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Preface

As Vladimir Lenin once said, “There are decades where nothing happens; and there are weeks where decades happen.” In 2020, we had many weeks where decades happened, and we are having such weeks now in 2021, as well. The events unfolding in our country and around the world are dizzying, and it is quite hard to make accurate assessments of these events as they roll by so quickly. This makes writing such a topical book as this quite difficult, but that is my task and I only hope that I am adequately up to it.

The event that truly gave me pause, just as this book was going to print, was the storming of the Capitol on January 6 by seemingly crazed Trump supporters. While some of these individuals seemed relatively harmless, if certainly misguided, others clearly set upon the Capitol building with ill and evil intent, including, quite possibly, the kidnapping and even killing of members of Congress and Vice President Pence. In the end, five people died in the process of this invasion, and much of the country and world were left shocked and horrified.

And just as horrifying as the actions of those who stormed the Capitol was the conduct of significant portions of the police and other law enforcement who seemed to stand down in the face of the assault and to permit it to take place. Many quite correctly pointed out the permissiveness with which police treated these invaders as contrasted with the heavy-handedness and violence police around the country treated Black Lives Matter (BLM) protesters, the vast majority of whom were peaceful, during the summer of 2020.

These events certainly put this book in a different light from when I wrote the lion’s share of it before January 6, 2021, and other events will certainly transpire before and after publication that will do the same. For example, some may wonder why, after elements of the right wing exposed themselves as so extremely violent and even murderous, I have focused a book on the relatively more benign “cancel culture” of those on the left of the political spectrum; or why, after the effective incitement of these individuals with lies such as the bizarre QAnon conspiracy theory, I have written about liberals playing loose with facts and the truth and using “cancel culture” to perpetuate liberals’ own myths.

My response is simple: because it matters, and because events such as those on January 6 do not give a free pass to liberals or leftists to cannibalize themselves through “cancellation” or to look down and shun huge swaths of the American people—most of whom are also horrified by the storming of the Capitol—whom they deem beneath them and even “deplorable,” in the words of Hillary Clinton in referring to the working class in middle America.

Indeed, the liberal/left sermonizing, chest thumping, and display of outright hypocrisy after the Capitol invasion prove the point of this book. After the Capitol assault, we heard much moralizing about how terrible it was for people to attack this apparently sacred building that numerous pundits and politicians referred to as “the house of the people.” All of a sudden, we were urged to care about historic landmarks when, in truth, liberal/left protesters spent a lot of the summer tearing down and vandalizing historic monuments. And the targets of this destruction, or “cancellation” if you will, were not just the scores of Confederate monuments nor ones of Christopher Columbus and his like, which I will assume for purposes of discussion were fair game, though others might disagree. For example, protesters took it upon themselves to topple, damage, or destroy statues of George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, Ulysses S. Grant, Teddy Roosevelt, Francis Scott Key, Philadelphia Mayor Frank Rizzo, Union Army Colonel and abolitionist Hans Christian Heg, as well as Madison’s “Forward” statue and the statue of an elk in Portland.1

And of course, in Portland, protesters came out night after night for months to attack the federal court house.

The protesters had their reasons for targeting some of these monuments, some of them defensible while some not, but the point is that the message sent by this destruction was that nothing is sacred and that it is up to the whims of the protesters du jour to determine which monuments stand unscathed and which do not. And this message seemed accepted by at least some sectors of the US media, with NPR, for example, giving airtime on August 27, 2020, to Vicky Osterweil to publicize her book, In Defense of Looting.2

In this interview, which was quite favorable to Osterweil (though later revised after public criticism), she defended looting, which she defined as “an attack,” in the context of a protest or demonstration, “on a business, a commercial space, maybe a government building—taking those things that would otherwise be commodified and controlled and sharing them for free.” Osterweil claimed that such conduct “provides people with an imaginative sense of freedom and pleasure and helps them imagine a world that could be. And I think that’s a part of it that doesn’t really get talked about—that riots and looting are experienced as sort of joyous and liberatory.”

Then, after January 6, 2021, we were urged to be horrified because people vandalized and caused damage to and looted the US Capitol building and various artifacts within. We were meant to care that one gentleman famously left the building, with a wide-eyed grin, with the lectern of Nancy Pelosi. But wasn’t he just experiencing the joy and liberation that Osterweil believes he deserves? He certainly looked so from the photo.

