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EDITORS’ NOTE

The seeds of this book were planted over the past decade, as student activists—the core of what would become Sunrise—faced the fierce urgency of the climate crisis and wrestled with questions of organizing and movement-building. What solutions are big enough, transformative enough, to meet the crisis facing humanity at this moment in our history? How do we build a movement big enough and strong enough to win? These are questions of vision and strategy, theory and practice.

With this book, we hope to provide the reader with some of the answers we’ve found on our journey, a vision for human prosperity, and a strategy for how we might realize this vision in our lifetimes. This is the book we wish we could have read five years ago. It is not a comprehensive or definitive statement on the movement for a Green New Deal. It is a compass for people navigating the perils and possibilities of this moment. We hope that the victories we win in the next decade make the ideas discussed in the following pages appear, in retrospect, to lack ambition.

The book’s three sections answer three questions about the Green New Deal (GND): why the crises we face demand a solution with the GND’s scale, speed, and commitment to economic and racial justice; what the GND’s guiding principles and policies are; and how we can organize to win a GND in this coming decade. The sections are not chronological. Many of our movement’s strategies were developed long before senators and representatives were proposing Green New Deal bills; many of the principles that inform the Green New Deal’s policies were developed in the struggles for environmental, racial, and economic justice over the past half century, long before the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) called for unprecedented social and economic transformations to avert disastrous warming.

This book is tied to a specific moment—a moment when winning a Green New Deal seems not only necessary but possible. It also humbly follows centuries of struggle for a multiracial democracy that guarantees freedom and justice for all who call themselves American, guided by the thinkers and organizers—some of whom authored chapters in this book—who’ve made the Green New Deal possible by carrying the torch for many decades before us.

We hope that this book provides some light to those who will carry the torch alongside us and beyond us.

VARSHINI PRAKASH and GUIDO GIRGENTI



INTRODUCTION THE ADULTS IN THE ROOM

VARSHINI PRAKASH

I don’t know how to say this except to just say it: Young people have got to rise up. That’s it. That’s the message. If you take one thing away from this book, let it be the courage to rise up alongside your friends and classmates and neighbors to demand a safe future for all of us, and the certainty that if we rise together, we will win.

I had that “rise up” feeling when I awoke early on September 20, 2019.

While I’d been asleep in the US, millions of young people around the world had been pouring out onto the streets of cities and towns small and large in unprecedented numbers. I scrolled through Twitter from my bed, awestruck at images of schoolchildren in Delhi chanting in unison, thousands in Japan, hundreds of thousands pouring out across Australia. Over 1.4 million people were already striking in Germany. In every country, thousands of youths gathered with homemade signs, images of the earth and words scrawled onto pieces of paper. My personal favorite: “If you won’t be the adults, then we will.”

I swung out of bed, ready to join tens of thousands more in New York City, where leaders like the indomitable sixteen-year-old Greta Thunberg would be rallying. I made my way to Foley Square, the sidewalks streaming with teenagers hours before the march was set to begin.

Groups of schoolchildren covered the green, some who couldn’t have been older than five or six standing alongside teachers and parents holding banners. Thousands of teenagers were excused from class by New York City’s Department of Education so they could strike. I caught up with activists like fourteen-year-old Alexandria Villaseñor and sixteen-year-old Jamie Margolin. The average age of the protesters was a full three decades lower than at any other mass demonstration I’d attended. The energy was palpable, buoyant, and fierce, heightened by the rising heat of the day.

I made my way to the stage, pushing through throngs of young people of all races, from every borough in the city, arriving backstage just as the first speakers bellowed into the microphone.

I looked out at the vast numbers reaching as far back as the eye could see. I’ll tell you, there is nothing more beautiful than thousands of people standing as one, in active hope for a better future.

And yet, as I peered out, tears began flooding down my face, and I felt a tightness in my stomach. These were children. And they were compelled, instead of playing with their peers or studying or hanging out on a Friday afternoon and enjoying the last few moments of summer, to march, to fight, to demand, to plead for their futures. They knew irrevocable damage may be done long before they reach voting age or can run for office. They would be left in stewardship of a treacherous world, while older generations, dead and gone, would never face the consequences of their ruinous actions.

We are defined not by the conditions in which we find ourselves but in how we choose to respond. In this moment it was apparent that, against all odds, young people were choosing to fight back, young people were choosing hope, young people were choosing life. We are not the first generation to witness environmental disaster, but we are the last with the power to stop its cataclysmic force. We haven’t caused this problem—nor do we know how our future will unfold. And yet we are choosing responsibility and action, choosing each other, over isolation, fear, and retreat. It’s a scary thing, but it’s all the more possible when we do it together.

All this rushed through my head when suddenly my name was called. I stepped up, the sun beating down, to a cheering crowd of 250,000 people. My strength came back, soaring into my lungs. and I jumped up onto the stage.


When I first learned about the climate crisis as a kid, I would lie awake late into the night, heart pounding, imagining what it would mean for me and people who looked like me around the world. I couldn’t get the images out of my head: of what people would do to each other when they were faced with no food or water, with cages and guns, when they sought sanctuary in other countries. I felt alone, small, powerless.

Today, this generation is taking over. Our days of waiting for justice, our days of waiting for action, our days of waiting to be heard, are over—we’ll put our feet to the streets until we get it done. Today kids don’t have to feel small and alone and powerless. They can know they are part of the most important movement that’s shaking our world from its roots.



That day, 7 million people went on strike.

This is the movement that is going to win a Green New Deal.

“WHAT IS YOUR PLAN?”

That “rise up” feeling comes in many different flavors. In September 2019, I was ready to rise from a place of joy and optimism. But less than a year prior, I was enraged.

On November 7, 2018, the morning after Election Day, I woke to the news that Nancy Pelosi, fresh off her victory in the midterms, would be using her new powers as Speaker of the House to create a committee to “educate the public about the impact of more frequent extreme weather events.”

This was personal for me. Sunrise Movement, the youth movement of which I am a co-founder and the executive director, had been building toward this election since our foundation in mid-2017. We set out on a mission to make climate change matter in the midterms, as a key step toward our eventual goal of winning comprehensive policies to stop climate change while creating millions of good jobs.

Our election strategy focused on exposing both Democrats and Republicans for their financial ties to the fossil fuel executives profiting from climate change, while supporting those Democrats who would swear off fossil fuel money and back ambitious climate policy. Unlike some other climate groups, we wouldn’t focus any energy on educating or persuading GOP candidates. The few climate-conscious GOP politicians had long since been expelled from office by the party’s billionaire fossil fuel financiers, while the party as a whole displayed increasingly open contempt for people of color, democracy, and the bipartisanship that prior generations held dear. The GOP was simply too far gone.

That’s why Sunrisers around the country had been busting our butts from June through November to register voters and promote candidates, all of them Democrats. Four million more young people turned out to vote than in the last midterm election, helping Democrats reclaim the House of Representatives. Our generation backed the Dems without hesitation—because of the obvious need to put a check on Donald Trump—but also without enthusiasm, because it was equally obvious that the Democrats still had no plan to actually solve the massive problems casting a shadow over our future. Sunrise’s efforts had raised the profile of climate change in some races, but it was evident we still weren’t where we needed to be.

And now Pelosi had confirmed that her climate strategy extended no further than “educate the public” through a series of stuffy congressional hearings that nobody would hear about. Personally, I thought the wildfires raging across California and blanketing the news were education enough. I was scared, angry, and ready to rise up.

Six days later, I walked with two hundred others into a Washington, DC, office building, to visit Pelosi in person. We flooded the halls with yellow and black signs, repeating a desperate message: “We have 12 years. What Is Your Plan?” We already knew the answer, of course—but I’ll come back to that later.

I’d been to events like this before. I’d marched against the Keystone XL pipeline. I’d sat in the offices of my college administrators until they divested the school’s endowments from fossil fuels. I’d been arrested working to shut down a polluting coal plant in southern Massachusetts.

I’d learned the hard way that victory usually doesn’t come the same day that we sit in at a congressional office. Organizing to stop the climate crisis and secure jobs and justice for all Americans is daunting, in part because we are already starting so far behind from where we need to be, and we never win everything we need at once.

We watch our homes and our neighbors perish in the California wildfires; we get a call from our relatives across the world, telling us of the floods they hope to escape. We ask ourselves why these fires and floods keep getting worse, and our questions lead us to confront a fossil-fueled economy careening toward an unlivable future while politicians loudly deny the crisis and quietly ensure more coal and more oil is extracted and burned.

I’ve learned that it’s not the job of an organizer to wallow in all the reasons we might fail. It is our job to remember that truth and justice demand we find a way to save as many lives and livelihoods as we can, to imagine what our country might look like if we took this emergency seriously, and then to build the power we need to make that a reality.

That’s what I told myself when I woke up the morning of November 13. No matter what Rep. Nancy Pelosi does, our sit-in is another small tug at the arc of history. If our generation can step up and act like this crisis is an emergency, if we can force a conversation about the policies we need to avert catastrophe and protect our communities, then it will be worth it.

I stepped into the lobby of Nancy Pelosi’s office and spoke.


Our generation has witnessed the failure of political leadership as long as we’ve been alive on this planet. We are angry at the cowardice of our leaders at a time when courage is needed most.

Wildfires are burning down city after city in California, and the latest UN report says we have twelve years to rapidly transform our economy and society to protect human civilization as we know it. We’ll talk about it like that, ’cause that’s what it is. Meanwhile, establishment Democrats take hundreds of thousands of dollars from fossil fuel executives and lobbyists and say they have no intention of putting forward a real climate plan before 2021. That’s a death sentence for my generation.

We’ve been told our whole lives to wait and see what the adults do. We’re out here on day 1 of the new Congress because we don’t have time to wait and “see” what our leaders will do.

The last major attempt at climate policy was literally in 2009. That was when I was fourteen! Resting on our laurels won’t bring back the thirty-one lives gone in the California fires. Resting on laurels won’t save my family in India from drowning in floods. Resting on laurels sure as hell won’t save the Democratic Party.

Our generation just helped flip the House with a record turnout. We will no longer tolerate empty promises and words without action from the Democratic establishment. If Pelosi and the leadership don’t step up, they need to step aside.



And then, famously, Representative-elect Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez entered the office and offered her support for our cause. Later that day, she released a proposal for something called the Green New Deal, a comprehensive program of reform to halt climate change while creating good jobs and reducing inequality.

In the days after that sit-in, it did feel like the arc of history had budged a little. AOC’s Green New Deal proposal and our challenge to Pelosi sent a shock wave through the worlds of politics and climate advocacy. Some establishment politicians reacted with shock and anger that a newly elected congresswoman would challenge her own party so openly, while others scrambled to express support, lest they attract a sit-in in their own office.

Longtime climate advocates were amazed to see from us a holistic plan to provide a livable climate and good jobs to all Americans, black, white, and brown, all being discussed in the halls of Congress. This vision had been developed for decades by environmental justice and labor advocates who cautioned that to address climate change in isolation from racial or economic justice would be foolhardy. Now it was being discussed seriously not only in the halls of Congress but in the mainstream media. After decades of partial solutions and non-solutions, the political conversation was finally focused on change at the scale of the problem.

THE GREEN NEW DEAL

The Green New Deal is the reasonable, pragmatic response to a crisis that at this moment is almost unimaginably severe.

