the present. Last year, the Univer-
sity of Glasgow, scrutinizing its own 
imperial gains, announced a twenty-
million-pound project to explore the 
history of slavery and its consequences, 
in partnership with the University of 
the West Indies, whose vice-chancel-
lor, Sir Hilary Beckles, has been at the 
forefront of the Caribbean reparations 
movement. A myth countered, a history 
deepened, and a gesture of recompense. 
There may never be an end to reckon-
ing, but such beginnings might help 
historians imagine broader forms of 
recovery and repair. That, too, could 
be a kind of progress. 
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Former child entertainers make up the collective (above, with their manager).

POP MUSIC

ALL OVER THE PLACE
Grouptherapy and the new model of cultural versatility.

BY CARRIE BATTAN

In every era of entertainment, per-
formers have been described as “tri-

ple threats,” signifying that they can 
excel beyond their chosen creative field. 
Everyone wants the license to sing, 
dance, act, and more. It’s a term that 
has, in previous decades, been easy to 
deride—the absurd claim of a performer 
who dared to dabble outside of her na-
tive universe. Now, though, it merely 
describes the table stakes for many 
young artists in a media-saturated land-
scape. Between albums, they might con-
sider launching a diaristic podcast, as 
the ukulele-playing bedroom-pop queen 
mxmtoon did, earlier this year. Trapped 
at home during a global pandemic,  
you might start a cooking show, as 
Selena Gomez did, with her new se-
ries, “Selena + Chef,” on HBO Max. 
And then there is the laundry list of 

pop stars who have partnered with ap-
parel companies and assumed titles such 
as “brand ambassador” or “creative di-
rector.” Versatility no longer indicates 
a lack of focus or conjures the notion 
of “selling out”; it is now a matter of 
creative and financial survival. Pinballing 
among mediums can yield delightful 
or unexpected new material, but too 
often there’s a hollow excess to it, pro-
ducing the kind of content whose sole 
purpose is to maximize exposure.

One of the more exceptional cases 
of cultural lane-hopping is Group-
therapy, a new pop-music project born 
from the fatigue and disappointment 
that its members experienced as multi-
hyphenate child entertainers. Jadagrace 
Michiko Gordy-Nash, Tyrel J. Wil-
liams, and Coy Stewart—whose stage 
names are Jadagrace, TJW, and KOI—

are all in their early twenties, but they 
perform with a degree of earned disil-
lusionment, as if they had already lived 
many lives. In some sense, they have. 
By the time Jadagrace, the group’s ac-
robatic vocal talent, was in middle 
school, she had already been through 
a rigorous dance academy, appeared in 
a “Terminator” film, and signed a major-
label record deal. She was mentored by 
Motown Records’ Berry Gordy from 
a young age, and released a series of 
campy, heavily produced singles. These 
were an attempt to bottle talent and 
manufacture conventional pop at a mo-
ment when the music industry was be-
ginning to capitulate to the forces of 
algorithms and online virality. KOI, the 
group’s hyperverbal and professorial 
rapper, was a child actor, who appeared 
on networks like Nickelodeon and TBS. 
In the music world, he might be bet-
ter recognized as the star of the music 
video for the socially conscious rapper 
Logic’s hit song about suicide, “1-800-
273-8255,” in which he plays Don 
Cheadle’s depressive son. TJW, the 
group’s sombre and resolute rapper, 
came up as an actor through Disney’s 
talent pipeline. 

This type of path, via familiar insti-
tutions and formats, has become in-
creasingly outmoded. Many charismatic 
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Hollywood kids who might previously 
have started out auditioning for televi-
sion shows or record labels have cho-
sen to leapfrog conventional entertain-
ment mediums altogether, producing 
snappy, often comical D.I.Y. videos on 
social media. It’s become such a com-
mon endeavor that a new establishment 
is forming: Los Angeles is experienc-
ing a boom in content-creator collec-
tives, giant groups of aspiring or already 
successful social-media stars. Many of 
these collectives, like the nineteen-mem-
ber Hype House, live in rented man-
sions with plenty of mirrors, cultivat-
ing new ideas and social dynamics to 
broadcast on TikTok and YouTube. 