And all of this is quite relevant to the heart of this book, which was inspired by the cancellation of longtime peace activist Molly Rush in Pittsburgh for a Facebook post that was critical of rioting and looting. This was condemned as “racist” in the context of the George Floyd protests, as it, in the view of the “cancellers,” was seen as telling African Americans how to fight for their own liberation. I discuss this in detail below, but suffice it to say that Molly’s criticism now seems almost prescient and would certainly be welcome as applied to the events of January 6.

Sadly, the hypocrisy does not end here. Thus, as some other commentators pointed out, the infamous “Viking guy” who invaded the Capitol on January 6, 2021, was videotaped on that day encouraging Venezuelans to follow his lead in overthrowing their “Communist” government to “take back their freedom.”3 Of course, in saying this, he was parroting the position of politicians and pundits, including Joe Biden and other Democrats, who are also calling for the overthrow of the Venezuelan government and who intend to help bring about this overthrow just as the US has done so many times throughout the world. Indeed, Joe Biden, now the liberals’ champion of freedom and democracy, made it clear during his campaign that he would continue the US’s coup efforts in countries such as Venezuela, just as his predecessor and former boss, Barack Obama, aided and abetted the military coup in Honduras in 2009.4 Just so there was no doubt about this, Biden, even as he was denouncing what he and others termed a “coup attempt” at the Capitol, appointed Victoria Nuland as his Under Secretary for Political Affairs.5 As some may recall, Ms. Nuland was “the driving force” behind Obama’s 2014 coup in Ukraine, which brought to power a government, still in power, consisting quite substantially of neo-Nazis.

Of course, the mainstream media has all but ignored this incredible irony. However, this is not surprising, as the press has almost invariably been complicit in the US’s coup attempts and wars abroad. And US liberals and even leftists, as I explain in detail below, have all but given up on opposing these policies, instead focusing much of their attention on the “culture wars,” which include “cancel culture.” As one notable example of this phenomenon, the trust fund liberal David Remnick of the New Yorker hosted a show just after the sacking of the Capitol in which he spent an hour bloviating against the crimes of the Capitol invaders.6 Meanwhile, Remnick famously, and quite effectively, advocated for the invasion of Iraq in 2003—an invasion that has destroyed the lives of literally millions.7 The violence such liberals have and continue to incite is, I would argue, many times more destructive than the violence we witnessed on January 6, though few are willing to admit this.

In addition, in the same breadth that liberals quite rightly condemned the QAnon conspiracy theory mongers for inciting the Capitol riot, they continued to peddle their own conspiracy theory that Russia and Vladimir Putin are behind nearly every evil in our society, including the Capitol riot itself. For example, former labor secretary for President Clinton, Robert Reich, tweeted out in reference to this riot, “Putin won . . .” For her part, Hillary Clinton, one of the founts of the Russia-gate conspiracy theory, claimed that Trump incited the riot on behalf of Putin. Such conspiracy theories, which help bring the US ever closer to a confrontation with Russia, are every bit as dangerous as the right-wing theories.

Finally, in the spirit of “cancel culture,” many on the left of the political spectrum are excited about the new round of censorship being imposed by corporate giants such as Facebook and Twitter, which have now banned Donald Trump, and Google and Apple, which have kicked Parler off of their app platforms, making it nearly impossible to download that app.8 All of a sudden, these corporate behemoths—the ones who have truly been engaged in the looting of America—are now the liberals’ saviors, or so they may think.

Of course, as has always been the case, this type of censorship will be mostly turned against the left. Indeed, there is strong evidence that liberal social media accounts have been the much greater victims of censorship than right-leaning accounts.9 This has always been the case. Thus, the landmark Supreme Court decision of Schenck v. United States, 249 U.S. 47 (1919)—the decision that established the legendary “clear and present danger” rule to justify limiting free speech—was issued in a case against a Socialist who was circulating flyers encouraging men to resist the draft to serve in World War I.

The ACLU, to its great credit, immediately warned of the “unchecked power” of the social media giants upon the suspension of Trump’s accounts, arguing that “the decision to suspend Trump from social media could set a precedent for big tech companies to silence less privileged voices.”10 Of course this is true. But sadly, many on the left in this country have not learned this lesson and are calling for measures that will ultimately lead to their own suppression. Unfortunately, too many on the left, wielding the cudgel of “cancel culture,” have decided that certain forms of censorship and speech and idea suppression are positive things that will advance social justice. I fear that those who take this view are in for a rude awakening.