Critics have called it radical and far-fetched; such claims say more about the critics than about the proposals at hand. The Green New Deal only appears extreme when we, through ignorance or denial or forgetfulness, lose touch with the emergency we face. The house is on fire, but our would-be leaders are in the basement with headphones on. Will they hear the alarm before the ceiling falls in?

To stabilize our climate and preserve life on earth for future generations, we must rapidly halt carbon emissions. To do that, we must reform every aspect of our economy—the way we grow our food, get around our cities and towns, construct and heat and light our homes and offices.

The physical terrain of our lives will be rebuilt. Looking out my apartment window on Sumner Street, I imagine a Green New Deal for East Boston. Where now there is a maze of highway tunnels and traffic lights, we’ll build an affordable bus system and light rail to take people where they need to go. Today the air is sour with the smell of exhaust and pollution; soon we will breathe easy. I can picture solar panels on the roofs across the street and wind turbines in the harbor. I love my corner bodega, but today I can’t get more than cheap snacks there; soon it will carry fresh produce from a regional network of farms and gardens. We’ll have a new seawall to help protect against rising seas, while some areas will have been restored to wetlands to provide a buffer against high tide. And so it will go, in its own way, in every single big city and small town in the country.

These changes are good and necessary, but they will also be disruptive to an economy long dependent on fossil fuels. There is risk of people being left behind in an economy shifting to meet the climate threat. People could get hurt, and the resulting political backlash could undermine the whole project. We saw this happen in France, where a fuel tax hike caused an economic crunch for the country’s working class, and the ensuing popular backlash of the yellow vest movement not only sank the fuel tax but threatened the stability of the government itself.

That’s why the Green New Deal recognizes the government’s duty to guarantee fundamental human rights throughout our response to the climate crisis. It’s the right thing to do, and it’s the only way to get real climate policy implemented. The right to clean water, already violated in communities like Flint, will be made even more tenuous amid climate-induced drought, so water infrastructure must be at the top of our priority list. The right to quality health care through private employment could be imperiled as millions shift jobs due to climate policy; thus we must establish Medicare for All. The right to economic security can be met through a federal “job guarantee” policy offering dignified work to all who want it. And we must protect against institutional racism in all these programs, to guarantee that all people, black, brown, and white, benefit equally.

We’ll ensure a fair and just transition for all workers in the fossil fuel sector and other energy-intensive industries. This transition will include guaranteed priority placement in new jobs for displaced workers with equivalent pay, early retirement options, and worker retraining programs. For the people who have risked their lives working in coal mines or on dangerous offshore drilling facilities to power our homes, it’s the least our nation can do.

Rather than one priority among many, the Green New Deal is best thought of as a governing agenda that guides every aspect of public policymaking. Its many components will not all be accomplished through a single piece of legislation in Congress. Like the original New Deal, it will require dozens or hundreds of bills and executive actions, implemented over the course of a decade. The federal government must lead this project, in coordination with additional policies at the state level and in thousands of municipalities.

A governing agenda requires sustained governing power. For the Green New Deal to succeed, its backers cannot settle for one moment of victory before riding into the sunset. We must win and hold control of government for a decade or more. This kind of sustained, unapologetically progressive governance has only occurred twice before in this country’s history—during the Reconstruction era following the Civil War, and during the New Deal era from 1933 through the end of the 1960s.

As someone growing up at the blurry edge of bipartisanship’s death and the rise of political tribalism, all of this sounds unimaginable. I’ve watched politicians bicker and throw stones while temperatures, inequality, and white supremacy rise to the boiling point. One of the greatest political achievements of my lifetime was a modest improvement to our health-care system, and since then Congress has ground to a screeching halt. Forward-thinking governance is a daydream.

And yet it must be done. Doing it will require the power of organized people, organized institutions, and organized ideas. This book collects some of the key ideas about why we need the Green New Deal, what it is, and how we get there.

As we shape the Green New Deal together, we will experience the results in our everyday lives. I imagine dropping off my future children at public school, where the teachers who shape young minds will be compensated generously by a society that values the future. My children will learn the skills needed to thrive in the twenty-first century: in science, methods of ecological restoration; in the humanities, ways of articulating our fears and hopes for the future; in social studies, tools for conflict resolution and for understanding each other across our differences. On my way home, I see my neighbors putting up solar panels and a work crew building new affordable housing for displaced oceanfront residents. The neighborhood has several new murals, the product of a revived Works Progress Administration, the New Deal–era program that funded artists and cultural workers. Everywhere I see ordinary people doing honest work for the benefit of all.

I love thinking about what purpose all of us might discover in a Green New Deal America. There’s a father in Brooklyn who was laid off from a design firm in the Great Recession. He keeps putting food on the table as a delivery truck driver; but he’s got a green thumb and his favorite hobby is tending to the community garden down the block. There’s a girl on the South Side of Chicago who suffers from asthma and wonders how she’ll pay for college; she dreams of being a solar engineer so we don’t have to burn coal any longer. There’s a farmer in Iowa who is spraying pesticides on his corn and struggling to stay out of debt; he’s interested in moving to more sustainable methods if he could only get a fair price for his crop. The Green New Deal is a chance for that father in Brooklyn, and that girl in Chicago, and that farmer in Iowa, to do the work they love and the work that helps people, and to be rewarded for it.

By providing good work with family-sustaining wages, the Green New Deal offers freedom from the drudgery and stress of having to work multiple mind-numbing jobs just to make ends meet. And in focusing our collective attention on the common good rather than selfish individual advancement, we may rediscover the secrets of what makes a good life. Here in the apartment on Sumner Street, family and friends and colleagues will break bread together around a long table, drink wine, and enjoy each other’s company, not on a special occasion but as a regular practice. The Green New Deal is good living.

When disaster strikes, as we know it will, we’ll be prepared. We’ll respond in mourning, but with the consolation of knowing that we are all in it together. Access to relief services will be determined not by individual power and privilege but by collective need.

I hear clamorous voices proclaiming that none of this can be done. Across the corporate-owned airwaves and in stiff DC press conferences, they insist that survival is nothing more than a “green dream.” In response to all, we humbly, quietly insist again: “But it must be done.”

If you are looking for reasons to doubt, you will find no shortage of them. The cynic will always find plenty of evidence. I am not here to persuade you that things are not bad, or that the needed changes are likely. I am simply asking you to embrace the work of making the impossible possible. Greta Thunberg has said: “When we start to act, hope is everywhere. So instead of looking for hope—look for action. Then the hope will come.” I have dedicated my life to action, and I find myself paradoxically full of hope and brimming with sorrow all at once. I’ll take it over the alternative of dull numbness or fatalism. It feels like being alive.

There are much, much, much worse alternatives to a Green New Deal. I don’t just mean climate catastrophe. I mean the way we respond to it. There are ways that our society may adapt to cities going underwater, to landscapes being permanently erased due to drought and wildfire, to an influx of climate refugees, that are haphazard, shaped by the evils of racism and wealth inequality, and that leave people to make it on their own. This is the path we take if we do nothing.

The Green New Deal is a different choice: to survive together rather than perish separately. It is a rejection of the bunker mentality—the Wall mentality—that fearful and unimaginative men seek to impose upon the populace. It is a commitment to fight for somebody we don’t know. Yes, this requires a leap of faith. It requires us to believe in each other.

When I am with other young people, I believe. I believe that we will not be bowed by life’s defeats. I believe that we can learn to heal together. I believe that we can discover the good life together. I believe that we can remake America, that we can be the America that never was. This is the project of our lives. The time to begin is right now.

LET’S RISE UP TOGETHER

The year and a half since that day in Pelosi’s office has been the wildest time of my short life. As a spokesperson for and representative of our growing movement, I’ve been invited to meet with congressional leaders, media figures, and corporate and nonprofit executives to share our message. Sitting at those mahogany conference tables and five-course dinners, surrounded by some of the most powerful people in the country, I’ve learned without a doubt the answer to our original question: “What Is Your Plan?”

The answer? They have no plan. They don’t even have a plan to make a plan.

Let’s be more precise: they have no idea what the fuck is happening or what to do about it. The power elite has fallen asleep at the wheel.

This is why young people have got to rise up.

After every discouraging meeting with a suit, I am blessed to return to a movement full of young people who are looking to the future with clear eyes and open hearts. When I am with Sunrisers, I believe that a better world is possible. In the face of a million people insisting that it can’t be done, in the face of our own anxieties that we aren’t good enough or smart enough, that we are destined to witness the unraveling of everything we know and love, the young people of this movement wake daily and set their spirits to the project of collective liberation.

Sunrise is deeply indebted to a much larger movement of which we are a small part. We haven’t spent centuries preserving ancestral wisdom of how to live in the right relationship with the land—Indigenous peoples did that. We didn’t invent the idea of a just transition that takes care of energy industry workers amid the transition to a new economy—workers who organized through the union movement did that. We didn’t spend decades sharpening and sharing a true analysis of the deep and inextricable connections between racism, our economic system, and climate change—the environmental justice movement did that. We haven’t inspired the largest numbers of people to take to the streets in recent years—Greta Thunberg and the Friday school strikers did that.

Sunrise’s unique contribution, where we have excelled, has been in taking the fight to the political arena, bringing some of these ideas to greater prominence in the mainstream. We’ve done this by combining a political savvy with a disciplined and fast-growing movement set on a clear goal. This has been our unique contribution so far. We’re honored to have many of the thinkers who have shaped our approach to politics and movement-building represented in this book.

Whether you’re part of Sunrise, or one of our allies, or not yet engaged, we hope this book can be a tool to help us all rise up together.




PART I THE CRISIS THEY WON’T LET US SOLVE




ONE THE CRISIS HERE AND NOW

DAVID WALLACE-WELLS

How bad is it? Almost certainly worse than you think. The climate crisis is no longer a story to be foretold in the future tense, but one unfolding, catastrophically, in the present. It can no longer be defeated, only restrained. And human suffering on a scale that once seemed unthinkable, even to alarmists, has arrived unmistakably on the horizon, though we often fail to see it clearly.

We are already living in unprecedented times. The planet has warmed about 1.1 degrees Celsius since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. While that may not sound like much, it already puts us entirely outside the window of temperatures that enclose all of recorded human history. Which means that everything we have ever known as a species is the result of climate conditions we have already left behind. It is as though we have landed on a different planet, and now have to determine what parts of the civilization we’ve smuggled with us can survive, what needs to be reformed, and what must be discarded.

How different is our new planet? Since the 1970s, the area of land burned by wildfires in the American West has doubled, and the number of large fires has quintupled; as much as 60 percent of animal populations on earth have died since then, the result of ecosystem loss and pollution and warming, as have perhaps 70 percent of insects; nations in the global South have lost as much as a quarter of their potential GDP, and more than 9 million people are dying each year, already, from the air pollution produced from the burning of fossil fuels—an annual death toll the equivalent of the Holocaust.

Things will get worse from here—probably a lot worse. But a terrifying future shouldn’t distract us from a horrific present: the Greenland ice sheet melting seven times faster than just a few decades ago, European heat waves testing temperature records three times in a single summer, and Houston hit by five “500-year storms” in the last five years. Five centuries ago, Hernán Cortés had just landed in Mexico and there were no European settlements yet in North America, which means this is a storm that should be expected only once during that entire history—the arrival of European colonialists, the waging of a genocide against the continent’s native peoples, the fighting of a revolution and the establishment of an empire of slavery, the fighting of a civil war, industrialization, the waging of two world wars, the era of American empire and the Cold War, the end of the Cold War and the “end of history,” September 11 and the Great Recession.