Grouptherapy represents a depar-
ture from both the old Holly-

wood model and the new guard of so-
cial-media creatorship. In 2019, after 
crossing paths at parties and auditions, 
the group’s members began to make 
music individually and together. In the 
eyes of Grouptherapy, pop music pro-
vides a refuge from the financial stress-
ors and the structural limitations of 
Hollywood. It also presents an oppor-
tunity to reclaim ownership of their 
own talents. On “there goes the neigh-
borhood”—a new collection of songs 
that the members have described as a 
“mixtape,” even though it has much of 
the polish and meticulousness of a 
major studio album—Grouptherapy 
examines the condition of being in the 
Hollywood machine while feeling un-
derpaid and unfulfilled. “I must reflect 
on my passions, deflect all the bad 

things,” Jadagrace sings on “watercolor,” 
a whispering and sensuous R. & B. 
song with a drip-drop beat. KOI leads 
the group in the album’s more mili-
tant and defiant moments, like “black-
out”—a rumbling song with a refrain 
more reminiscent of an activist march 
than a radio banger. It’s a song about 
being creatively undersold, but it’s also 
a rejection of the materialist tropes 
that come with success. “I don’t want 
nothing when I’m rich,” he announces. 
“I don’t have a single rock on my neck 
or wrist.” Eventually, the beat cuts out 
and he begins to speak, as if at a lec-
tern. “I’m sick of flexing, can I vent?” 
he asks. “I just sold a show and still 
ain’t made a fuckin’ cent. That don’t 
make no sense.” 

In theory, Grouptherapy was formed 
as a reaction to the commercialization 
and professionalization of creative en-
ergy. (“Suit and ties on my line /Had 
to decline /Click!” KOI says on a track 
called “yessir.”) But though their music 
is thornier than, say, the outrageously 
saccharine music of Jadagrace’s earlier 
career, Grouptherapy has not shaken 
the ethos of its members’ formal train-
ing. Their stage-readiness, honed over 
many years, is what distinguishes them 
from all the other young musicians  
expressing such familiar forms of dis-
illusionment. “there goes the neigh-
borhood” has a frothy musical theat-
ricality to it, with a structure and a 
buoyancy that suggest each song is 
ready for its accompanying choreog-
raphy. While so many of their peers in 
today’s mainstream favor a kind of stud-

ied disaffectedness, Grouptherapy re-
jects—whether intentionally or not—
any kind of glib cool. 

This can make the project feel gim-
micky in its wholesome eagerness, like a 
teen-age movie soundtrack or a church-
choir act. There’s enough pitch-perfect 
harmonizing to make a college a-cap-
pella group envious. But the album  
is also refreshing in its effortfulness. 
The anthemic sweetness of the center-
piece, “raise it up,” harkens to the late-
nineties and early-two-thousands hey-
day of pop and R. & B. girl groups. 
(The music video features a trio of fe-
male dancers in cheerleading outfits, 
seemingly a nod to the film “Bring It 
On.”) It’s a triumphant pop do-over 
from Jadagrace, who handles both the 
buttery chorus and the nimble rap 
verses. On the surface, a chorus of 
“Raise it up” seems like an energetic 
party cry, but a close listen reveals a 
message about self-worth and restitu-
tion: “My shit comes with benefits you 
cannot afford/You done made me have 
to raise it up.” 

Aesthetically, “there goes the neigh-
borhood” is nostalgic for a pre-stream-
ing era of pop. In those days, pop groups 
were often formed by labels through 
auditions and molded for stardom by a 
select group of powerful people. (The 
record executive Lou Pearlman, for ex-
ample, developed a model that he ap-
plied successfully to a handful of groups, 
including ’NSync and the Backstreet 
Boys, before he was sentenced to twenty-
five years in prison for running a Ponzi 
scheme.) But this is precisely the sys-
tem that Grouptherapy wants to re-
ject. They’re a little late: outside of 
indie rock and the K-pop industrial 
complex, groups are unfashionable  
entities. This is probably why, on the 
album, the members of Grouptherapy 
refer to themselves as an “art collec-
tive.” Grouptherapy, for now, is fully 
independent, a quality that is vanish-
ingly rare. They’re self-funded and with-
out a record deal. (Their principal con-
nection to the mainstream is through 
their executive producer, a Chicago 
songwriter and producer named Dee 
Lilly, who’s worked with acts like Big 
Sean and Snoh Aalegra.) It’s a form of 
freedom that allows them to record 
such polished pop as a matter of choice, 
rather than out of obligation. “Sweetheart, I think we should break out.”
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Christine Goerke, as Brünnhilde, sang her final lines amid burned-out cars.

