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What people are saying about


Take Hold of Our History


Harvey Kaye doesn’t just write about history - he uses history to show exactly where we are today - and where we could take it. He has the wisdom of a sage, the passion of a prophet, and the intelligence of a true patriot. And he writes with compassion and guts.


John Fugelsang, Host of SiriusXM’s Tell Me Everything


No one has ever loved a nation more or spanked it harder for straying from its premise than Harvey Kaye.


Norman Lear, TV/Writer and Producer and Founder of People for the American Way


Standing at the intersection of the past and the future stands Harvey Kaye, our great radical historian. Kaye practices his craft in the tradition of E.P. Thompson and Howard Zinn, turning our attention to neglected individuals, moments and messages that illuminate our understanding of who we have been and who we are. Yet, Harvey Kaye brings to his scholarship a distinctive academic commitment, as readers of this fine book will quickly and surely recognize. He believes, correctly, that our revolutionary past provides the truest evidence that another world is possible.


John Nichols, The Nation


Harvey Kaye is our essential and always engaging guide to owning our progressive history. America has a rich progressive social-democratic history that has been obscured by the Right and all too often ignored by the Left. But now, as Bernie Sanders leads a social-democratic presidential campaign, we have an opportunity to assert a new politics. Whatever your politics are, you need to know this history and argument.


Michael Brooks, The Michael Brooks Show


Progressives have often allowed the right to co-opt American values and history, distorting them for their own use. This collection is a call to arms for progressives to reclaim the mantle of patriotism and resist right wing authoritarianism with the only thing that has ever worked, a pro-worker progressive agenda. Harvey Kaye does the essential work of explaining why now is the time to be in the words of FDR: “fairly radical for a generation.”


Krystal Ball, Rising on Hill.TV


Harvey Kaye does it again, with a brilliant, historically-grounded, deeply insightful prescription to our nation’s ills – grounded in what we already know works! Read, share, and act!


Thom Hartmann, The Thom Hartmann Show
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The basic story in the American past, the only story ultimately worth the telling, is the story of the struggle between the creative and the frustrating elements in the democratic adventure...


Every generation needs to know what it is fighting against, whom it is fighting with, what it is fighting for…


At critical stages in the struggle with plutocratic control, there have been upsurges of democratic strength…


To me the most important development in the radical movement does not lie in its replacement of capitalism for fascism as the tyrant-symbol, nor even in its Popular Front tactic… It lies in its rediscovery of the past…. We have looked back to history, and we have found a usable past – and one that we can call ours. And such a discovery of the past, if it is sincere and deeply experienced, may set us on our own path to the future.


– Max Lerner, It Is Later than You Think:


The Need for a Militant Democracy (1938)







Introduction


On December 1, 1862, in the midst of the Civil War, just weeks before he was to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, President Abraham Lincoln delivered his Annual Message to Congress. Lincoln firmly believed that the United States had an historic responsibility to demonstrate to the world that people can govern themselves, make equal rights not just a self-evident truth but a manifest one, and create a political and economic order in which working people, both white and black, are not compelled to bow to anyone, neither aristocrats nor capitalists. Empowered by tens of thousands of black slaves who were already liberating themselves from bondage by escaping to the Union lines, and increasingly confident that the majority of his fellow Americans would recognize the truth of what he was saying, Lincoln closed his address by calling on them to see that the time had come to remember who they were and what that demanded. He told them that to save the nation and all that it represented, they must live up to the nation’s declared revolutionary purpose and promise and act to radically enhance American freedom by bringing an end to slavery:


Fellow-citizens, we cannot escape history… The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation. We say we are for the Union. The world will not forget that we say this. We know how to save the Union. The world knows we do know how to save it. We – even we here – hold the power, and bear the responsibility. In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free – honorable alike in what we give, and what we preserve. We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth.