One such storm was expected in all that time. Now five hit within a half decade. This is the world we live in today, already lethal and brutal and yet a better-than-best-case scenario for climate change. Warming will not stop tomorrow, and the emissions of yesterday and today and the next decade will, if they continue at anything like the current pace, make things much worse.

This is why, the science says, the choices made in the next decade will define the shape not just of the near future but perhaps of many centuries to come—in this way, climate change is not just incredibly rapid but unfathomably long, the effects we produce today defining life on earth for perhaps as long as humans are around to witness and record it.

In 2018, the UN IPCC released an eye-opening report declaring that “rapid and far-reaching transitions… unprecedented in terms of scale” would be necessary to keep warming below 1.5 degrees, the threshold nations of the world agreed to target in the Paris accord. To meet that target, the IPCC announced, would probably mean roughly halving global emissions—which are still rising—by 2030. That would require, the report of the world’s scientists suggested, a global mobilization against climate change like that which the United States undertook in World War II—when nearly every man of fighting age was drafted into the military and nearly every woman of working age into the workforce, when factories were repurposed and entire industrial sectors nationalized in the space of months.

Past 2030, things wouldn’t get easier: the planet would need to entirely zero out on carbon emissions by roughly 2050, the IPCC said. Technically, that would be necessary to stabilize the planet’s temperature at any level of warming, even a hellish one, since just a sliver of the carbon emissions being produced today will always mean some additional heating of the climate. At today’s rates, we would entirely exhaust the carbon budget that would allow us to limit warming to 1.5 degrees in less than a decade.

Erik Solheim, then the head of the United Nations Environment Programme, described the message of the report as “a deafening, piercing smoke alarm going off in the kitchen.” And indeed, the public was alarmed. The report was followed by a surge of political mobilization around climate change, with activists and disengaged citizens alike terrified by how short the runway seemed: twelve years to halve emissions. That does not mean 2030 is an expiration date, a suddenly arriving apocalypse beyond which decarbonization is pointless. But that fact should be no comfort. The more warming we bake in today, the harder anything we might want to do down the road will be. And there is absolutely no path to staying below 1.5 or 2 degrees of warming that does not involve a society-wide plan for decarbonization in the next decade.

How the world could get to the goal is very much an open question, but if we hope to pursue it in any way deserving of the word “just,” the wealthy nations of the world, who have benefited most from warming, must lead. To get to net-zero emissions by 2050, while allowing developing nations to decarbonize, the United States—the world’s most powerful economy, with the largest historical share of carbon emissions—will need to cut emissions much faster and much sooner. Other nations—particularly rapidly developing nations like China, India, Brazil, and others—have little incentive to act rapidly and decisively if we are not doing the same. Many analyses suggest that a “fair share” of US action would have us decarbonizing over the next decade while also supporting the decarbonization of other countries.

If we fail to halt and ramp down emissions this decade, we will reach 2 degrees of warming between 2040 and 2050. The difference between 1.5 degrees and 2 degrees may not seem like much, but with climate change every tiny differential comes with an enormous, if not unprecedented, amount of human suffering. At 2 degrees, 153 million more people would die of air pollution than in a world warmed by 1.5 degrees. On that hotter planet, flooding that today hit once a century would arrive every year, the UN expects. Many of the biggest cities in South Asia and the Middle East will be unlivable in summer. These are cities that today are home to 10, 12, 15 million people, and, as soon as 2040 or 2050, you won’t be able to walk around outside in them, and certainly wouldn’t be able to work outside in them, without risking heatstroke and possibly death on certain summer days.

This is one reason the UN expects—just by midcentury, at about 2 degrees of warming—that the world could see 200 million or more climate refugees. By that time, changes to the oceans alone could displace as many as 280 million people. Wildfires in the American West could be four times worse than they are today—four times worse than fires that regularly burn millions of acres every year; beyond 2050, scientists are reluctant to even make predictions. So totally burned will the region be, they say, that we don’t know what new plant life will grow up again amid the ashes, and so we can’t know at what rates or under what conditions that new life will burn. And at just north of 2 degrees, we will probably lock in the permanent and irreversible loss of all the planet’s ice sheets—enough to raise the global sea level, over centuries, more than 200 feet. That would flood two-thirds of the world’s major cities.

The scientists of the world call 2 degrees of warming “catastrophic.” The island nations of the world call it “genocide” and chant “1.5 to stay alive” at international climate negotiations. It is the future that Green New Dealers strive to avoid, by demanding that the US and other industrialized nations muster and mobilize all of our resources to do everything in our power to get emissions as close to net-zero as possible in the next decade. And yet, the focus on these thresholds—1.5, 2 degrees—has perhaps implied that this is the full range of warming we are at risk of. That 2 degrees is the worst we might experience. Given the obstacles facing climate action, and how rapidly decarbonization would be needed to avoid it, 2 degrees is, practically speaking, more of a best-case scenario.

We are not on the path to 2 degrees; we are nowhere near that path. If we halted global emissions tomorrow, we would probably be due for about a half-degree more of warming, just from the carbon in the atmosphere already—bringing us to about 1.5 degrees. Different models project different temperature increases for the end of the century, mostly because the biggest variable is human action: how we respond, and how quickly. But without very aggressive decarbonization, the planet is nearly certain to warm by at least 3 degrees Celsius by the end of the century.

In its last major report, the United Nations (UN) projected that the path we’re on today could take us north of 4 degrees, and a new generation of more sophisticated models suggests the warming could be higher still. And at 4 degrees, it’s been estimated that global GDP could be as much as 30 percent smaller than it would be without climate change—an impact twice as deep as the Great Depression, and permanent. Climate damages could reach $600 trillion—hundreds of trillions more than all the wealth that exists in the world today. Megadroughts could produce regular “multiple breadbasket failures,” producing widespread famine. According to some estimates, whole regions of Africa and Australia and the United States, parts of South America north of Patagonia, and Asia south of Siberia could be rendered uninhabitable by direct heat, desertification, and flooding. Certainly it would make them inhospitable.

We could have more than twice as much war, because of the relationship between temperature and conflict, and half as much food, because agricultural yields decline as temperatures rise. Parts of the planet could be hit by six climate-driven natural disasters at once, which, among other things, calls into question the ability of any government, no matter how wealthy and well run, to respond. Climate scientist Kevin Anderson has said that 4 degrees of warming is a world “incompatible with an organized global community” and “is likely to be beyond ‘adaptation.’ ” Projections like that lie beyond the realm of science, strictly speaking. But so does our future: we simply cannot know in detail what things will look like at these temperature levels, they are so far from all of human experience.

And yet our lives will all be defined by those changes, no matter who we are or where we live. Nothing, and no one, lives outside of the crisis, which is all-encompassing, all-touching, all-transforming already. This is the perverse promise of warming: nearly everything that is broken or brutal about the world today will be made worse by climate change, should we not take action to stop it. And nearly everything that is alluring and vibrant and vital can be made better and brighter, too, through decarbonization, should we pursue it.

We might assume that a crisis of this scope took centuries of slow, steady boiling to reach, beginning when the first carbon was burned in eighteenth-century England. But in fact, more than half of all the carbon exhaled into the atmosphere by the burning of fossil fuels has been emitted in just the past three decades. Which means we have done as much damage to the fate of the planet and its ability to sustain human life and civilization since Al Gore published his first book on climate than in all the centuries—all the millennia—that came before. Eighty-five percent of all fossil burning has happened since the end of World War II, meaning the story of the industrialized world’s kamikaze mission is the story of a single lifetime.

The UN established its climate change framework in 1992, advertising scientific consensus unmistakably to the world; this means we have now engineered as much ruin knowingly as we ever managed in ignorance. And we are doing it very rapidly, producing each year more carbon emissions than we did, collectively, the previous year—not just by not moving quickly enough to decarbonize, in other words, but moving decisively in the wrong direction, even today, accelerating into an irreversible cataclysm every year. Today, we are adding carbon to the atmosphere ten times faster than the rate at which greenhouse gases filled the atmosphere during the worst mass extinction in the earth’s history, when perhaps as much as 97 percent of all life on earth died.

This is bad news—but it contains, at least, a silver lining of political opportunity. Contemplating the worst-case scenarios—twice as much war, half as much food, a permanent economic depression, a crisis “beyond adaptation”—can feel paralyzing, because the scale of those impacts is so large. But they are ultimately a reflection of just how much power we collectively retain over the climate. If we bring about those catastrophic scenarios, it will be because of actions humans will take from this point forward. Which means we can take a different kind of action as well, and produce just as dramatic an effect in the opposite direction: toward a just and prosperous and fulfilling green world.

That may seem naive. And the obstacles are, indeed, enormous. But it is also a simple fact that the main driver of warming is human action—how much carbon our economies put into the atmosphere. At some point, should we not change course, we will eventually trigger feedback loops by which the climate system warms itself, perhaps quite rapidly and dramatically. But for now—and for the pivotal decade we are entering—human hands are on those levers, and we are deciding, as a society, what kind of future we want for ourselves, our children, and our grandchildren.

All of which raises the question: Who is “we”? Punishments from warming are already unequal, and will grow more so—within communities, within nations, and globally. Those with power to make meaningful change are often those today most protected from warming; in many cases, they are those who stand to benefit, sometimes handsomely, from inaction. But those who stand to suffer from that inaction, and those disasters, number many times more. All told, the cost of changing course is now understood to be so much smaller than the cost of standing still that only a stranglehold on our political economy could explain the indifference of public policy toward the existential challenge we face, collectively, in the form of extreme weather and natural disasters and generalized climate suffering.

That is not to say making a different choice will be easy. We are now burning 60 percent more coal than we were just in the year 2000. And energy is, actually, just one part of it. There is also the need to get to zero emissions from all other sources—deforestation, agriculture, infrastructure, livestock, landfills. And the need to protect all human systems from the coming onslaught of natural disasters and extreme weather. And the need to erect a system of global cooperation, to coordinate such a project.

The speed and scope of this crisis make it hard to comprehend all at once; on the one hand, we’ve brought our world to the brink of catastrophe in the span of a lifetime, and we are determining now, in this next decade, whether we keep our world within the bounds of comfortable habitability. At the same time, we’ve already transported ourselves to a planet our civilization was not built for, and we’re already locked into decades of disruption and deterioration that will leave no part of our world unchanged. What that means is that we have not at all arrived at a new equilibrium. It is more like we’ve taken one step out on the plank off a pirate ship.

Perhaps because of the exhausting false debate about whether climate change is “real,” too many of us have developed a misleading impression that its effects are binary. But global warming is not “yes” or “no,” nor is it “today’s weather forever” or “doomsday tomorrow.” It is a cascade of cruelties, ruptures, and unravelings that gets worse as long as we continue to produce greenhouse gas. And so the experience of life in a climate transformed by human activity is not just a matter of stepping from one stable ecosystem into another, somewhat worse one. The effects will grow and build as the planet continues to warm. If we are already surrounded by what can seem at times like an unimaginable world, then we must be spurred to faster action to avoid even more unimaginable ones arriving, and soon. The future is very literally up to us.