This is a time that calls for great soul-searching. And what most understand is that true soul-searching involves looking into one’s own soul to find ways to advance and evolve morally and spiritually; it is not about peering into others’ souls in an attempt to find them somehow lacking. Sadly, “cancel culture” is all about that latter, and it is a road that will not lead us into the light.


Introduction

The postmodern re-engineering of left-wing political theory has included the redefinition of “privilege” in a way that is separate from economics, a definition of “sex” that is separate from biology, and a definition of “violence” that does not involve actual violence. It’s a language and a narrative that completely abandons the working class, while erroneously taking for granted our loyalty.1

— Edie Wyatt

Today, I woke up to an incredible sight—my once-liberal newspaper, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, with an editorial board endorsement of Donald Trump for president.2 As the editorial noted, this was the paper’s first endorsement of a Republican for president since the paper endorsed Richard Nixon in 1972. I myself have already voted by mail—for Joe Biden—but I found the editorial interesting for a few reasons relevant here.

The first thing that jumped out at me was this line: “the Biden-Harris ticket . . . will bow to the bullies and the woke who would tear down history rather than learning from history and building up the country.”

Of course, this claim represents a significant distortion of reality. Thus, it is clear that the right has been doing much more to tear down this country than the liberal/left “woke.”* In addition to selling off the country to the super-rich and leaving the country’s infrastructure to rot, it is the right that has been perpetrating the lion’s share of political violence around the country, with one study tallying, for example, “21 victims killed in leftwing attacks since 2010, and 117 victims of right-wing attacks in that same period—nearly six times as much.”3 And, of course, as many have noted with great alarm, Donald Trump has openly encouraged right-wing violence while greatly exaggerating the violence of the left.

Meanwhile, in terms of violence over the summer of 2020, the worst of it was done against Black Lives Matter (BLM) protesters and not by them. Thus, according to the well-respected Armed Conflict Location and Event Data project (ACLED), of the eleven individuals killed in the course of the BLM protests, nine were BLM protesters themselves.4 The ACLED also concluded that “the overwhelming majority of the more than 9,000 Black Lives Matter demonstrations that took place across the US after the killing of George Floyd have been peaceful.”

At the same time, as with most such hyperbolic claims, the editorial was pointing to a truth that I and many others have been witnessing for some time—i.e., that those on the ostensible left have been engaged in increasingly high-handed and bullying tactics, including, and indeed especially, against others on the left side of the political spectrum.

My concern, as a progressive and leftist, is not only that such tactics ruin individual lives quite unnecessarily, many times over a slip of the tongue or incorrect turn of phrase, but that they undermine the left movement and progressive causes, as well. Such tactics give excuses to such institutions as the Post-Gazette to make the endorsement of a right-wing demagogue like Trump, for example. They also take focus away from our quite justified demands for social, racial, and economic justice.

In addition, the editorial’s reference to those who “would tear down history” has some basis in fact. Here, the paper’s editors refer to what many of us see as the left’s obsessive concentration on purely symbolic struggle—for example, on removing statues (even of abolitionists) and of trying to cancel works of art and books that, though flawed in some ways, have tremendous historic and other value. These symbolic acts, while having some importance, take energy and effort away from the fight for things, such as healthcare and income support, that will actually help people, and that a greater proportion of people in this country would be willing to get behind. Such acts tend quite unnecessarily to alienate many people who might otherwise join the struggle for progressive reform.

This brings us to the next issue. The other notable thing pointed out in the editorial is the following truth: that Trump has at least put “middle America” and “the Appalachian and hourly worker” “on the map again.” As the editorial rightly asks, “Has Mr. Trump done enough for these struggling fellow citizens? No. But he recognized them. Maybe he was not articulate, but he recognized their pain.” Sadly, it is these very people—otherwise known as the white working class—who have been largely forsaken by liberals who openly look down on those from “middle America” and Appalachia as ignorant rubes.

These people are the “deplorables” that Hillary Clinton referred to in her 2016 campaign, much to the detriment of her presidential bid and to the Democratic Party. But Clinton was certainly not alone in making public her disdain for these people who once saw the Democratic Party as fighting for their interests.