MUSICAL EVENTS

GARAGE BAND
Yuval Sharon’s drive-through “Götterdämmerung,” in Detroit.

BY ALEX ROSS

ILLUSTRATION BY SEB AGRESTI

In the psychogeography of modern life, 
parking garages are sites of anxiety and 

subtle terror. The doctor’s appointment 
is minutes away, and yet you are still fran-
tically circling. The space you find is so 
torturously narrow that it could have been 
designed only in consultation with auto-
body shops. Afterward, desperation rises 
as you wander acres of concrete, listen-
ing for your faintly beeping vehicle. The 
lighting is sepulchral, the air dank. Few 
soothing scenes in movies are set in ga-
rages: shady deals are done, witnesses are 
offed, Deep Throat speaks. 

It made sense, then, that Yuval Sha-
ron, the new artistic director of Michi-
gan Opera Theatre, chose a Detroit park-
ing garage as the impromptu set for an 

abridged production of “Götterdämmer-
ung.” The final installment of Wagner’s 
“Ring” cycle ostensibly addresses the 
twilight of the gods, but no gods appear 
onstage: according to the libretto, we 
glimpse them only in the far distance, 
at the climax, as fire consumes Valhalla. 
Instead, the opera is dominated by a 
compromised array of human beings, 
who move through a darkening, decay-
ing world. In the prologue, we are told 
that Wotan, the chief of the gods, fatally 
wounded the World Ash Tree when he 
tore a branch from it to make his spear 
of power. The death of the tree stands 
in for the ruination of the earth by cap-
italism and industrialization. A multi-
story parking garage is as good a spot 

as any for the Wagnerian apocalypse.
The site was chosen out of pandemic-

era necessity. When Michigan Opera 
Theatre began looking for a way to pre-
sent socially distanced performances, it 
smartly reached out to Sharon, who, as 
the leader of the Los Angeles company 
the Industry, has made his name stag-
ing opera in unusual settings: ware-
houses, parks, city streets, limousines, 
train stations. Lyric Opera of Chicago 
became a partner in the Detroit pro-
duction, and will host it in the spring. 
Some of the costumes and props were 
borrowed from Lyric Opera’s “Ring” 
cycle, which was on the verge of a full 
presentation when the shutdown began. 

The basic scheme of Sharon’s “Göt-
terdämmerung”—retitled “Twilight: 
Gods”—recalls that of the Industry’s 2015 
project “Hopscotch,” in which limousines 
conveyed audience members to locations 
around Los Angeles. In Detroit, convoys 
of eight cars drove up the ramps of the 
Detroit Opera House garage, allowing 
passengers to witness scenes on six lev-
els; each day of the run, the process was 
repeated twelve times. The performers 
were miked, and the audio was piped into 
the cars on dedicated FM stations. 

“Götterdämmerung” usually lasts six 
hours, including intermissions. Sharon’s 
version, which used chamber-sized ar-
rangements by Edward Windels and in-
corporated several prerecorded Wagner-
based pieces by Lewis Pesacov, lasted just 
over an hour. The sequence included the 
Valkyrie Waltraute’s narration of the gods 
in decline; the magnificently menacing 
dialogue between the half-human Hagen 
and his dwarf father, Alberich, as they 
plot to seize the ring of power; the hero 
Siegfried’s exchange with the Rhinemaid-
ens, who plead for the return of the ring; 
Siegfried’s death at Hagen’s hands; and 
the final monologue of the banished 
Valkyrie Brünnhilde, who rides onto Sieg-
fried’s pyre with the ring, thereby redeem-
ing the world.

The task of summarizing the plot 
fell to the Detroit-born poet, historian, 
and activist Marsha Music. She assumed 
the guise of the earth mother Erda, who 
appears in earlier stages of the “Ring” 
but not in “Götterdämmerung.” Mu-
sic’s condensation of the story was ele-
gant, sly, and at times politically pointed. 
Before the finale, she put the fall of the 
gods in contemporary terms: “To pan-
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demic and plague, the world has suc-
cumbed / The end of days—it now has 
come / Jealousy, envy and skies fire red / 
And discarding and lying and defiling 
the bed / And courting then ghosting 
and boldfaced lies / And bragging and 
boasting, and making hearts cry.” 