“Paradise—may it be all its name implies”

Mikala Butson

In Paradise, California, there used to be a sign that read “Paradise—may it be all its name implies.” I grew up surrounded by trailer parks, decrepit mobile homes, and unkempt yards. While it was not always, in fact, a place that was all its name implied, Paradise was still my town. Now, people know it as the home of one of the deadliest and most destructive wildfires in history.

On November 8, 2018, my mother sent me photos of the fire. She had been working her early-morning job when she spotted a strange-looking sunrise peeking out over the mountains in the direction of Paradise. My brother was at home asleep. She raced back toward the fire to get him. As she drove, flames traversed the mountainside and black smoke engulfed the trees.

I remember my mom calling me and asking me if I wanted her to grab anything from my room.

I thought about the home I had known for as long as I could remember. I thought of the tree in the front yard where our first dog was buried. I remembered getting ready for prom and dancing around my room after ballet classes. I reminisced about playing make-believe games with my brother. Those memories could not be taken along in a car.

I told her I did not need anything—all I wanted was for my family to be okay.

Then, silence. We lost contact.

I frantically searched every Facebook group I knew of looking for answers. I saw videos of people driving through flames and burned bodies trapped in cars. I read stories about people stalled in parking lots and sheltering in pharmacies. I didn’t know where my family was. All I knew was that they were driving through Paradise where the fire was growing by a football field every second.

I called nonstop with no response.

Several hours later, my brother called. He and my mom had escaped. They said they would have gotten caught in the fire if it wasn’t for a man frantically waving and screaming at them to turn around and drive the other way. They told me about the elderly people they saw walking with their suitcases because they didn’t have cars of their own.

Our home sustained extensive smoke damage. The town I knew for nearly my entire life now consists of rubble, contaminated drinking water, and dangerous debris. We fought for months with the insurance company, eventually selling our home as is and leaving nearly everything behind because we couldn’t afford a moving truck.

I wanted to do something but I felt there was nothing left to fight for. Then, I found Sunrise.

I was invited to tell Paradise’s story and since then I haven’t stopped fighting. Every day, I think about those burned places—not just because they were places I enjoyed but because they were owned by people. People whose whereabouts remain a mystery to me. I think about how my story can, and will, become the story of many others—of towns that will burn or drown or otherwise collapse under the impact of climate change. For them, I will fight until every town is guaranteed a just and sustainable future.



TWO WE DIDN’T START THE FIRE

KATE ARONOFF

It’s easy to feel hopeless about the climate crisis hurtling toward us, threatening 500-year floods, thawed-out ancient plagues, and other disasters seemingly plucked from the Old Testament and plopped into our ten-day weather forecasts. The full scope of this destruction is almost impossible to comprehend. To cope and to understand, we break it down into parts we can wrap our heads around, to some unseasonably warm day in mid-October or whatever storm crashes into our city. We also filter it through whatever ideas—about politics or economics—happen to be lying around.

To many of us living in the global North, at least, those ideas don’t offer much help in understanding the problem—let alone what to do about it. For nearly half a century now, an extensive network of right-wing think tanks, media outlets, and politicians have attempted to infuse every public policy debate under the sun with a warped moral philosophy: if you’re in trouble, it must be your own fault. And you alone can fix it. “Too many people,” former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher said, “have been given to understand that when they have a problem it is government’s job to cope with it… They are casting their problems on society. And, you know, there is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families. And no governments can do anything except through people, and people must look to themselves first.”

Her counterpart across the Atlantic, Ronald Reagan, echoed that sentiment, warning of what he called the nine most terrifying words in the English language: “I’m from the government and I’m here to help.” Nearly half a century on, these mantras still shape the way we look at the climate crisis. Faced with the greatest existential threat the world has ever faced, they suggest that there is no such thing as an organized, society-wide response, and no meaningful role for the government to play. There are only individuals, each of us is equally to blame, and each of us must do our small part in isolation, becoming more conscious consumers and sacrificing for the greater good.

After years of denial and delay by the most powerful people on earth, then, Thatcher’s words still hold sway. Earth Day listicles tell us how to lower our carbon footprints by having fewer children and eating less meat as oil executives board private planes to go stake out their newfound reserves. It’s not only that this is a problem of our own making, either. It’s one we’re allegedly hardwired not to fix, and the only choice now is to embrace the inevitable apocalypse we led ourselves into.

Consider the folk wisdom of novelist Jonathan Franzen. “Call me a pessimist or call me a humanist, but I don’t see human nature fundamentally changing anytime soon. I can run ten thousand scenarios through my model, and in not one of them do I see the two-degree target being met,” he mourned recently, referring to the temperature threshold inscribed in the Paris Agreement. Detailing an earlier round of climate talks, writer Nathaniel Rich offered a similarly dreary take on human nature for the New York Times Magazine. “We have trained ourselves, whether culturally or evolutionarily, to obsess over the present,” he wrote, adding that we “worry about the medium term and cast the long term out of our minds, as we might spit out a poison.”

But who, in this story, is we? Laying the blame on all of humanity, and on our damned, irredeemable nature, doesn’t make much sense when it comes to the climate crisis. There are staggering inequalities between wealthy nations like the United States—the world’s largest historical emitter of fossil fuels—and the poorer countries already being worst hit. Within countries there are vast differences too, lest Charles Koch’s carbon footprint stand in for that of all Americans. The crisis will, of course, affect all of us at some point, but there is no universal we fueling rising temperatures or blocking attempts to cap them.

Simply put, we don’t all have our hands equally on the levers that fuel climate chaos. A tiny set of very powerful corporations and oligarchs spent prodigious amounts of money to keep burning and extracting toward destruction. For years they lied to us and told us that there’s no crisis. After losing that fight, they spent almost as much money convincing us to blame ourselves for it, conveniently building on Reagan’s doctrine of individual responsibility. It was none other than BP—the world’s sixth-largest polluter—that popularized the concept of a personal carbon footprint.

All that cloying rhetoric about individual responsibility has just been the public face of a push to peel back regulations and protect corporate profits from such grave threats as taxes and democracy, taking resources from the many and redistributing them among the few. To draw attention away from the incredible solidarity found at the top of the income and wealth bracket, it pits working people in competition with one another instead of against their bosses. And it’s worked wonders. The concentration of wealth at the top in the United States has returned to levels not seen since the 1920s, and the richest 400 families here—the top 0.01 percent—now pay a lower tax rate than the bottom 50 percent of households. These asymmetries track closely to greenhouse gas emissions: the wealthiest 10 percent of the world’s population produce about half of its greenhouse gas emissions, while only about 10 percent of emissions are produced by the poorest 50 percent, concentrated—like climate impacts, cruelly—in the global South.

But to really get a sense for how unequal carbon footprints are, we have to look at corporations. Since the dawn of the industrial age, just ninety corporations—most of them fossil fuel producers—have produced two-thirds of planet-heating emissions. Since 1965, just twenty shareholder and state-owned fossil fuel companies have been responsible for 35 percent of the world’s energy-related carbon dioxide and methane emissions. Accounting for Rex Tillerson’s $145 million in ExxonMobil shares circa 2015—and the emissions that company creates—researcher Dario Kenner found that the CEO was responsible for over 52,000 metric tons of carbon dioxide that year: well over 3,200 times that of the average American, 6,400 times the average resident of China, and 38,400 times the average Indian.

One might argue—as executives like Tillerson do—that these corporations are simply producing their supply to meet our demand. That argument, though, ignores how central they’ve been to keeping that demand high and growing it, despite every shred of evidence suggesting that their business model—to dig up and burn as many fossil fuels as possible—is driving the world off a climate cliff. For decades, ExxonMobil and Shell misled the public about the fact that temperatures were rising and that their products had plenty to do with it, publicly refuting conclusions reached by their own scientists internally. In the US, ExxonMobil funded climate denier groups like the Heartland Institute to blanket state legislatures with white papers of junk science and gin up a debate in the mainstream media about climate science that never would have existed otherwise.

They’ve also helped transform the Republican Party into the political arm of the fossil fuel industry and bought off plenty of Democratic politicians as well. From 1989 until 2002, ExxonMobil, Shell, and more than forty other corporations and trade associations for polluting industries used the innocuously named Global Climate Coalition to undermine the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and lobby against US involvement in the Kyoto Protocol, a binding UN climate pact reached almost twenty years before the comparatively watered-down Paris Agreement, before many Sunrise organizers and youth climate strikers were born. The same fossil fuel companies continue spending billions of dollars lobbying policymakers against commonsense regulations and to use federal law to open up new sources of and markets for their products that are cooking us, raking in an estimated $5.1 trillion in direct and indirect subsidies worldwide.

After decades of disinformation, it’s time to place the blame where it belongs and design policy accordingly. We didn’t start the fire, and the fire’s burning because a clique of incredibly wealthy corporations does everything in their power to keep digging up coal, oil, and gas. The question for us now is not whether we can turn off the lights earlier or change “human nature.” The question is whether we—our societies, our governments, and our economies—can execute a massive transition off fossil fuels and build a greener, fairer world.

If we are serious about that transformation—about survival—then what will it actually take?

The IPCC’s 2018 report found that capping warming at 1.5 degrees Celsius “would require rapid and far-reaching transitions in energy, land, urban and infrastructure (including transport and buildings), and industrial systems,” changes that “are unprecedented in terms of scale… and imply deep emissions reductions in all sectors.” In 2019, the UN Environment Programme called for global emissions reductions of 7.6 percent every year between 2020 and 2030 to meet the same goal. The greatest recorded annual drop in emissions to date—of 5 percent—was triggered by the collapse of the Soviet Union, when one of the world’s largest and most polluting economies ground to a virtual halt. Thousands of miles’ worth of farmland were abandoned and in short order began soaking up colossal amounts of carbon dioxide.

Without the wide-scale deployment of technologies to capture and store carbon dioxide from fossil fuel plants and the atmosphere—which may or may not even be feasible—global coal, oil, and natural gas usage will, by 2050, have to decline by 97, 87, and 74 percent, respectively, per the IPCC, to cap warming at 1.5 degrees Celsius. That decline ought to happen fastest in places like the US, whose centuries of fossil-fueled economic growth enable bringing massive amounts of renewable energy online more quickly than in poorer countries. The stubborn, well-documented link between rising economic growth and rising greenhouse gas emissions also means that emissions are likely to rise outside the global North as those economies grow and people consume more. To allow space for that to happen—that is, to avoid imposing some draconian limit on new consumption in the poorest parts of the world—emissions in wealthier countries should reach net-zero by around 2030, as they provide vitally needed financial and technical support to make low-carbon development possible.

In other words, to avoid runaway catastrophe, we must overhaul our energy, food, and transit systems, on an unprecedented scale and timeline, to achieve emissions reductions never before seen in the history of humanity. There is no guarantee we will succeed. If we do, it’ll be thanks to a collective effort several orders of magnitude greater than anything humanity has accomplished before. The hard truth is that no one individual can wake up and decide to build a mass transit system, electrify the economy, or phase out fossil fuel extraction. So long as we continue to live in an energy and economic system structured root to branch around fossil fuels, there is no accumulation of voluntary lifestyle choices that can accomplish these lofty goals. If we pull off this transformation, it’ll be because big, activist governments set their sights squarely on constructing a carbon-free economy as fast as possible. The Green New Deal is from the government, and it’s here to help.