We too cannot escape history… Our own struggle to save the nation and the promise it proclaims has begun. Finally, after more than forty years of fear driven class-war and culture-war campaigns against the democratic achievements of generations, the hard-won rights of workers, women, and people of color, and the very memory of how they were secured – and now, both in the wake of the election debacle of 2016, which gave the presidency to the corrupt, mendacious, racist, sexist, and treacherous demagogue Donald Trump and continued control of Congress to the formerly conservative but increasingly reactionary Republican party, and in the face of intensified class and culture war campaigns – We the People have come not only to recognize that American democratic life is in jeopardy, but also to mobilize in hopes of saving it. Millions of us have rallied to the “Resistance” and expressed our democratic fears and desires in action – in the historic Women’s March and March for Our Lives of young people; the protests, demonstrations, and legal actions to defend the lives and rights of immigrants and refugees; the #MeToo movement to combat sexual assault and harassment; the massive teachers’ strikes for higher pay and better funding of public schools in states red and blue; and the enthusiastic canvassing and campaigning for a “Blue Wave” to win back Congress in the 2018 midterm elections. But resistance is not enough.


The time has come for us to remember who we are and what that demands. The time has come for us to embrace our radical history. The history of how a generation of Americans high and low and in all their diversity not only turned their colonial rebellion into a war for independence, but also imbued American life – whether they all intended it or not – with radical imperative and impulse by declaring a revolutionary promise of freedom, equality, and democracy for all. The history of how generations of radicals and reformers served as the prophetic memory of that promise and how generations of ordinary men and women, native-born and immigrant, struggled to make real the right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” and to expand not only the We in We the People, but also the powers of the people. And most especially in view of the crises we ourselves face, the history of how our greatest generations confronted and prevailed over the forces that threatened to destroy the nation and bury its revolutionary promise in the 1770s, 1860s, and 1930s and 1940s (not to mention the 1960s), by acting to make the United States – both inspired by Washington, Lincoln, and FDR and pushing them to go further than they might otherwise have gone – radically freer, more equal, and more democratic than ever before. The time has come to take hold of that history and make America radical again.


I have titled this collection of my speeches and essays Take Hold of Our History: Make America Radical Again for reasons that will become obvious. And yet I cannot help but confess that if I had had to title it otherwise, I would have been sorely tempted to use – with full attribution – the title Max Lerner gave to his 1938 work, It Is Later than You Think: The Need for a Militant Democracy. While it may not seem so, the crisis we face is no less demanding of action, urgent action, than that which confronted his generation. And just as his generation did – indeed, our great advantage is that we are the children and grandchildren of his generation – we must save American democratic life for our children by radically enhancing it.


The chapters that follow were written over the course of the past ten years, from the outset of the Barack Obama presidency to the early months of Donald Trump’s occupation of the White House. Years in which Americans not only continued to endure the class war from above by corporate interests and their conservative and neoliberal political champions, but also suffered and in all too many cases never really recovered from the Great Recession. Years in which many of us began, after long silence, to chant This is what democracy looks like! and to challenge – first, in the Wisconsin Rising and Occupy encampments and, then, in the Fight for $15, anti-pipeline and anti-fracking protests, North Carolina Moral Monday Movement, Chicago Teachers’ Strike, and Black Lives Matter – the unrelenting class war from above and the devastation and injustices it was wreaking. Years in which a well-funded Tea Party movement pushed and then pulled the Republicans all the further to the right, and a neoliberal-dominated Democratic party tragically squandered Americans’ emerging democratic insurgencies. Years in which democratic-left politicians, activists, and public intellectuals, apparently haunted by the worst of American experience – and sorely ignoring the work of a generation of historians revealing the tragic, ironic, and yet progressive history of the United States – turned away, if not ran, from the past and failed to articulate and advance a story that would engage our shared democratic anxieties and longings, encourage our persistent democratic hopes and aspirations, and empower our renewed democratic energies and agencies. Years that engendered disappointment, frustration, anger, and resentment and ultimately led, with the help of the Electoral College (and quite possibly Russian hackers and social-media agents), to the Trump presidency, the GOP stranglehold on Congress, and a conservative majority on the Supreme Court.