With accompaniments ranging from 
a single player to an ensemble of nine, 
the grandiose thunder of “Götterdäm-
merung” was absent, but the performance 
had considerable musical impact none-
theless—underscoring Nietzsche’s coun-
terintuitive, half-sardonic remark that 
Wagner was “our greatest miniaturist in 
music.” During Waltraute’s monologue, 
a solo cello conveyed much of the spa-
cious sorrow of the drama. The Hagen-
Alberich scene, a festival of abyssal tim-
bres, featured a superbly clammy trio of 
electric bass, bass clarinet, and accor-
dion. A quintet of violin, harp, marimba, 
and vibraphones evoked the shimmer-
ing waters of the Rhine. Pesacov con-
tributed some moody, Kraftwerk-like 
fantasias on Wagnerian material and an 
unexpectedly funky version of Siegfried’s 
Funeral Music—adding a taste of Mo-
town to the mix.

Similar economy and ingenuity gov-
erned the scenic elements, which were 
designed by Jason H. Thompson and 
Kaitlyn Pietras. A blue drop cloth was 
rolled out for the Rhine; Alberich and 
Hagen sat in armchairs or glared at each 
other through chicken-wire fencing, 
which was built into the grim décor of 
the garage. As you drove up one ramp, 
you saw black-clad figures scrawling the 
names of some deceased “Ring” char-
acters—Siegmund, Sieglinde, Hunding, 
Mime—in chalk on the walls. The ul-
timate coup was Brünnhilde’s entrance 
in the passenger seat of a Ford Mus-
tang—a locally manufactured steed  
that took the place of the horse Grane. 
Guides held up a sign reading “Follow 
the Mustang”; the spectators drove up 
onto the rooftop level, where Brünn-
hilde got out of her vehicle and sang 
her closing monologue amid an assem-
blage of burned-out cars, with the De-
troit skyline looming in the background.

F or opera-starved audiences who  
have endured months of glitchy live 

streams, the greatest joy of “Twilight: 
Gods” was the chance to hear first-rate 
singers live. Christine Goerke, in the role 

of Brünnhilde, summoned all the vocal 
heft and emotional force that she has 
brought to conventional stage outings, 
and she showed an extra glint of glee as 
she jumped into the Mustang to ride 
onto the metaphorical pyre. Morris Rob-
inson and Donnie Ray Albert contrib-
uted nuances of familial resentment to 
their secure characterizations of Hagen 
and Alberich. Catherine Martin, Avery 
Boettcher, Olivia Johnson, and Kaswanna 
Kanyinda gave lyric warmth to Waltraute 
and the Rhinemaidens. Sean Panikkar, a 
onetime lyric tenor whose voice has lately 
taken on commanding power and weight, 
proved thrilling in his brief appearance 
as Siegfried: I only wish that the abridg-
ment had given him more to do.

Singers of color were in the majority 
in the cast of “Twilight: Gods,” which 
made me think about the project’s polit-
ical resonance. Marsha Music’s narration 
pitched the piece against Trumpian pol-
itics, and the imminent Presidential elec-
tion shadowed videotaped messages that 
were played in an outdoor lot before the 
show: Gretchen Whitmer, the governor 
of Michigan, who was recently the tar-
get of a failed right-wing terrorist plot, 
praised Sharon for “reimagining the 
boundaries of opera.” The idea of attach-
ing Wagner to a progressive agenda may 
seem strange at first glance. The com-
poser was, after all, a ferocious racist who 
became a symbol of Nazi propaganda. 
On the other hand, leftists from George 
Bernard Shaw to Vsevolod Meyerhold 
saw Wagner as a kindred spirit, and sev-
eral major African-American intellectu-
als—W. E. B. Du Bois, Alain Locke, 
Shirley Graham, Ralph Ellison, and 
Langston Hughes—took inspiration from 
his music. Whatever the outcome of the 
eternal debate over Wagner, Sharon has 
every right to yoke the malleable allegory 
of the “Ring” to the demands of the hour.

“Götterdämmerung” ends with a glo-
riously vague vision of a better future, in 
the form of a stately melody that unfurls 
slowly in the violins. Audience members 
heard this music as they descended the 
garage ramps. The sound design for “Twi-
light: Gods,” which was supervised by 
the composer Mark Grey, functioned 
perfectly throughout, but by intention 
the radio signal grew weak in those final 
moments: bursts of static obscured Wag-
ner’s promise of redemption. I tried not 
to hear it as an omen. 
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In the miniseries, John Brown’s final, righteous exertions become tragicomedy.

ON TELEVISION

MARCHING ON
“The Good Lord Bird,” on Showtime.