If we look at the needed transitions, sector by sector, we get a sense of their scale. For starters, we need to triple the amount of economic activity that takes place on the electricity grid, which currently does not provide the energy to heat and cool our homes and start our cars. That means putting millions of people to work building thousands of miles’ worth of transmission lines and overhauling the power sector as we know it, quite literally rewiring the country so that utilities can accept electricity from homes and communities instead of just distributing it.

Our suburban-centric urban sprawl will have to be filled in with lush networks of public transit and dense, affordable housing as combustion engines become a relic of the past. Much more of our food will need to be grown close to the places we eat it, and millions of people will need to be relocated as low-lying cities are battered and swallowed by the stronger storms and sea level rise already heading our way. We’ll need to figure out how to take an awful lot of carbon dioxide out of the air, too, with the surest strategy being to plant billions or even trillions of trees. Sectors that are more difficult to decarbonize, like aviation and construction, are still in dire need of trillions of dollars in research and development (R&D) funding. This is all just the tip of the iceberg.

On the energy front, avoiding outright global catastrophe requires both that we build out massive amounts of clean power infrastructure and keep fossil fuels in the ground by challenging the business model of the coal, oil, and gas industry head-on. As it tackles energy consumption, a Green New Deal also needs to transform consumption in ways that curb energy demand, making low-carbon lives available to all. Those massive investments in public transit and energy-efficient affordable housing would go a long way toward decreasing the carbon footprint of our cities and towns and making them altogether more livable. A four-day workweek would leave more time for low-carbon dinners with friends and trips to the beach. National fuel-efficiency and renewable standards, like those in place at the state level in California, could require utilities and car companies to ramp up clean power usage or face harsh penalties. And a Cash for Clunkers program could mean that those who do still have to drive wouldn’t be spewing greenhouse gases into the air while doing so.

All this could be a boon to clean energy companies and several other industries that will be essential to the transition. However, much of the work required for such a massive and rapid transition simply isn’t profitable enough—in that way, it’s like teaching and firefighting. It will be a stubbornly tough sell to risk-averse private investors, pointing again to the need for a strong public sector acting in the interest of the common good.

Simply adding more renewables to the grid won’t be enough to drive down fossil fuel use to the extent needed, either. We’ve got to cut off fossil fuel pollution at its source, by taming the corporations hell-bent on extracting coal, oil, and so on. Even as solar and wind power have gotten cheaper and more widespread in the last several years, the share of energy they generate nationwide has remained largely flat. The rate of fossil fuel extraction has continued to increase and shows few signs of slowing down—particularly as the United States becomes a net exporter. In other words, the good isn’t out-competing the bad. Placing real constraints on coal, oil, and gas companies is the only way to ensure we can reach our climate goals.

One place to start is ending the roughly $20 billion in subsidies the government hands over to the fossil fuel industry each year at the state and federal levels, including long-standing tax giveaways. (Permanent tax breaks to the fossil fuel sector are seven times greater than those awarded to renewables.) In banning new offshore drilling exploration, the United States would follow the example already set by New Zealand. And a Green New Deal could move to end the following practices: leasing federal land and water to drillers; granting permits for the kind of new infrastructure that allows companies to export oil and gas abroad; and reinstating the crude oil export ban, lifted in 2015. Handouts to the fossil fuel industry are so extensive that the Stockholm Environment Institute has estimated that as much as half of new oil and gas development would be unprofitable without them. Removing the perverse incentives that keep them afloat should be a no-brainer.

But more dramatic action may be needed; time and again the industry has shown that it will fight even light regulations with well-funded disinformation and armies of lobbyists. Exxon, Chevron, and their ilk will not politely relinquish hundreds of billions of dollars in fossil fuel reserves. In its quest to dismantle the public programs of the New Deal, the Right—in lockstep with corporate America—has yelled “Stalinism!” at anyone who suggests the government wield its power to steer the economy in the public interest, all the while lobbying the government to give corporations lavish tax breaks and legalize the conversion of public lands and public programs into extractive moneymaking schemes. Let’s not forget that Wall Street has been this century’s greatest beneficiary of government largesse.

To hasten the transition to net-zero emissions, researchers at the Next System Project have suggested that the US government could bring US-based fossil fuel industries under public ownership by buying up 51 percent of their shares—investors could sell these voluntarily, or else be made to compulsorily—then moving swiftly to curtail production, kneecapping these companies’ capacity to pollute our political system. Of course, cutting off new extraction overnight would leave workers and communities that depend on fossil fuel employment in a lurch, and cause arguably catastrophic ripple effects throughout the US economy if alternatives were not at the ready. Whatever ownership structure is in place, living up to the values embodied in a Green New Deal will require a managed decline of the fossil fuel industry, in which the first priority is ensuring a dignified quality of life for extractive sector employees and the communities they live in—not golden parachutes for C-suite executives.

As we debate the policies of the coming transition, we can expect to hear fossil fuel executives supporting a modest carbon tax as an alternative to Green New Deal–style policymaking. They know all too well that subtle price signals cannot wholly decarbonize the economy on the timeline needed. The math for them is straightforward: a modest tax on carbon will finally kill coal while driving companies toward more oil and gas production that the tax is too low to deter. Combined with a few token investments in low-carbon fuels, it’ll also pacify critics and ward off more stringent regulations.

More likely is that a meaningfully strong carbon tax won’t pass at all, and business as usual can keep humming along. While one industry-backed plan would start at $40 per ton, the IPCC report referenced above says that a global carbon tax ranging from $135 to $5,500 per ton would be needed to avert a catastrophic rise in temperatures. For reference, Sweden has the highest carbon tax on earth at $123 per ton, and existing prices on carbon worldwide average around $8 per ton. When France attempted to impose a 0.25 cent per ton gas tax, yellow vest protests exploded—and for good reason.

In the context of a starved public sector, an across-the-board tax will hit working people the hardest; never mind the fact that the revenue generated by the gas tax was meant to fill a revenue hole left by a tax break for the wealthy. Driving a gas-guzzling vehicle to work or school isn’t a choice when there’s no public transit in your town or city. And after decades of wage stagnation in the US, trading in your beater for a Prius or a Tesla isn’t a realistic option for many people. That fact might be hard to spot, if you only see the world through economic modeling—but it is unavoidable if you actually hope to get something passed.

Few, though, would argue that some kind of price on carbon is a bad idea. There is a compelling case to be made for including it in a much wider suite of climate policies. But market tweaks are no substitute for the robust regulation and public investment needed to build an equitable low-carbon world, with the government playing a proactive role in determining what goals the economy should be chasing.

A Green New Deal, to crib a phrase from Franklin Delano Roosevelt, should welcome the polluters’ hatred. A stand-alone carbon price is scarcely more capable of solving the problem than outright denial. Given the economic transition required to avert catastrophe, Green New Dealers are right to turn to a different playbook altogether—a time in the US when large-scale economic planning didn’t seem so radical. Be it the mobilization around World War II or the New Deal itself, American history is rife with examples of the state setting out a bold goal and meeting it, leveraging the full force of the US government to take on problems whose costs were simply unthinkable. There was no easy price tag to be put on human lives when elected leaders faced a depression that would leave millions starving in the streets. When the threat of the Third Reich arose, the cost of doing nothing was incalculable—and world leaders knew they would never defeat Hitler and the Axis powers by putting a modest price on fascism. Climate breakdown presents a threat no less grave or existential than those faced in the 1930s and 1940s.

From electrifying everything, to expanding mass transit, to taming the fossil fuel oligarchs—there’s no path to a clean energy future that doesn’t run through big government. But just one Green New Deal in one country won’t be enough, either. Carbon knows no borders, and even a radically ambitious Green New Deal won’t be worth much if it stops at our national borders. As it leads by example, the US will need to leverage all its might in multilateral institutions and world trade to create a global order fit for the twenty-first century, in solidarity with other countries interested in saving this increasingly balmy rock we all call home.

So where does human nature fit in all this? What if humanity is just too greedy and self-centered to make the largest economic transformation the world has ever seen—incapable of looking beyond the immediate short term to further the greater good? Not willing to sacrifice enough? The economist Rexford Tugwell, a member of FDR’s so-called brain trust, might have summed it up best:


Men are, by impulse, cooperative. They have their competitive impulses, to be sure; but these are normally subordinate. Laissez-faire exalted the competitive and maimed the cooperative impulses. It deluded men with the false notion that the sum of many petty struggles was aggregate cooperation. Men were taught to believe that they were, paradoxically, advancing cooperation when they were defying it. That was a viciously false paradox. Of that, today, most of us are convinced and, as a consequence, the cooperative impulse is asserting itself openly and forcibly, no longer content to achieve its end obliquely and by stealth. We are openly and notoriously on the way to mutual endeavours.






THREE MARKET FUNDAMENTALISM AT THE WORST TIME

NAOMI KLEIN

The alarm bells of the climate crisis have been ringing in our ears for years and are getting louder all the time—yet humanity has failed to change course. What is wrong with us?

Many answers to that question have been offered, ranging from the extreme difficulty of getting all the governments in the world to agree on anything, to an absence of real technological solutions, to something deep in our human nature that keeps us from acting in the face of seemingly remote threats, to—more recently—the claim that we have blown it anyway and there is no point in even trying to do much more than enjoy the scenery on the way down.

Some of these explanations are valid, but all are ultimately inadequate. Take the claim that it’s just too hard for so many countries to agree on a course of action. It is hard. But many times in the past, the United Nations has helped governments come together to tackle tough cross-border challenges, from ozone depletion to nuclear proliferation. The deals produced weren’t perfect, but they represented real progress. Moreover, during the same years that our governments failed to enact a tough and binding legal architecture requiring emission reductions, supposedly because cooperation was too complex, they managed to create the World Trade Organization—an intricate global system that regulates the flow of goods and services around the planet, under which the rules are clear and violations are harshly penalized.

The assertion that we have been held back by a lack of technological solutions is no more compelling. Power from renewable sources like wind and water predates the use of fossil fuels and it is becoming cheaper, more efficient, and easier to store. The past two decades have seen an explosion of ingenious zero-waste design, as well as green urban planning. Not only do we have the technical tools to get off fossil fuels, we also have no end of small pockets where these low-carbon lifestyles have been tested with tremendous success. And yet the kind of large-scale transition that would give us a collective chance of averting catastrophe eludes us.

Is it just human nature that holds us back, then? In fact, we humans have shown ourselves willing to collectively sacrifice in the face of threats many times, most famously in the embrace of rationing, victory gardens, and victory bonds during World Wars I and II. Indeed, to support fuel conservation during World War II, pleasure driving was virtually eliminated in the UK, and between 1938 and 1944, use of public transit went up by 87 percent in the US and by 95 percent in Canada. Twenty million US households—representing three-fifths of the population—were growing victory gardens in 1943, and their yields accounted for 42 percent of the fresh vegetables consumed that year. Interestingly, all of these activities together dramatically reduce carbon emissions.