One of the more bizarre expressions of this contempt that I have seen is this tweet by self-described feminist Marcie Bianco: “If you say ‘working class’ your white supremacy is showing THE END.” This statement, which I believe is emblematic of the sentiments of many liberals, exhibits a stunning measure of ignorance. The first thing that comes to my mind when I hear this is the fact that Martin Luther King, Jr. was killed in Memphis, Tennessee, where he had gone specifically to support a strike by sanitation workers there. As historian Peter Dreier explains, “King went to Memphis to support African American garbage workers, who were on strike to protest unsafe conditions, abusive white supervisors and low wages—and to gain recognition for their union. Their picket signs relayed a simple but profound message: ‘I Am A Man.’”5

Dreier, who believes King to be one of America’s greatest working-class heroes, emphasizes, “let’s remember that King was committed to building bridges between the civil rights and labor movements.” As Dreier notes, King addressed the AFL-CIO Convention in 1961 and explained the connection between the rights of African Americans and the struggle of labor (a.k.a., the “working class”) in the following words:


Our needs are identical with labor’s needs: decent wages, fair working conditions, livable housing, old-age security, health and welfare measures, conditions in which families can grow, have education for their children, and respect in the community. That is why Negroes support labor’s demands and fight laws which curb labor. That is why the labor-hater and labor-baiter is virtually always a twin-headed creature spewing anti-Negro epithets from one mouth and anti-labor propaganda from the other mouth.6



In short, King would be shocked to hear that the mere mention of the term working class was somehow a sign of white supremacy. Indeed, given King’s assertion that antilabor sentiments come from the very same two-headed monster as racist sentiments, he might go so far as to say that it is the likes of Ms. Bianco who are showing their white supremacy by deriding the working class.

Black Marxists such as W.E.B. Du Bois, considered quite possibly the greatest American intellectual of the 20th century, would also be quite surprised, and indeed appalled, to hear such a thing spoken. Thus, while Du Bois’s view of class and race was complex and nuanced, and while he believed that, as a consequence of slavery and racism, there were two distinct working classes—one white and one Black—he held out hope that the two could come together, in order to defeat capitalism and create a more just and equitable social order.7 Du Bois and like thinkers would be quite dismayed to see the whole of the working class—Black and white—simply written off in such a way.

But I doubt Ms. Bianco and her ilk have ever heard of MLK’s support of labor. I also doubt that they have ever heard of W.E.B. Du Bois, much less read any of his works. Sadly, such ignorance is quite acceptable among today’s “woke,” who seem to know and care little for history and facts. Maybe these “woke” should heed Du Bois’s warning that “Either America will destroy ignorance or ignorance will destroy the United States.”

Meanwhile, Trump seized upon the abandonment of the working class in middle America to win the 2016 election. While his appeal may have been cynical and not in earnest, it cannot be overlooked or underestimated.

Much to the shame of Clinton and nearly the entire liberal elite and rank and file, there was little honest self-reflection on Clinton’s failures to connect with working-class voters. Instead, Clinton and her liberal base blamed their own shortcomings on the perceived moral and intellectual inferiority of the white working class. They also blamed their failings on a tried-and-true enemy—Russia—and vilified those who dared challenge them (such as Bernie Sanders and Tulsi Gabbard) as tools of Russia. By their “cancellation” of the millions of people making up the white working class, and of progressives such as Sanders and Gabbard, the liberal/left has defeated itself and undermined the cause of building a better country and a better world.

This blame-Russia game also revealed something else: that liberals are as capable of generating and clinging to fake news as the right wing is. In a similar vein, as I will discuss below, liberals have also shown themselves as willing to deny science and facts as much as the right in order to advance their own political goals. In the process, the very idea of and belief in truth and the real world have been fatally undermined—a quite dangerous situation, especially in the middle of a global pandemic.

It is time for an honest reflection on such matters—reflection that has been made difficult to impossible because of the tendency of too many people on the ostensible left—believing themselves to be smarter than everyone else, to be “woke” when everyone else is apparently asleep—to attack others in quite inflammatory terms for just being willing to ask questions. It is my hope that this book contributes to this much-needed reflection.

 

* The term “woke,” according to Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary, means “aware of and actively attentive to important facts and issues (especially issues of racial and social justice).” When used in this book, and oftentimes in public discourse, the term refers to someone who is in fact hyper-aware of such issues, as well as issues of gender, and who therefore may tend to find violations of racial and gender norms even in the most innocent of circumstances, and who is quick to call people out for such perceived violations. Such calling out of others for allegedly violating such norms can rise to the level of “cancellation,” which, again according to Merriam-Webster’s, is the act of withdrawing support for someone, oftentimes but not always a public figure, usually as a consequence of “the person in question having expressed an objectionable opinion, or having conducted themselves in a way that is unacceptable . . .” The “cancellation” can take the form of public shaming, particularly on social media, but can also include the termination of the “offending” person’s job or position.