BY DOREEN ST. FÉLIX

ILLUSTRATION BY LAURA LANNES

Mercifully, the new Showtime 
miniseries “The Good Lord 

Bird,” a reimagining of the militant 
abolitionist John Brown’s doomed ride 
to Harpers Ferry, is not “woke.” In
stead, it has an impish spirit of con
trivance that is largely missing from 
contemporary antebellum historical 
fictions. Among its finest moments 
of cultural sacrilege is a sex farce 
starring Frederick Douglass, whom 
Brown (Ethan Hawke) insists on call
ing “the King of the Negroes.” Doug
lass, in a canny bit of casting, is played 
by Daveed Diggs, who originated the 
roles of Thomas Jefferson and the 

Marquis de Lafayette in LinMan
uel Miranda’s Broadway phenome
non, “Hamilton,” a retelling of Amer
ican history that marked the apex  
of Obamaera artistic liberal agit
prop. “The Good Lord Bird,” though, 
is not concerned with supplanting 
the mess and the mystery of history 
with upbeat coherence. Diggs’s Doug
lass is a playboy dandy flushed with 
Cognac, nesting on a couch at his 
Rochester mansion between his Black 
wife, Anna, and his German mistress, 
Ottilie.

Credit for the series’ mischief is due 
to James McBride, whose 2013 novel 

of the same name has been adapted 
with deep, sometimes stubborn fidel
ity by Mark Richard and Hawke, who 
are both, along with McBride, execu
tive producers on the show. The novel 
is an idiosyncratic critique of history 
making, an account of the prelude  
to emancipation told from the point 
of view of an eccentric, elderly man 
who likes to wear dresses. Henry (the 
Onion) Shackleford, born into slav
ery, recounts how, as a child, he came 
under the wing of the “old coot” John 
Brown and his ragtag army as they 
planned to take over a strategic U.S. 
military arsenal to hasten the holy war 
on the peculiar institution. McBride’s 
fictive Black witness allows him to re
write Brown’s final, righteous exertions 
as tragicomedy.

The show is narrated by a young 
Henry (played by the newcomer 
Joshua Caleb Johnson), who, in the 
opening episode, launches into what 
sounds like a tall tale. In Osawato
mie, Kansas, in 1858, a white stranger 
comes to his father for a shave. Henry, 
wearing a sack, sits at the stranger’s 
feet, shining his shoes. The stranger 
and Henry’s father bond over the good 
word, as the stranger recites Biblical 
passages with increasing fervor and 
starts to loudly preach the gospel of 
abolition. When Henry’s master ar
rives, and hears the stranger, he balks, 
asking the stranger to pledge his 
fidelity to the cause of slavery. The 
stranger—who is revealed to be John 
Brown—refuses, and opens fire. In 
the chaos, Henry’s father is acciden
tally killed, and Brown, as he flees, 
scoops up our narrator, pronouncing 
the child freed. But Brown has mis
heard Henry’s name and mistaken  
his sack for a dress; he calls him  
Henrietta.

Our narrator, a quippy angel of his
tory, trails the “niggerstealing” Brown 
and his troops as they provoke violent 
skirmishes with slaveholders, rich and 
poor, dumb and heralded, across the 
West and the East, and finally, fate
fully, in Harpers Ferry, Virginia. In 
this picaresque tale, the dyad of Huck 
Finn and Nigger Jim is warped. To 
Henry, freedom is, at first, too new to 
compute—and, besides, isn’t traipsing 
around the backlands of Kansas with 
a bearded white man and his motley 
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company just another kind of bond-
age? Master fed him well and didn’t 
beat him much. Brown is inscrutable 
to Henrietta (or Little Onion, the 
nickname the child earns after eating 
the strange man’s good-luck charm). 
With Brown, Henry cannot live ac-
cording to his “true nature,” as he puts 
it; bereft of identity and of family, he 
wordlessly accepts a new dress that 
Brown gives him, living as the girl 
Brown mistakes him for. “Much of 
colored life was an act,” Henry says. 
“And the Negroes that did what they 
was told and kept they mouth shut 
lived the longest.”