Notably, while all of the pieces collected here were to be published, some originated as speeches and others as essays and reviews. A few were prepared specifically for student and academic audiences; others, for gatherings of labor and left comrades; and still others for speaking to as many of my fellow citizens as I could reach in a room, on the airwaves, or online. They notably vary in tone and tenor, as well. Some were authored to educate listeners and readers to America’s radical story; some, to assail conservatives and/or chastise liberals and leftists; others, to express and register our shared outrage, articulate our persistent hopes, and hearten our democratic determination and action; and yet others, to publicly recall and commemorate Americans revolutionary, radical, and progressive who struggled to enhance American freedom, equality, and democracy. But as varied as these chapters are in those respects, together they can be read and heard as a manifesto – a call to action – a call to Americans to embrace our radical history.


They call on us – especially politicians, political activists, and public intellectuals of the democratic left – to stop running from the past. They call on us not only to reject the tales and narratives of the right intended to make us forget who we are, what we have accomplished, and what we might yet accomplish, but also to reach beyond the all too often cynicism-inducing debunking and deconstruction of the left and to reclaim the truly radical history of America – a history that remains, for all of the exploitation, oppression, and injustices that have marked the nation’s experience, and continue to do so, a progressive, promising, and inspiring one.


They call on us to outfit ourselves with that history and to speak historically to our fellow Americans – to engage their democratic yearnings, encourage their democratic aspirations, and empower their democratic agencies. They call on us to remind Americans that whether we are native-born or newly-arrived we are the heirs to both America’s revolutionary purpose and promise and the struggles and achievements of generations of Americans in all their diversity who fought to make America America. And they call on us to enable them to recognize that if we are to save American democratic life from the crises and forces that threaten to destroy it today, we must not only resist them and defend and protect it, but, just as our forebears did, defeat them and radically enhance it.


Finally, they call on us to remind ourselves and our fellow Americans that, no less than those who came before us, we are radicals at heart – and that the time has come to take hold of our history and make America radical again.







1

Americans Should Embrace Their Radical History 


I delivered this speech/resolution at the invitation of the Yale Political Union (YPU) on February 25, 2009. Composed of student political groups from across the political spectrum, the YPU is the oldest collegiate debating society in America. Students responded enthusiastically both for and against, but my resolution passed by a margin of two to one. Originally posted at OurFuture.org in 2009, Moyers and Company published it anew on October 8, 2014.



In his 1939 book –It Is Later Than You Think: The Need for a Militant Democracy – progressive writer Max Lerner argued that “The basic story in the American past, the only story ultimately worth the telling, is the story of the struggle between the creative and the frustrating elements in the American democratic adventure.”

With Lerner’s words in mind, I now move that AMERICANS SHOULD EMBRACE THEIR RADICAL HISTORY. And to second the resolution, I call upon a voice from 1930, one of America’s finest voices, the voice of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a man destined to become the greatest president of the twentieth century.

Looking back on ten years of conservative-Republican presidential administration and what they had wrought – an intensifying economic crisis and spreading human misery that would come to be known as the Great Depression – FDR, who was then the Governor of New York State, said: “There is no question in my mind that it is time for the country to become fairly radical for a generation.”

And do we not see what Roosevelt saw then?

We have experienced three decades of conservative ascendance and power. Three decades, in which well-funded conservative movements, and ambitious and determined political and economic elites, secured power and subordinated the public good to corporate priorities, enriched the rich at the expense of working people, hollowed out the nation’s economy and public infrastructure, and harnessed religion and patriotism to the pursuit of power and wealth. In short, we have endured thirty years of rightwing political reaction and class war from above intended to undo or undermine the progressive advances of the 1930s and 1960s.

Plus, if all that were not enough, we have suffered eight years of a presidency – the presidency of George W. Bush – marked not only by the tragedies of 9/11, war in Iraq, Hurricane Katrina, and the collapse of an interstate highway bridge in Minnesota, but also by assaults on our civil liberties, the denigration of human rights, breaches in the wall separating church and state, tax cuts for the wealthy, a campaign to privatize Social Security, continued corporate attacks on labor unions, and the pursuit of a politics of fear and loathing – all of which has not only led us to the brink of economic and social catastrophe, but also effectively placed the American dream and the nation’s exceptional purpose and promise under siege.

We clearly see the consequences of conservative rule or, more accurately, misrule – not to mention liberal deference to it.