CHAPTER ONE

Importance of Speaking Freely



Loneliness does not come from having no people about one, but from being unable to communicate the things that seem important to oneself, or from holding certain views which others find inadmissible.

—Carl Jung

When I was in law school at Columbia University, I had the good fortune of learning from a professor named john a. powell, an African American and a lawyer, at that time, for the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). The class he taught was about balancing free speech rights under the First Amendment with the rights to equality embodied in the Fourteenth Amendment and the civil rights statutes that followed—sets of rights that powell argues are of great and equal value, though sometimes very hard to reconcile when they find themselves in competition, such as in the case of offensive, discriminatory speech.1 The tension arises from such speech, of course, because, though the individual has the right to free expression, such expression may infringe on others’ rights, and particularly on others’ rights to be included and to participate equally in the institution or forum in which the speech is being made. It is this right of participation that, powell argues, should be protected in resolving this tension.

As Professor powell has argued:


There is reason to believe or construct a notion of harm that is similar in both contexts and that is not so broad that it destroys free speech or equality. Not all harms are to be avoided, but only a limited class of harms. I have identified the central harm that is to be avoided as the harm to participation and membership and, as a corollary, the harm to communicative self-respect and autonomy. There are other harms, such as offense, that will not rise to this level. I have argued that the harm which undermines, distorts, or destroys the ability to participate in critical institutions and locations is of the first order and should be cognizable in and regulated by our jurisprudence. . . .

Free speech and equality should be promoted by this approach, in part, because they support, and are necessary for participation. When there is a sharp conflict between free speech and equality, I would try to resolve the tension in a way that protects the right of participation.2



In short, speech that offends, but does not interfere with another’s right of participation, should not be banned or otherwise suppressed. Rather, such speech, as I took from Professor powell’s class, should be met with speech; with argument and dialogue, as a means to advance both free speech and hopefully equality, as well. Such dialogue is especially important, and especially possible, when the speaker is at least well-intentioned, though possibly ill-informed or mistaken about proper semantics. Professor powell, who comes from a place of deep compassion, argues that such people should be treated with understanding and empathy, rather than with judgment and derision.

In a recent talk he gave in a symposium titled “Belonging in Practice: How to be an Antiracist,” Professor powell specifically addressed the question about “cancel culture” in the following way:


And just one thing that I want. . . . The ability to make mistakes, to be held in love. And I think the culture that we’re in right now, we oftentimes think it’s better to call someone out than to call them in. And we actually score points, especially on Twitter and Facebook. And so we make it very dangerous to say something. Because even if we are trying, often times there’s a community that’s like waiting for you to make a slip. And there’s a gotcha. And I’m not saying we give people a pass. But if people are working, work with them. So that’s one thing, how do we actually create a space where we’re gonna hold each other accountable but we’re gonna hold each other, we’re gonna love each other, we’re gonna care about each other. You belong in this community and part of the thing, you will make mistakes but you also will grow.



Similarly, at the very same symposium, Ibram X. Kendi, who was described by the event organizers as “one of America’s leading anti-racist voices and the author of How to Be an Antiracist,” stated, “those who are constantly growing and striving to be a better form of themselves are constantly recognizing and admitting their mistakes, and constantly seeking to be better for them. And so, I think that we should take the pressure off of our backs to essentially be perfect. But we should simultaneously do that for other people. And so, an anti-racist doesn’t just recognize that they’re gonna make mistakes. They’re gonna allow other people to make mistakes.”

If the goal of activism is to win people over to a cause in order to organize protest and to win reforms and change, it is the softer approach—rather than an approach of finger wagging, shaming, and cancelling—that is more effective. There is indeed empirical evidence for this.

For example, a 2020 study of 700 interactions between liberal campaign activists and potential voters demonstrated that “the practice of having non-judgmental, in-depth conversations with voters about their experiences and struggles was 102 times more effective” in actually convincing these voters than brief, “drive-by” interactions.3 And the former, more empathetic approach was effective in communities often ignored, if not vilified, by liberals and the left. As one individual who participated in this study explains:


These results are transformative and tell us a different story about rural America. For so long, people in rural and small towns have been neglected and cast out because no one took the time to listen to them, . . . But we did, and we’ve found that compassion and empathy, rather than division and hatred, can lead us to a multiracial democracy that works for all of us.