“The Good Lord Bird” makes a 
sly joke of the Christian notion of 
prophetic vision: so enraged is Brown 
by the enslavement of his Black broth-
ers and sisters that he cannot see that 
his new daughter is a son. No mea-
sure of good intention, or of spilled 
blood, can bridge the distance be-
tween the white ally and his Black 
comrades. This can be to the Negro’s 
benefit. Act like the white man’s idea 
of the nigger and you can cheat death. 
“Everybody got to make a speech 
about the Negro, except the Negro,” 
Henry observes while watching one 
of Brown’s thunderous addresses to a 
group of white abolitionists in the 
Northeast. The cluelessness of white 
people fuels many gags in the series. 
Every Black person Henry encoun-
ters—the freemen and the enslaved 
who reluctantly join Brown’s camp, 
the historical figures such as Doug-
lass and Harriet Tubman—immedi-
ately notices his lie. These are the 
characters who furnish and expand 
his world view. As Tubman (Zainab 
Jah) teaches him, “slavery has made a 
fool out of a lot of folks.”

“The Good Lord Bird” roots for 
Brown, but it has no patience 

for hagiography. Hawke’s is a folklor-
ically outsized interpretation of the 
man who, as the Kansas muralist John 
Steuart Curry once wrote, “went about 
wreaking good on humanity.” At one 
moment, he is a holy-roller Rambo, 
drawing twin pistols from their hol-
sters; at the next, he is a long-winded 
preacher, comically protracting his 
prayers. Certain skitlike scenes are 
thrillingly reminiscent of Monty Py-

thon; the series is like a cross between 
“Masterpiece Theatre” and a particu-
larly elaborate episode of “Drunk His-
tory.” Hawke alternately stars and re-
cedes into the background, as “The 
Good Lord Bird” swings nimbly from 
pulpy proto-Western to surreal, some-
what anachronistic social satire. Hen-
ry’s skewering of the self-satisfied white 
abolitionist crowd doubles as a critique 
of the contemporary white ally. Fred-
erick Douglass serves as a crucible in 
which stereotypes about the noble race 
man are burnt.

The comedy of “The Good Lord 
Bird” is bawdy and dry, but the show 
is bighearted. Some of the most affect-
ing moments draw on the dynamic 
between Brown, whose perspective on 
the world is ferociously fixed, and 
Henry, who is just trying to survive 
and, if possible, have a little fun. It 
takes a while for Henry to sign on to 
Brown’s freedom project. In Episode 2, 
scared off by the fanaticism of Brown’s 
army, Henry runs away and takes a job 
at a brothel, where he becomes a bit 
of a drunk. Still dressed as a girl, he 
crosses paths with Sibonia (the excel-
lent Crystal Lee Brown), an enslaved 
woman who is feigning insanity in 
order to carry out an insurrectionist 
plot, and Pie (Natasha Marc), a light-
skinned prostitute who sells Sibonia 
out. Pie’s brutal betrayal and Sibonia’s 
unshakable selflessness provide a  
lesson that Brown could never have 
taught him.

The show’s characterization of 
Brown would be a good topic for a 
white-studies class. As his band ap-
proaches Virginia, Brown grows more 
zealous. Far from descending into 
madness, he rises into a blazing, all-
encompassing, possibly suicidal lucid-
ity. Comforting Henry the night be-
fore he is hanged, Brown declares, “I 
am the luckiest man in the world.” To 
approach death is to make progress; 
only annihilation will precipitate the 
great war. Brown fails and dies so that 
others may fail and die after him—
perhaps ad infinitum. Brown’s was 
never a hero’s journey, and, in this se-
ries, Brown is not the white savior, be-
cause the white savior does not exist 
in Henry’s imagination. “He ain’t gon’ 
save us,” a Black porter says to his 
master. “He’s tryna save you.” 

Help feed 
NYC’s children 
and families 

now.

The devastating 
economic fallout of 
COVID-19 has put a 

strain on NYC’s children 
and their families, 

and more New Yorkers 
are depending on us 

now to help put meals 
on their tables than 
ever before. You can 

help keep City Harvest’s 
trucks on the road and 
full of food for our city’s 
youngest New Yorkers 

and their families.
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Two new productions light a path forward for performance in the covid era.

ILLUSTRATION BY RAPHAELLE MACARON

“Look with thine ears,” Lear tells 
poor blind Gloucester, and that 

is exactly what the rest of us should do 
now we know that the majority of New 
York theatres will not open their doors 
until, at the most optimistic guess
timate, the middle of next year. Zoom 
fatigue set in months ago, but audio is 
stepping into the breach to take us 
places that glazed screengazing can’t. 
The eyes tend toward the literal, while 
what we only hear can bloom, the way 
a novel does, in the privacy of the mind, 
as is the case with two new produc
tions—one radical, one retro—that use 
audio to light a path forward for per
formance in the Covid era and beyond.