I therefore urge this assembly to resolve that, “We Americans should embrace our radical history” – and as FDR himself averred – “make the nation radical for a generation.”

I do so not only because the circumstances we confront demand a radical response, but also because to do otherwise would be to deny who we are. Our shared past calls on us to do so. Our own historical longings urge us to do so. And Americans yet to be await our determination in doing so.

Let us start by recalling our history and reminding ourselves who we are – a by no means simple or easy task. For as ruling classes have been ever wont to do, America’s own powers that be have regularly sought to control the telling of the past in favor of controlling the present and the future.

I could take you through a long list of New Right initiatives – from Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush – intended to determine the shape and content of American memory, consciousness, and imagination. But let’s just consider the popular little volume and video – Rediscovering God in America – authored and produced by one of America’s smartest and most prominent conservatives, former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich. Therein, Gingrich, a Ph.D. in History, takes us on a walking tour of Washington D.C. – a walking tour in which he guides us around the Mall to discuss both the monuments and the figures they memorialize.

Sounds nice, right? But there’s more to it. Along the way Gingrich presents a narrative of U.S. history that attributes America’s founding, survival, and progress to Divine will, to our unceasing faith in and devotion to God, and to our having sustained God’s and religion’s presence in the public square.

Fair enough, you might say. However, after bizarrely and vehemently warning that “There is no attack on American culture more destructive and more historically dishonest than the secular left’s relentless effort to drive God out of the public square,” Gingrich not only discounts or ignores the fact that most of the leading Founders were deists not Christians and that – in one of the most revolutionary acts of the age – they wrote a “Godless Constitution” which provided for the separation of church and state. He also somehow neglects to mention that those originally most determined to assure that separation included not just the usual suspects, but also Christian evangelicals.

Nevertheless – with all due respect to God and the faithful among us – we must remember who we are, for as Wilson Carey McWilliams proffered twenty-five years ago: “A people’s memory sets the measure of its political freedom. The old times give us models and standards by which to judge our time; what has been suggests what might have been and may yet be. Remembering lifts us out of bondage to the present, and political recollection calls us back from the specialization of everyday existence, allowing us to see ourselves as a people sharing a heritage and a public life.”

So let us not forget that we are the descendants of Revolutionaries – of men and women who, inspired by an immigrant working-class pamphleteer, Thomas Paine, through words such as “The sun never shined on a cause of greater worth,” “We have it in our power to begin the world over again,” and “These are the times that try men’s souls,” not only turned their colonial rebellion into a war for independence, but also transformed themselves into a nation of citizens, not subjects; endowed their new nation with exceptional purpose and promise; and launched a world-historic experiment in extending and deepening freedom, equality, and democracy.

Let us not forget that we are the descendants of generations of radicals – of men and women, native-born and immigrant, who struggled not only to realize the American dream, but also to expand the “We” in “We the People.” Recognizing the contradictions between the nation’s ideals and realities – and rejecting the notion that the American experiment had reached its limits – evangelicals, workingmen’s advocates, freethinkers, slaves and abolitionists, suffragists, populists, labor unionists, socialists, anarchists, and progressives, respectively, dissented from their established churches; pressed for the rights of workingmen; insisted on the separation of church and state; resisted their masters; demanded an end to slavery; campaigned for the equality of women; challenged the power of property and officialdom; and together made the nineteenth century an age not only of growth, expansion, conflict, and the accumulation of capital, but also of militant democracy.

And let us not forget that we are the children and grandchildren of America’s most progressive generation, the men and women who confronted the Great Depression and the Second World War – the men and women who not only made the “We” in “We the People” all the more inclusive, but also subjected big business to public account and regulation; empowered government to address the needs of working people; organized labor unions; fought for their rights; established Social Security; expanded the nation’s public infrastructure; refurbished its physical environment; and defeated the tyrannies of German fascism and Japanese imperialism.

And you yourselves are the children of a generation who – for all of our many faults and failings – marched for civil rights, pursued the vision of a Great Society, challenged cultural prohibitions and inhibitions, pushed open institutional doors for women and people of color, and protested an imperial war in Southeast Asia. Admittedly, we made mistakes, regrettable mistakes. But we also made America better and more promising in the process.