Another incredible example of the power of persuasion through empathy and compassion is the story of Daryl Davis, an African American who, beginning in the 1980s and continuing for the next 30 years, befriended members of the KKK in order to convince them to leave the organization and to see people of color in a different way.4 Ultimately, Mr. Davis convinced 200 Klan members to give up their robes. Many would consider such an effort as naive, impossible, and not worth it and would cancel such Klan members instead. Indeed, it is my perception that many on the left get a thrill from canceling and physically confronting such people—people who often come to their racist beliefs through ignorance—resulting in racists simply doubling down on their bigotry.

That the “unwashed masses” of the hinterlands can be reached was proven again over the summer of 2020 when we saw people coming out to march in support of Black lives in such largely white towns as Lexington, Kentucky; College Station, Texas; Des Moines, Iowa; and Omaha, Nebraska.5

Even Hazard, Kentucky—remember The Dukes of Hazard?—had a BLM protest in which hundreds of people participated.6 Speaking of The Dukes of Hazard, I have to point out a fascinating fact from my own life. When I was attending high school in the mid-80s at a Catholic school in Cincinnati, Moeller High School, one of the African American students, Hiawatha Francisco, who happened to be our school’s star running back, used to drive a perfect replica of “The General Lee,” which the Duke boys drove on the show. This bright orange Dodge Charger, complete with a Confederate flag on the top, played “Dixie” when Hiawatha honked the horn, just as in the show. We thought nothing of this then, except that we all thought it was so cool. I imagine that Hiawatha would be expelled today for insisting on driving that to school.

Meanwhile, even Ammon Bundy, the antigovernment activist who led the 41-day armed takeover of the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge in Idaho in 2016, was won over to the cause of Black Lives Matter and the demand to “defund the police.”7

In short, it turns out that the “deplorables”—the term Hillary Clinton used to describe and cancel the white working-class people of middle America’s small and rural towns—are not so deplorable.

I have had my own experience with these alleged “deplorables” during my 26-year tenure as an attorney for the United Steelworkers union (USW). My first boss there was the legendary Bernie Kleiman, who served the union as general counsel for decades. Bernie was a fascinating individual. As a Jew growing up in northern Indiana, he was often the victim of anti-Semitic bullying. This made him quite empathetic to others, such as Black Americans, who were similarly treated. As a young man, Bernie single-handedly desegregated the local businesses of his northern Indiana town.

What he discovered is that the white business owners there were not, as individuals, opposed to serving Blacks in their establishments. Rather, they did not want to have a competitive disadvantage with other businesses by doing so. Bernie came up with the solution. He went to each store owner and asked him to sign a pledge saying that he would open his business to Blacks if every other store owner signed on to the agreement. Bernie was able to get all the store owners to agree to this, and the color line was thereby broken. This was the first of Bernie’s many collective bargaining experiences, and it showed how a little creativity can be used to deal with thorny issues such as racist business practices.

For much of my tenure at the USW, I was assigned to District 8, the union’s Appalachian district that included West Virginia, Kentucky, Virginia, and Maryland. I cannot tell you how many times local union guys from this district came to my office, dressed in Harley Davidson t-shirts, many of which included an American flag, and liberally tattooed with eagles and other patriotic images.

Upon first sight, and upon first hearing their Appalachian twang, many would assume these individuals to be ignorant, bigoted rubes. However, I almost invariably found them to be intelligent, progressive, and tolerant people. Indeed, it was my observation, and that of the other union staff I worked with, that industrial unionization and activity—which requires workers of all races, genders, and backgrounds to work together in common cause—inevitably made workers less racist and sexist.

The USW as an institution was founded in the 1930s as an industrial union dedicated to organizing all workers in the steel industry, regardless of race and ethnicity. This represented a huge move forward at the time from the old craft unions that had organized only skilled labor—a form of organization that inevitably privileged white workers given that Black workers had been excluded from skilled jobs due to racism, and the craft unions worked in ways to guarantee that this racial exclusion continued. In organizing workers on an industrial basis, the USW and like unions helped to raise the standard of living for all workers, both white and Black.

Someone who understood the importance of the union struggle to the cause of African Americans was the great jurist Thurgood Marshall, who argued the case for the plaintiffs before the Supreme Court in the case of Brown v. Board of Education (1954). The Supreme Court, agreeing with Marshall, ruled that the racist “separate but equal” education system in the Jim Crow South did not comport with the requirements of the US Constitution. Marshall had spent years patiently and methodically teeing up this case, which ultimately led to the dismantling of legal segregation in the US.