Yes, the threat of war seemed immediate and concrete, but so too is the threat posed by the climate crisis that has already been a substantial contributor to massive disasters in some of the world’s major cities. Still, we’ve gone soft since those days of wartime sacrifice, haven’t we? Contemporary humans are too self-centered, too addicted to gratification, to live without the full freedom to satisfy our every whim—or so our culture tells us every day. And yet the truth is that we continue to make collective sacrifices in the name of an abstract greater good all the time. We sacrifice our pensions, our hard-won labor rights, our arts and after-school programs. We accept that we have to pay dramatically more for the destructive energy sources that power our transportation and our lives. We accept that bus and subway fares go up and up while service fails to improve or degenerates. We accept that a public university education should result in a debt that will take half a lifetime to pay off when such a thing was unheard-of a generation ago.

The past thirty years have been a steady process of getting less and less in the public sphere. This is all defended in the name of austerity, the current justification for these never-ending demands for collective sacrifice. In the past, calls for balanced budgets, greater efficiency, and faster economic growth have served the same role.

It seems to me that if humans are capable of sacrificing this much collective benefit in the name of stabilizing an economic system that makes daily life so much more expensive and precarious, then surely humans should be capable of making some important lifestyle changes in the interest of stabilizing the physical systems upon which all of life depends. Especially because many of the changes that need to be made to dramatically cut emissions would also materially improve the quality of life for the majority of people on the planet—from allowing kids in Beijing and Delhi to play outside without wearing pollution masks to creating good jobs in clean energy sectors for tens of millions.

Time is tight, to be sure. But we could commit ourselves, tomorrow, to radically cutting our fossil fuel emissions and beginning the shift to zero-carbon sources of energy based on renewable technology, with a full-blown transition underway within the decade. We have the tools to do that. And if we did, the seas would still rise and the storms would still come, but we would stand a much greater chance of preventing truly catastrophic warming. Indeed, entire nations could be saved from the waves.

So my mind keeps coming back to the question: What is wrong with us? I think the answer is far more simple than many have led us to believe: we have not done the things that are necessary to lower emissions because those things fundamentally conflict with deregulated capitalism, the reigning ideology for the entire period we have been struggling to find a way out of this crisis. We are stuck because the actions that would give us the best chance of averting catastrophe—and would benefit the vast majority—are extremely threatening to an elite minority that has a stranglehold over our economy, our political process, and most of our major media outlets.

That problem might not have been insurmountable had it presented itself at another point in our history. But it is our great collective misfortune that the scientific community made its decisive diagnosis of the climate threat at the precise moment when those elites were enjoying more unfettered political, cultural, and intellectual power than at any point since the 1920s. Indeed, governments and scientists began talking seriously about radical cuts to greenhouse gas emissions in 1988—the exact year that marked the dawn of what came to be called “globalization,” with the signing of the agreement representing the world’s largest bilateral trade relationship between Canada and the US, later to be expanded into the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with the inclusion of Mexico.

The three policy pillars of this new era are familiar to us all: privatization of the public sphere, deregulation of the corporate sector, and lower corporate taxation, paid for with cuts to public spending. Much has been written about the real-world costs of these policies—the instability of financial markets, the excesses of the super-rich, and the desperation of the increasingly disposable poor, as well as the failing state of public infrastructure and services. Very little, however, has been written about how market fundamentalism has, from the very first moments, systematically sabotaged our collective response to climate change.

The core problem was that the stranglehold that market logic secured over public life in this period made the most direct and obvious climate responses seem politically heretical. How, for instance, could societies invest massively in zero-carbon public services and infrastructure at a time when the public sphere was being systematically dismantled and auctioned off? How could governments heavily regulate, tax, and penalize fossil fuel companies when all such measures were being dismissed as relics of “command and control” communism? And how could the renewable energy sector receive the supports and protections it needed to replace fossil fuels when “protectionism” had been made a dirty word?

Even more directly, the policies that so successfully freed multinational corporations from virtually all constraints also contributed significantly to the underlying cause of global warming—rising greenhouse gas emissions. The numbers are striking: In the 1990s, as the market integration project ramped up, global emissions were going up an average of 1 percent a year; by the 2000s, with “emerging markets” like China now fully integrated into the world economy, emissions growth had sped up disastrously, with the annual rate of increase reaching 3.4 percent a year for much of the decade. That rapid growth rate continues to this day, having been interrupted only briefly in 2009 by the world financial crisis. Emissions rebounded with a vengeance in 2010, which saw the largest absolute increase since the Industrial Revolution.

With hindsight, it’s hard to see how it could have turned out otherwise. The twin signatures of this era have been the mass export of products across vast distances (relentlessly burning carbon all the way) and the import of a uniquely wasteful model of production, consumption, and agriculture to every corner of the world (also based on the profligate burning of fossil fuels). Put differently, the liberation of world markets, a process powered by the liberation of unprecedented amounts of fossil fuels from the earth, has dramatically sped up the same process that is liberating Arctic ice from existence.

As a result, we now find ourselves in a very difficult and slightly ironic position. Because of those decades of hard-core emitting, exactly when we were supposed to be cutting back, the things we must do to avoid catastrophic warming are no longer just in conflict with the particular strain of deregulated capitalism that triumphed in the 1980s. They are now in conflict with the fundamental imperative at the heart of our economic model: grow or die.

Once carbon has been emitted into the atmosphere, it sticks around for hundreds of years, some of it even longer, trapping heat. The effects are cumulative, growing more severe with time. And according to emissions specialists like the Tyndall Centre’s Kevin Anderson (as well as countless others), so much carbon has been allowed to accumulate in the atmosphere over the past two decades that now our only hope of keeping warming below the internationally agreed-upon target of 2°C is for wealthy countries to cut their emissions by somewhere in the neighborhood of 8 to 10 percent a year. The “free” market simply cannot accomplish this task. Indeed, this level of emission reduction has happened only in the context of economic collapse or deep depressions.

What those numbers mean is that our economic system and our planetary system are now at war. Or, more accurately, our economy is at war with many forms of life on earth, including human life. What the climate needs to avoid collapse is a contraction in humanity’s use of resources; what our economic model demands to avoid collapse is unfettered expansion. Only one of these sets of rules can be changed, and it’s not the laws of nature.

Fortunately, it is eminently possible to transform our economy so that it is less resource-intensive, and to do it in ways that are equitable, with the most vulnerable protected and the most responsible bearing the bulk of the burden. Low-carbon sectors of our economies can be encouraged to expand and create jobs, while high-carbon sectors are encouraged to contract. The problem, however, is that this scale of economic planning and management is entirely outside the boundaries of our reigning ideology. The only kind of contraction our current system can manage is a brutal crash, in which the most vulnerable will suffer most of all.

So we are left with a stark choice: allow climate disruption to change everything about our world, or change pretty much everything about our economy to avoid that fate. But we need to be very clear: because of our decades of collective denial, no gradual, incremental options are now available to us. Gentle tweaks to the status quo stopped being a climate option when we supersized the American Dream in the 1990s and then proceeded to take it global. And it’s no longer just radicals who see the need for radical change. In 2012, twenty-one past winners of the prestigious Blue Planet Prize—a group that includes James Hansen, former director of NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies, and Gro Harlem Brundtland, former prime minister of Norway—authored a landmark report. It stated that “in the face of an absolutely unprecedented emergency, society has no choice but to take dramatic action to avert a collapse of civilization. Either we will change our ways and build an entirely new kind of global society, or they will be changed for us.” Kevin Anderson came to a similar conclusion: “Our ongoing and collective carbon profligacy has squandered any opportunity for the ‘evolutionary change’ afforded by our earlier (and larger) 2°C carbon budget. Today, after two decades of bluff and lies, the remaining 2°C budget demands revolutionary change to the political and economic hegemony.”

That’s tough for a lot of people in important positions to accept, since it challenges something that might be even more powerful than capitalism, and that is the fetish of centrism—of reasonableness, seriousness, splitting the difference, and generally not getting overly excited about anything. This is the habit of thought that truly rules our era, far more among the liberals who concern themselves with matters of climate policy than among conservatives, many of whom simply deny the existence of the crisis. Climate change presents a profound challenge to this cautious centrism because half measures won’t cut it: an “all of the above energy” program, as US president Barack Obama described his approach during his two terms in office, has about as much chance of success as an all-of-the-above diet, and the firm deadlines imposed by science require that we get very worked up indeed.

The challenge, then, is not simply that we need to spend a lot of money and change a lot of policies; it’s that we need to think differently, radically differently, for those changes to be remotely possible. A worldview will need to rise to the fore that sees nature, other nations, and our own neighbors not as adversaries, but rather as partners in a grand project of mutual reinvention.

That’s a big ask. But it gets bigger. Because of our endless procrastination, we also have to pull off this massive transformation without delay. The International Energy Agency (IEA) warns that “we have no room to build anything that emits CO2 emissions,” if we are to have any hope of keeping warming below 2 degrees, never mind the 1.5-degree threshold that vulnerable nations have demanded. Fatih Birol, the executive director of the IEA, warned that the entirety of our carbon budget—the fossil fuels we can burn while staying below 2 degrees—will be eaten up by existing fossil fuel infrastructure. All new major infrastructure projects need to be low-carbon, or existing fossil fuel infrastructure, including power plants, buildings, and cars, need to be replaced earlier than planned.

All this means that the usual free market assurances—A quick techno-fix is around the corner! Dirty development is just a phase on the way to a clean environment, look at nineteenth-century London!—simply don’t add up. We don’t have a century to spare for China and India to move past their Dickensian phases. Because of our lost decades, it is time to turn this around now. Is it possible? Absolutely. Is it possible without challenging the fundamental logic of deregulated capitalism? Not a chance.

While doing this research, I was struck by a mea culpa of sorts, written by Gary Stix, a senior editor of Scientific American. Back in 2006, he edited a special issue on responses to climate change, and, like most such efforts, the articles were narrowly focused on showcasing exciting low-carbon technologies.

But in 2012, Stix wrote that he had overlooked a much larger and more important part of the story—the need to create the social and political context in which these technological shifts stand a chance of displacing the all too profitable status quo. “If we are ever to cope with climate change in any fundamental way, radical solutions on the social side are where we must focus, though. The relative efficiency of the next generation of solar cells is trivial by comparison.”

In other words, our problem has a lot less to do with the mechanics of solar power than the politics of human power—specifically whether there can be a shift in who wields it, a shift away from corporations and toward communities, which in turn depends on whether or not the great many people who are getting a rotten deal under our current system can build a determined and diverse enough social force to change the balance of power. Such a shift would require rethinking the very nature of humanity’s power—our right to extract ever more without facing consequences, our capacity to bend complex natural systems to our will. This is a shift that challenges not only capitalism but also the building blocks of materialism that preceded modern capitalism, a mentality some call “extractivism.”

Because, underneath all of this is the real truth we have been avoiding: climate change isn’t an “issue” to add to the list of things to worry about, next to health care and taxes. It is a civilizational wake-up call. A powerful message—spoken in the language of fires, floods, droughts, and extinctions—telling us that we need an entirely new economic model and a new way of sharing this planet. Telling us that we need to evolve.

Some say there is no time for this transformation; the crisis is too pressing and the clock is ticking. I agree that it would be reckless to claim that the only solution to this crisis is to revolutionize our economy and revamp our worldview from the bottom up—and anything short of that is not worth doing. There are all kinds of measures that would lower emissions substantively that could and should be done right now. But we aren’t taking those measures, are we? The reason is that by failing to fight these big battles that stand to shift our ideological direction and change the balance of who holds power in our societies, a context has been slowly created in which any muscular response to climate change seems politically impossible.