Finally, let us never forget that we are the descendants of Americans who – confronting seemingly overwhelming crises in the 1770s, 1860s, and 1930s and ‘40s – not only rescued the United States from division, defeat, and devastation, but also succeeded, against great odds and expectations, in extending and deepening freedom, equality, and democracy further than they had ever reached before.

Still, I do not argue that we “should embrace our radical history” merely because we owe it to past generations to do so – though that in itself is a good, strong, and compelling reason to do so.

I further contend that we should embrace our radical history, because we owe it to ourselves – and, ultimately, to Americans yet to come – to do so

As our greatest democratic poet Walt Whitman rightly saw it: “There must be continual additions to our great experiment of how much liberty society will bear.”

Or, even better, as the progressive journalist Henry Demarest Lloyd put it a century ago – in words that I believe you will immediately grasp: “The price of liberty is something more than eternal vigilance. There must also be eternal advance. We can save the rights we have inherited from our fathers only by winning new ones to bequeath our children.”

Those words do speak to you – don’t they? You know why? Because you are Americans – and no less so than any previous generation of Americans, you – all of us – remain radicals at heart.

Yes, the likes of Newsweek editor Jon Meacham tell us that “America remains a center-right nation.” And yes, former Reagan speechwriter and now Wall Street Journal columnist Peggy Noonan has very graciously reminded us that our newly-inaugurated President Obama “would be most unwise to rouse the sleeping giant that is conservatism.” But such talk ignores or denies what we ourselves feel and have been feeling for some time...

While we may not yet fully recognize it, we ourselves continue to feel the radical impulse and democratic imperative that generations of Americans, through their struggles, passed on to us – or better said, endowed or imbued us with. Truly, we never stopped feeling them.

Ask yourselves this: Why was it that in the midst of the seemingly most conservative political era since the 1920s, Americans passionately sought to recall, honor, celebrate, and engage America’s most revolutionary and progressive generations – the nation’s Founders and the so-called Greatest Generation and its greatest leader, FDR?

Most of you are probably too young to remember the mid-1990s explosion of interest in the likes of Washington, Franklin, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Hamilton, and yes, Paine – an explosion of interest that editors and academics alike somewhat dismissively referred to as “Founders’ Chic.”

And you may also be too young to remember the even grander explosion of interest in FDR and the young men and women of the Great Depression who went on to fight the Second World War – an explosion of interest that turned books like Tom Brokaw’s The Greatest Generation into bestsellers and films like Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan into blockbuster hits; that made television series such as HBO’s Band of Brothers and Ken Burns’ The War major events; and that instigated innumerable popular gatherings around the country. Indeed, an explosion of interest that led us to erect two new grand monuments in the very heart of the nation’s capital: one to Franklin Roosevelt and the other to the 16,000,000 veterans of World War II.

But even if you do remember those developments, you may not have critically considered what they represented. And you would not have been alone in not doing so.

Consider the phenomenal interest in the Greatest Generation and its greatest leader. While commentators marveled at its scale and intensity, they never seemed to grasp the most profound meaning of it all. Discussing the New Deal as merely a massive program of economic recovery and the Second World War as just a series of vast military struggles – and describing Americans’ expressions of admiration and affection as if it were all one big farewell party – mainstream media folk never really appreciated or acknowledged either the radical-democratic achievements of the men and women of the 1930s and 1940s or the radical-democratic anxieties and yearnings that motivated the popular desire to thank, honor, and celebrate the generation that was passing away.

In fact, many a conservative – after decrying that FDR didn’t even deserve a monument – used the interest in and admiration for the Greatest Generation as an opportunity to attack the Sixties Generation for challenging the nation’s political and cultural order and opposing the war in Vietnam. And sadly enough, leftists did little better. They either belittled the attention to the wartime generation as nothing more than nostalgia, media hype, and the commercialization of the past or – in a somewhat paranoid fashion – charged that government and media were orchestrating a campaign to eradicate the nation’s “Vietnam syndrome” in favor of new “imperial adventures.”

Such critics – right and left – never really considered the connection between what Americans were experiencing and what they might actually have been trying to say and do. We, however, should not fail to consider it.
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