Marshall became the first African American Supreme Court Justice. And, when he had the chance to rule on an important labor case—that of Letter Carriers v. Austin 418 U.S. 268 (1975)—he did so seemingly with great delight. Thus, in ruling that a union’s use of the word scab—a term used to describe a worker who refuses to join a union or who crosses a union picket line—was protected by the First Amendment, he quoted with approval the following piece on this subject by Jack London:


The Scab

After God had finished the rattlesnake, the toad, and the vampire, He had some awful substance left with which He made a scab.

A scab is a two-legged animal with a corkscrew soul, a water brain, a combination backbone of jelly and glue. Where others have hearts, he carries a tumor of rotten principles.

When a scab comes down the street, men turn their backs and Angels weep in Heaven, and the Devil shuts the gates of hell to keep him out.

No man (or woman) has a right to scab so long as there is a pool of water to drown his carcass in, or a rope long enough to hang his body with. Judas was a gentleman compared with a scab. For betraying his Master, he had character enough to hang himself. A scab has not.

Esau sold his birthright for a mess of pottage. Judas sold his Savior for thirty pieces of silver. Benedict Arnold sold his country for a promise of a commission in the British Army. The scab sells his birthright, country, his wife, his children and his fellowmen for an unfulfilled promise from his employer.

“Esau was a traitor to himself; Judas was a traitor to his God; Benedict Arnold was a traitor to his country; a SCAB is a traitor to his God, his country, his family and his class.”



Scabs were considered so awful at one point in the not-so-distant past that James Earl Jones, playing Few Clothes in the legendary Matewan— the 1987 movie by John Sayles about the real-life struggle of Appalachian, Black, and Italian immigrant mineworkers who come together to try to build a union, only to be massacred—exclaims during one tense scene, “I’ve been called n*****, and I can’t help that’s the way white folks is, but I ain’t never been called no scab!”

While the USW did not always live up to its principle as a nonracist union, it did contribute in many ways to making the industrial shop, and the society at large, more inclusive. For example, the USW contributed to the defense fund of civil rights activists in the 1950s and 1960s. In addition, the USW fought for affirmative action in hiring, going all the way to the Supreme Court to defend its agreement with steel companies to engage in just such hiring. The USW was ultimately successful in this case, known as United Steelworkers of America v. Weber, 443 U.S. 193 (1979)—a landmark case in which the Court held that such affirmative action is consistent with Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, which prohibits discrimination in employment.

Carl Frankel, an older colleague of mine in the USW Legal Department, was quite proud of his work on this case that upheld the USW’s attempt to rectify the historic discrimination in the industrial sector, which had for so long kept Blacks out of the mills entirely, and later relegated them to the dirtiest and most dangerous jobs when they finally began to be hired. An excellent resource on the struggle of Black workers for equality, dignity, and better jobs in the steel mills is Struggles in Steels—a documentary by fellow Pittsburgher Tony Buba.

The affirmative action policies upheld in the Weber case opened up opportunities for Black workers never seen before in this country and helped lift many Blacks out of poverty and into the middle class. The tragedy, though, is that these policies were put in place not too long before the huge steel mill shutdowns in the early 1980s, causing the job losses of tens of thousands of steelworkers. And, because Black workers had been the last ones hired, they were the first ones fired when the mills went down. This is important to note because, in the current discussion about racism and Black lives, it is often forgotten or ignored how the deindustrialization of America has disproportionately hurt Black Americans, and how it has helped lead to and solidify the great inequalities between whites and Blacks in US economic life. That is, deindustrialization and the loss of good manufacturing jobs are not just white working-class issues, as we are often led to believe, in the prevailing political discourse.

Many of the local union leaders I encountered from District 8 warned that the USW’s failure to support the 2016 nomination campaign of Bernie Sanders and the ultimate defeat of Sanders—a candidate hugely liked by their membership—would result in their membership voting for Donald Trump, which is indeed what happened. That is, they knew that their members would support a progressive candidate like Sanders because of his policy positions, such as Medicare for All, but not Hillary Clinton, whom they viewed as a liberal elitist who looked down on them and whose husband, Bill Clinton, negotiated many of the free trade agreements that led to the mass flushing of good, union, industrial jobs out of the United States. And, just in case there was any misunderstanding about how she felt about working-class voters, Hillary Clinton made her feelings abundantly clear when she decided not to even step foot in the battleground state of Wisconsin—a state that had a long tradition of progressive worker and farmer activism but that the Democrats have increasingly turned their backs on.