On the other hand, if we can shift the cultural context even a little, then there will be some breathing room for those sensible reformist policies that will at least get the atmospheric carbon numbers moving in the right direction. And winning is contagious. So who knows?

For a quarter of a century, we have tried the approach of polite incremental change, attempting to bend the physical needs of the planet to our economic model’s need for constant growth and new profit-making opportunities. The results have been disastrous, leaving us all in a great deal more danger than when the experiment began.

Climate change is already here, and increasingly brutal disasters are headed our way no matter what we do. But it’s not too late to avert the worst, and there is still time to change ourselves so that we are far less brutal to one another when those disasters strike. And that, it seems to me, is worth a great deal. The thing about a crisis this big, this all-encompassing, is that it changes everything. It changes what we can do, what we can hope for, what we can demand from ourselves and our leaders. It means there is a whole lot of stuff that we have been told is inevitable that simply cannot stand. And it means that a whole lot of stuff we have been told is impossible has to start happening right away.

Can we pull it off? All I know is that nothing is inevitable. Nothing except that climate change changes everything. And for a very brief time, the nature of that change is still up to us.




FOUR AVERTING CLIMATE COLLAPSE REQUIRES CONFRONTING RACISM

IAN HANEY LÓPEZ

The Green New Deal promises aggressive measures to avert climate collapse. In addition, though, it also proposes radical measures to ameliorate economic inequality and racism. The Sunrise Movement describes it as “the only plan put forward to address the interwoven crises of climate catastrophe, economic inequality, and racism at the scale that science and justice demand.” Yet even a large number of progressives see dangerous overreach in the legislation’s linking of the environmental emergency with the fights for economic as well as racial justice. Many worry that seeking to simultaneously address the environmental crisis, capitalism, and racism thrills activists but virtually guarantees that nothing happens to save the planet. On the contrary: enacting the Green New Deal requires addressing race, class, and climate together.

To see why, step back for a moment to consider the animating insight behind the Green New Deal. To slow global warming, the United States government must intervene on a massive scale. No salvation is possible without government’s might. What stands in the way? The primary culprit seems to be the reigning free market ideology that slanders government as serfdom’s handmaiden and instead heralds loosely regulated capitalism as the surest route to liberty. This ideology prevents the government from acting forcefully on behalf of most Americans, thereby condemning the vast majority to chronic economic, health, and environmental jeopardy while it concentrates wealth in corporations and family dynasties. Yet it continues to hold sway not just in the halls of power but among broad swaths of voters.

So the question repeats itself, now pushed back one level. Preventing climate collapse depends upon the government acting forcefully. Government action requires defeating free market ideology. Again, we must ask: What stands in the way?

Racism—or, more particularly, the Right’s strategic manipulation of racial resentment. The intense concentration of society’s wealth generates widespread social misery. What can justify awarding the ultrarich so much while most struggle to get by on so little? Stories about free markets are not nearly sufficient to this task. They are far too abstract. Instead, the Right deploys visceral racist narratives about who “we” are, who threatens us, and who protects us, all told in coded language to hide the racism while nevertheless triggering racial resentment and breaking public confidence in government for the collective good.

Decades of right-wing narratives linking people of color, hostility toward government, and class war have culminated in a strong connection between racial resentment and climate denial. “Democratic voters are almost twice as likely as Republicans to agree with the scientific consensus on climate change,” the Sierra Club reported in 2018. This partisan divide is deeply contoured by racial animosity: “white Republicans who scored at the highest level for racial resentment were over three times as likely to disagree with the statement that climate change was real than white Republicans who tested at the lowest level of the scale.” Among the Republicans measuring the highest in racial resentment, more than four out of five, 84 percent, denied that climate change is caused by humans.

Many on the broad left now see clearly that racial terms permeate the Right’s political rhetoric. Think of coded phrases like “urban disorder,” “thugs,” and “welfare queens.” Or terms like “the silent majority,” “real Americans,” and “the heartland.” Or “illegal aliens” and “make America great again.” This is dog whistling, the spreading of powerful racial narratives expressed in terms that on the surface do not mention race.

Less evident to many progressives is the role these poisonous words play in shifting attitudes toward government and thereby facilitating rule by the rich. Since the civil rights movement in the 1960s, however, dog whistle politics has been the Republican Party’s principal route to power. Formerly widely viewed as the party of big business, the GOP has remade its public image, recasting itself as the defender of the (white) working class and (white) evangelical Christians—even as it continues to govern in the interests of its dark money patrons. Donald Trump epitomizes this politics, strategically exploiting coded racism to build popular support for government by and for billionaires. But of course it’s not just Trump. It’s the entire GOP (plus some Democrats), who serve plutocrats rather than the people. For these politicians, obeisance to the wealthy includes blocking climate action that would reduce the profits of the world’s largest polluters.

So here’s where we are: to fully mobilize government and avert climate collapse will require a wave election that breaks the political stalemate of recent decades, not only taking the presidency but also putting progressives in charge of the House and Senate. Yet racial resentment gives the Republican Party staying power—and, relatedly, racism fuels opposition to government efforts to avert climate collapse. In short, averting climate collapse requires massive government action, which depends on a wave election that breaks the GOP’s death grip on political power, which requires confronting racism as a weapon in the class war the rich are winning.

The prospect may seem daunting—a “Today’s to-do list” that starts with “end global warming,” “confront racism,” and “remake capitalism,” before listing things needed from the grocery store. But progressives already have a plan for defeating the three horsemen of doom riding together—global warming, capitalism, and racism. It’s called the Green New Deal. Good research shows that simultaneously addressing class, race, and government is not just possible; it’s actually the best way to build a multiracial progressive wave. This chapter concludes on these upbeat notes. But first, the bulk of the chapter exposes the deep symbiosis between plutocracy and racism in the United States.

RACE, CLASS, AND GOVERNMENT

Understanding the preconditions for the next New Deal that tackles climate change calls for understanding how racism has been weaponized in American politics. That’s because dog whistle politics played an outsize role in destroying the original New Deal.

Historians refer to the “long New Deal” to describe the decades spanning the 1930s through the 1960s. Across these four decades, a coalition primarily comprised of African Americans, the white working class, and coastal liberals often elected Democratic politicians. These politicians—and eventually most Republican elected officials as well—believed that government should regulate the marketplace, build a safety net, support unions, invest in infrastructure, and use high taxes to redistribute wealth downward. To be sure, government programs during these decades systematically discriminated against non-whites and women. Still, Democrats undertook actions that improved their economic and social position, making women and African Americans indispensable members of the New Deal coalition. The Democratic Party pursued both economic liberalism and civil rights, realizing both were essential to winning elections.

But over those same decades, the New Deal’s very successes created the conditions for a perverse backlash. The New Deal pulled millions of whites out of the destitution deepened by the Great Depression. In turn, many new members of the middle class came to imagine themselves masters of their own destiny rather than beneficiaries of government concern. Meanwhile, civil rights triumphs that upended the racial order prompted many whites to increasingly oppose meaningful racial integration in workplaces, schools, and neighborhoods.

Sensing opportunity especially in the white racial resentment developing in response to the civil rights movement, a reactionary faction within the GOP formulated a plan to shatter the New Deal coalition. The conservative journalist Robert Novak was a fly on the wall when that plan coalesced during the 1963 meeting of the Republican National Committee in Denver. Novak laid that new plan bare, reporting that “a good many, perhaps a majority of the [Republican] party’s leadership, envision substantial political gold to be mined in the racial crisis by becoming in fact, though not in name, the White Man’s Party.”

“The racial crisis”? We call that the civil rights movement.

“In fact, though not in name”? The civil rights movement had made open endorsements of white supremacy political suicide. The GOP would use code.

“The White Man’s Party”? Yes, but as strategy, not bigotry. Up to that point, it was the Southern Democrats who had fashioned themselves as the White Man’s Party, using fraud and violence to ensure that virtually no blacks voted. Now the GOP, up to then relatively racially moderate, would transmogrify. Richard Nixon called this his “Southern strategy.” As early as 1972, though, it became clear that coded racial appeals aimed at whites would work across the country.

This racial strategy was not, however, exclusively about race. Listen to the Republican operative Lee Atwater. With roots in South Carolina politics, Atwater held Nixon as a personal hero, describing his race-baiting as “a blueprint for everything I’ve done in the South.” In 1981, Atwater gave what was then an anonymous interview. He was a rising star, on his way to becoming the political director of Ronald Reagan’s 1984 reelection campaign, the manager of George Bush’s 1988 presidential campaign, and eventually the chair of the Republican National Committee. Perhaps lulled by the promised anonymity of the interview, Atwater candidly explained the Right’s use of coded racism to win elections:


You start out in 1954 by saying, “Nigger, nigger, nigger.” By 1968 you can’t say “nigger”—that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like forced busing, states’ rights, and all that stuff, and you’re getting so abstract now, you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a byproduct of them is, blacks get hurt worse than whites… Obviously sitting around saying, “We want to cut taxes and we want to cut this,” is much more abstract than even the busing thing, and a hell of a lot more abstract than “Nigger, nigger.” So any way you look at it, race is coming on the back burner.



From “nigger, nigger, nigger” to “states’ rights” and “forced busing,” and from there to “cutting taxes,” always with race “coming on the back burner.”

“States’ rights” pretended to refer to federal respect for state sovereignty, though as a dog whistle in the 1950s and 1960s, it commonly meant the right of southern states to use laws and violence to oppress and humiliate African Americans. “Forced busing” provided a superficially race-neutral means to criticize the public school integration that busing was designed to achieve. What about tax cuts? “Blacks get hurt worse than whites,” explained Atwater.

Atwater’s direct linkage of anti-black racism to tax cuts opens a new vista on dog whistle politics. The Right uses racial appeals to sunder the political alliance of working-class whites with African Americans and coastal liberals. But it also uses racism to do much more than shatter the New Deal coalition. It exploits racism to break New Deal commitments—the belief that government should actively work for people rather than for concentrated wealth. It does so by reframing activist government as primarily concerned with helping African Americans. Opposing strong government becomes, supposedly, a way to restrict help to blacks. In reality, of course, this curtails government’s ability to work for working families of every color.

The race-class-and-government narratives used by the Right over the last half century can be stripped down to their bare bones. Doing so sacrifices nuance, but it illuminates how the Right has exploited racism to shift popular attitudes toward government in a manner that helps the very wealthiest. These are the narrative bones exploited by the Right to march its class agenda forward: 1. Fear and resent people of color; 2. Distrust government; 3. Trust the marketplace. The Right tells other stories as well. Some involve additional group resentments—for instance, patriarchy and homophobia. Others are more purely economic; for example, the constant invocations of the free market. Still, separating out the core elements of the Right’s racial story helps make clear today’s deep connections between racism, democracy, and plutocracy.