“A Thousand Ways” (produced by 
the Brooklynbased ArKtype) was cre
ated by the duo Abigail Browde and 
Michael Silverstone, who go by the 
moniker 600 Highwaymen and are 
known for devising inventive, sincere 
theatre of a kind that makes urbane 
audiences fatted on cynicism feel won
der afresh. In “This Great Country,” 
from 2012, seventeen performers, some 
experienced, some green, acted out 
scenes from “Death of a Salesman,” 
transforming that classic into some
thing rich and strange; “Employee of 
the Year,” staged in 2014, had five girls 
under the age of eleven tell the story 
of one woman’s adulthood. Browde 

and Silverstone, who are partners in 
life as well as in theatre, insist that they 
hate audience participation, which is 
a little like Elmer Fudd saying that he 
hates hunting wabbits. “The Fever,” 
which premièred in New York in 2017, 
is described, by its creators, as “a pub
lic convergence,” and involves much 
communal writhing and laying on of 
hands; people who attended the show 
describe it as if they had gone to an 
ordinary church service and left speak
ing in tongues.

The term “experimental” tends to 
signal an ambition to flaunt difficulty 
and occlude meaning, but 600 High
waymen’s experiments with theatrical 
form are distinctly generous. That is the 
case with “A Thousand Ways,” which 
takes a simple premise and turns it into 
magic. The piece is designed to be 
staged, ultimately, in three parts, the lat
ter of which will involve physical en
counters, safety permitting. Part 1 is 
being rolled out virtually, by fourteen 
theatres around the globe, from Toronto 
to Dublin to Singapore. It consists of 
an hourlong phone call between two 
strangers, mediated by a friendly fe
malesounding robot. I participated in 
a performance “at” Williams College, 
where my ticket confirmation came with 
instructions reminiscent of those you’d 
receive when pledging a secret society 
or delivering a ransom. At the stroke of 
eight, I was to call a number and be in
troduced to my partner; I should be in 
“a quiet, interruptionfree indoor space,” 
with a fully charged phone. (In fact, I 
used a landline. Have you heard of them? 
They’re fantastic—no news alerts, and 
you can’t lose hours of your life to In
stagram.) And there my partner was—a 
male voice, nameless, as I was to him. 
We were asked, by the robot, to say hello, 
and then to decide which of us would 
be Person A and which Person B. This 
accomplished, we were prompted to de
scribe, in simple, specific terms, aspects 
of the rooms we were in, and to put our 
hands on our cheeks, grounding our
selves in the physical. 

It’s amazing what a voice conveys, 
and what it doesn’t. Person A, I decided 
right away, was a retiree who’d figured 
he might as well try something new. 
Wrong! Prompted by the robot, my 
partner revealed that he was born in 
1988. I, meanwhile, was asked merely 

THE THEATRE

TALK SHOWS
“A Thousand Ways” and “Shipwreck” experiment with audio theatre.

BY ALEXANDRA SCHWARTZ
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to say if I was alive then; he would 
never know that I was only a year older 
than he was. The deliberately asym-
metrical titration of information is in-
tegral to the mystery and pleasure of 
“A Thousand Ways.” It eliminates the 
polite “and you?” reflex. How novel, and 
relaxing, to give up conversational con-
trol—to feel interest without needing 
to perform it for the sake of social lu-
brication, to abandon the instinct to 
convince or entertain. I learned that 
my partner was gay and proud of it (“I 
do, in a very positive way, have limp 
wrists,” he said, when asked to describe 
a physical mannerism), and that he was 
a painter. He learned that my ances-
tors, whom I was asked to describe in 
three words, were poor Ashkenazi Jews. 
He found out that I have never shot a 
gun, and that I know how to train a 
dog. (Well, sort of.) The robot asked 
A to tell me if he had inherited money; 
she asked me to describe a quality from 
childhood that I wished I could recover. 
What we were doing was dancing, using 
only our voices, learning each other’s 
rhythms as the steps were called, the 
random and the banal grapevining with 
the profound. 

There was a story, of a sort, woven 
through all this choreographed talk. 
The robot asked us to imagine that we 
were in a car that had broken down in 
a desert; by the end, we were camping 
together by a fire under the stars, di-
saster averted. Something here touched 
on the twee. Nonetheless, when the 
Person A in my own life walked through 
the door and accidentally destroyed my 
desert by turning on the lights, I waved 
him wildly out. I wanted to stay on 
that frequency, with that stranger, until 

we were severed by the robot’s brusque 
“goodbye,” leaving me with that best 
and rarest of feelings—wanting more. 