There is more than anecdotal evidence that a significant number of working-class voters who would have voted for Bernie Sanders in 2016 ended up voting for Trump when the choice was between him and Hillary Clinton. Thus, polls showed that about 12 percent of Bernie supporters in 2016 ended up voting for Donald Trump—enough to possibly have made the difference in this hotly-contested election.8 And this group of voters was disproportionately white and older— that is, they were largely the “deplorables” that Clinton and her ilk openly despise. It seems to me, at least, that these voters are eminently reachable by progressives and worth wooing instead of disparaging.

I am not the first to raise such points. Probably the most articulate proponent of the view that the white working class has not abandoned liberalism or the Democratic Party, but that they have in fact been the ones abandoned and left behind, is Thomas Frank. In such books as What’s Wrong with Kansas and Listen Liberal, Frank sets out the thesis that the reason the white working class has drifted toward the Republican Party is that the Democratic Party, which historically claimed to and in fact did substantially represent its interests, stopped offering anything of substance, particularly on pressing economic issues, certainly by the time Bill Clinton became president. Indeed, Clinton, while running as the defender of the working class in 1992, simply turned around once elected and began to offshore working-class jobs en masse, while he cut social programs that could have softened the blow. And the Democrats have largely continued such policies ever since.

Frank argues that the Democratic Party has for decades simply taken the working-class vote for granted while not bothering to give anything in return. Seeing no party that represents their economic interests, white workers started to cast votes based upon social and cultural issues—the infamous issues of “God, Gays, and Guns.” Bernie Sanders has recently echoed such a view, stating, “I think it is fair to say that in many ways the Democratic Party has become a party of the coastal elites, folks who have a lot of money, upper-middle-class people who are good people, who believe in social justice in many respects. . . . But I think for many, many years the Democratic Party has not paid the kind of attention to working-class needs that they should’ve.”9

In the 2017 afterword of his book Listen Liberal,10 Frank explains the rise of Donald Trump in a way that is compelling, and this rise, according to Frank, was not due to the fact that the white working class is racist and bigoted. Rather, white working-class voters were attracted to a candidate, who albeit a billionaire himself, talked directly to ordinary, working class voters without the condescension of the Democrats and Hillary Clinton, and he offered policies (if not in earnest) to alleviate their economic woes after years of neoliberalism and betrayal. As Frank explains:


Donald Trump was a bigot, yes, and this was inexcusable, but he also talked about trade: the destructive free trade deals our leaders have made, the many companies that have moved their production facilities to other lands, the phone calls he would make to those companies’ CEOs in order to threaten them with steep tariffs unless they move back to the US.11



As Frank notes, the most concrete example of Trump’s direct appeal to working-class issues was his threats against Carrier air conditioning if they carried out their announcement, caught on video, to shut down its plant in Indiana and move the jobs to Mexico—a move made easy by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which Bill Clinton had negotiated and which Hillary Clinton helped lobby for as First Lady.

I vividly remember this because I was working for the United Steelworkers at the time, and this Carrier plant happened to be a Steelworker-represented facility. I thought at the time that Trump’s open support for these workers put the USW—which had aggressively opposed NAFTA and like trade agreements but was now endorsing Hillary Clinton—in a difficult bind, and that the rank and file of the USW, about 500,000 workers spread out around a number of battle-ground states, would end up flocking to Trump despite their union’s endorsement of Clinton. And in fact, this scenario was played out in the 2016 election.

I also remember how Trump, shortly after he was elected but before he was inaugurated, negotiated with Carrier to save at least a portion of the jobs at this facility.

Could anyone blame these Carrier workers—some who were Black, by the way—for voting for Trump in these circumstances, especially when the Democrats were largely responsible for the job losses such workers were suffering and when the Democrats now had nothing to say about this tragedy? Did this make them racist and “deplorable”?

I certainly don’t think so. Indeed, quoted by Frank, Tom Lewandowski, then president of the Northeast Indiana Central Council in Fort Wayne, Indiana, tried to explain to anyone who would listen that the workers his Council represented weren’t racist. Rather, they were disillusioned by a political establishment that had betrayed them and now saw a politician who was finally singing their tune. As Lewandowski stated:
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“Kovalik makes a strong liberal argument against the cancer of cancel culture.”
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