This fall, the Public planned to 
mount Anne Washburn’s “Ship-

wreck: A History Play About 2017.” 
Since that became impossible, the the-
atre, along with Washington, D.C.,’s 
Woolly Mammoth Theatre Company, 
has now produced it as a radio play. 
Adapted and directed by Saheem Ali, 
who also directed the Public’s success-
ful audio production of “Richard II” 
over the summer, it is available for 
download on podcast platforms. The 
format works beautifully, and suggests 
a vast realm of possibility available to 
playwrights making new work. What 
could you do if you didn’t have to worry 
about the cost and the complication of 
a physical production, if simply read-
ing out stage directions, with the help 
of some minimal, evocative sound de-
sign, could put your audience wherever 
you wanted it to be? 

What works less well is Washburn’s 
play itself, which was written in the year 
it is set, and has the quality of a time 
capsule opened too soon. It could be re-
vived in twenty years, if audiences want 
to remember what a certain subset of 
comfortable liberals sounded like as they 
tried to make sense of the first moments 
of the Trump Presidency, but otherwise 
it might be best left in the ground. 

It is spring. James Comey has just 
testified in front of the Senate Intelli-
gence Committee. A group of New York 
City friends in middle age have gath-
ered at the upstate farmhouse recently 
bought by Jools and Richard (Sue Jean 
Kim and Richard Topol). Trump is the 

non-stop subject. Allie (Brooke Bloom) 
is furious that her friends seem to have 
accepted the scuttling of Merrick Gar-
land’s Supreme Court nomination; Luis 
(Raúl Esparza), a lawyer who emigrated 
from El Salvador as a child, is attracted 
to the chaos surrounding Trump in a 
Faustian sort of way, but the signifi-
cance of his origins in Trump’s Amer-
ica is left oddly unexplored.

Washburn has a good ear for ripped-
from-the-op-ed-page outrage. The play 
hints at the impotence of a politics that 
is rooted in norms rather than in ideas, 
and enacts, with minimal critique, the 
liberals’ wheel-spinning obsession with 
the minutiae of a bankrupt political re-
ality that is rotting the country but not 
directly affecting their own lives. What 
Washburn doesn’t do is make any of 
this matter much. The characters are 
generic, interchangeable city types, say-
ing the familiar MSNBC things; the 
personal, which should ground the po-
litical, is alluded to, then dropped. In 
an aside that fascinates before it fiz-
zles, a white farmer (Bruce McKenzie) 
tells us about adopting a boy from 
Kenya, though the son has been cut 
from this production. There are two 
ineffective fantasias, one a dull imag-
ining of the notorious private dinner 
between Trump (Bill Camp, sounding 
like Frasier Crane) and Comey ( Joe 
Morton), the other a baffling confron-
tation over the Iraq War between a 
weirdly statesmanlike Trump and a 
clownish George W. Bush (Philip James 
Brannon). Trump will be a subject long 
after he is—Inshallah—out of power. 
What is said about him onstage will 
matter only if it can tell us something 
about ourselves. 
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Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose three  
finalists, and you vote for your favorite. Caption submissions for this week’s cartoon, by Suerynn Lee,  

must be received by Sunday, November 1st. The finalists in the October 19th contest appear below. We will  
announce the winner, and the finalists in this week’s contest, in the November 16th issue. Anyone age  

thirteen or older can enter or vote. To do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

“How long can we maintain this balance of power?”
Carol Lasky, Boston, Mass.

“We’ll show those Ottomans.”
Alex Bryce, Perth, Australia

“We can’t be overthrown, but we can be swayed.”
Steven Wiwczaryk, Rohnert Park, Calif.

“It’s the closest you’ll get to Manhattan in your price range.”
Luke Warrington, Los Angeles, Calif.

CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

THE WINNING CAPTION

THIS WEEK’S CONTEST

THE FINALISTS

“
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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recyclingpartnership.org

Transforming the recycling system and  

catalyzing a circular economy
 to support 757,000 jobs, protect the planet, and promote healthier neighborhoods.

This America Recycles Month, join us!

As a result of American Beverage Associations’s multi-year investment in recycling  
infrastructure in the U.S., we’re bring recycling access to all in Baltimore City.
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