	1. Fear people of color because their basic nature is violent; resent them because they are lazy and rip off government rather than do honest work.
The core narrative is highly racialized, a basic story about whites threatened by people of color. But it is not told in those naked terms. Instead, the Right translates this core narrative into dog whistles that convey a more diffuse conflict between innocents and criminals, welfare queens versus hard workers. This is key because of how it shrouds the racism from whites. It’s also critical, though, because these less starkly racial terms help sell the Right’s ideas even to many people of color. In its most naked form, few people of color and indeed relatively few whites would accept a bald story about white virtue and minority venality. Dog whistling hides the essential racism and transforms this core narrative into “common sense” accepted by many who repudiate racism, including many people of color.


	2. Distrust government because it doesn’t care about white people. Instead, it coddles undeserving minorities with welfare spending and it refuses to control violent minorities by leaving laws unenforced and borders open.
There are numerous reasons beyond race for skepticism toward government. This includes government as a swamp of self-dealing by special interests and corrupt politicians. For communities of color, government overpolicing and mistreatment also stoke distrust. Nevertheless, the Right relies especially heavily on racial resentment to fuel hostility toward government. The right-wing echo chamber booms with messages warning that liberal government, rather than protecting whites, instead sacrifices them in order to pamper lazy people of color. Government, the Right insists, is the enemy of (white) working people.


	3. Trust the marketplace because the market rewards hard work. Support the very wealthy and large corporations as the job creators.
This is the least convincing element to many voters. Right-leaning voters have high confidence that hard work is rewarded, but more mixed feelings toward the wealthy, with many seeing them as rigging the rules. Trust in the marketplace gains credibility often as a default position, the only alternative once one loses confidence in collective action and government. At its heart, the Right promotes the notion that everyone is on their own and must fend for themselves and their families. On the level of economic security, it means trusting the marketplace. On the level of physical safety, it often means buying a gun. For many, this is no more than an act of desperation once they’ve come to believe that government cares about others, not them.




Many progressives find it bewildering that most white working people hate government and trust the rich (or, in fancier language, they’re confounded by a populace that embraces neoliberalism). This is especially dumbfounding from a historical point of view that looks back to the New Deal. In that era, the great masses of Americans understood that their salvation depended on collective action through unions as well as government. What happened? This question cannot be answered from a vantage point that looks only at the rise of pro-market, shrink-the-government ideology. On the contrary, it’s only when we recognize how the Right manipulates racial resentment that we can grasp what happened to the vast American middle class: all too many of them voted their racial fears, thereby betraying not just racial justice but their own economic futures. The same dynamic continues to play out today, though now, the chance to slow climate change is also at stake.

RACISM, GOVERNMENT, AND GLOBAL WARMING

The immense fortune of Charles Koch rests on a huge petrochemical and industrial conglomerate. For decades, he and his brother David spent barrels of cash protecting their bottom line against efforts to protect the environment. Initially, they focused on sowing doubt about climate science and buying cooperation from pliant politicians. It was devastatingly effective from behind the scenes. As Kert Davies, the director of the Climate Investigations Center, explained to the journalist Jane Mayer in 2019, “You’d have a carbon tax, or something better, today, if not for the Kochs. They stopped anything from happening back when there was still time.”

By 2009, though, funding climate denial and purchasing loyal allies in Congress was not enough. Newly elected president Barack Obama promised action on the environment, including regulations to raise the cost of emitting the greenhouse gases warming the world’s atmosphere. Mayer is the author of Dark Money, a book carefully scrutinizing the Koch brothers and the circle of wealthy donors they enlisted to fight for rule by the rich. She summarized the views held by the Koch brothers at the outset of the Obama administration: “Koch Industries regarded any compromise that might reduce fossil fuel consumption as unacceptable. Protecting its fossil fuel profits was, and remains, the company’s top political priority.” She adds that “the Kochs, to achieve this end, worked to hijack the Tea Party movement and, eventually, the Republican Party itself.”

The Tea Party? This movement exploded on the scene in the first years of the Obama administration. Some of its early energy came from genuine economic grievances generated by a severe recession. Very quickly, however, the Right harnessed this seething fury, shifting the blame for economic misery from the plutocrats to people of color. One critic summed up the Tea Party this way: “It’s a revolt against the very notion of a positive role for government in helping people. It’s a revolt against Latin American immigrants. It’s a revolt against Muslim Americans. And it’s a revolt against our black President.” Excessive government, immigrants, Muslims, and a black president: the perfect storm of dog whistle themes.

If racial resentment howled through the Tea Party, the funding that grew this grassroots rage into a political behemoth came from big-money donors, chief among them the Koch brothers. According to a Republican campaign consultant, the Koch brothers “gave the money that founded [the Tea Party]. It’s like they put the seeds in the ground. Then the rainstorm comes, and the frogs come out of the mud—and they’re our candidates!” As Mayer concluded at the time, “the anti-government fervor infusing the 2010 elections represents a political triumph for the Kochs. By giving money to ‘educate,’ fund, and organize Tea Party protesters, they have helped turn their private agenda into a mass movement.” Or as David Axelrod, a senior adviser to Obama, acidly remarked, “This is a grassroots citizens’ movement brought to you by a bunch of oil billionaires.” Bottom line: when the Kochs contrived to protect their petrochemical empire and to stop climate legislation, their main tactic was to fund racial division.

The sociologist Arlie Hochschild spent several years during the Obama era interviewing Tea Party activists in Louisiana. Hochschild wanted to understand why white Louisianans so fiercely hated environmental regulations, when they so desperately needed these laws to protect the lands and waters on which their families’ livelihoods depended. To explain this conundrum, she ultimately settled on a metaphor of people cutting in line:


You are patiently standing in the middle of a long line stretching toward the horizon, where the American Dream awaits. But as you wait, you see people cutting in line ahead of you. Many of these line-cutters are black—beneficiaries of affirmative action or welfare. Some are career-driven women pushing into jobs they never had before. Then you see immigrants, Mexicans, Somalis, the Syrian refugees yet to come. As you wait in this unmoving line, you’re being asked to feel sorry for them all. You have a good heart. But who is deciding who you should feel compassion for? Then you see President Barack Hussein Obama waving the line-cutters forward. He’s on their side. In fact, isn’t he a line-cutter too? How did this fatherless black guy pay for Harvard? As you wait your turn, Obama is using the money in your pocket to help the line-cutters. He and his liberal backers have removed the shame from taking. The government has become an instrument for redistributing your money to the undeserving. It’s not your government anymore; it’s theirs.



Though Hochschild does not frame it this way, her narrative records the essential teachings of dog whistle politics. Racial resentment, government betrayal, reliance on the free market, these were the essential teachings of the Right.

They are also the core campaign themes of Donald Trump. His election has been a gusher for extractive industries, including those of the Koch brothers. Jane Mayer reports: “Whether announcing his intention to withdraw from the Paris climate accord, placing shills from the oil and coal industries at the head of federal energy and environmental departments, or slashing taxes on corporations and the ultra-wealthy, Trump has delivered for the Kochs.” Charles Koch himself boasts these are the golden years for his agenda. As he told his allied political donors in 2018, “We’ve made more progress in the last five years than I had in the previous fifty.” The story of the widespread hostility toward averting climate collapse is the story of dog whistling in microcosm—though now the fate of the world hangs in the balance.

CONCLUSION: THE GREEN NEW DEAL

The basic strategy of the Right—including major polluters like the Koch industries—is to fund racist dog whistling as a means to break popular confidence in government. In turn, creating a progressive wave will require mobilizing a broad movement that rejects racial division in favor of cross-racial solidarity. To be crystal clear, this movement must tackle racism. It cannot succeed simply by focusing on concerns like the economy or the environment alone.

After the 2016 election, I co-founded a major research project on how to beat dog whistle politics. Using focus groups and extensive polling, we set out to test the power of various progressive messages. Our striking, encouraging findings became the seed of my book, Merge Left: Fusing Race and Class, Winning Elections, and Saving America. With one survey, we tested economic populism. In a nationally representative poll of 2,000 voters, we asked respondents which came closer to their views: a message promoting the nostrums of deregulated capitalism or one promoting a progressive economic agenda:


“To make life better for working people we need to cut taxes, reduce regulations, and get government out of the way.”



or


“To make life better for working people we need to invest in education, create better-paying jobs, and make health care more affordable for people struggling to make ends meet.”



The progressive message beat the unrestrained-capitalism message by a whopping 32 points. This result confirms that voters generally prefer progressive over pro-business economic policies.

And yet the Right keeps winning. How? By not campaigning on economic messages alone, or even primarily. Instead, the Right exploits coded racial stories about “terrorist countries,” “illegal immigration,” and “criminal gangs” that threaten “hardworking Americans,” “our communities,” and “our own people.”

In our polling, we also tested a message of racial fear. Against it, the advantage of the progressive economic proposals evaporated. Overall, voters rated the progressive economic message as being a bit less convincing than the Right’s racist insinuations. In other words: if the Left avoids tough conversations about racial division, it might win some elections, but the country will remain locked in a political stalemate that guarantees that no big government efforts to save the planet will ever be enacted.

To respond to dog whistle divisions, we developed a countervailing core narrative urging people to (1) distrust greedy elites sowing division, (2) join together across racial lines, and (3) demand that government work for all racial groups, whites included. These elements provided the scaffolding on which we built nine different messages. The race-class story they told proved remarkably powerful.

True, the roughly one in five voters who form the reactionary base hated the race-class messages. But progressives embraced them. Even more importantly, persuadable voters, the almost six in ten in the swing middle, strongly preferred our messages of cross-racial unity to the Right’s narrative promoting racial resentment. Persuadable voters found all nine of our messages more convincing than the dog whistle racial fear message. These were the same voters who favored the racial fear message over economic populism. Bottom line: it’s not just possible to talk about race, class, and government together. It’s the most potent political message circulating today, right or left.

When Green New Dealers say that the planet-destroying schemes of fossil fuel millionaires depend on them successfully dividing us against each other, this young movement showcases the power of framing racism as a weapon of the rich. Indeed, the Green New Deal provides a vehicle to help build a progressive multiracial wave.

Rather than only viewing the Green New Deal as a piece of proposed legislation, it makes more sense to see it also as a vehicle for building political power. The goal of averting climate catastrophe is immediate and galvanizing. But in a political world warped by racist narratives, even an urgent goal is not enough. Instead, the fight to save the environment must be contextualized in terms of a compelling story about who we are, who threatens us, and how we move forward. It must, in other words, invoke a narrative of cross-racial solidarity—only together can we defeat the economic titans who intentionally stoke division so we can build a better world for all our families. This is the genius of the Green New Deal. It lays the groundwork for connecting environmental activism to the fights for racial and economic justice.

Today, some of society’s most powerful elements seek to divide us, and their success exposes us to climate death. Mobilizing in unison to confront these threats is the only way to build and nurse the massive collective response necessary to respond to climate catastrophe. To succeed, that same mobilization must challenge plutocracy as well as racial hierarchy. Averting climate collapse is a concrete policy goal that can help build a multiracial, class-conscious coalition that will make other progressive dreams possible, too, from ending mass incarceration and mass deportation to providing affordable and excellent education and health care. Collective empowerment is the precondition for creating a society in which all of our families can thrive. The urgency of the fight to save the planet can impel us to save our democracy and society as well.




PART II GREEN NEW DEAL VISIONS AND POLICIES




FIVE HOW WE GOT TO THE GREEN NEW DEAL

BILL McKIBBEN

The most commonly asked questions about the Green New Deal may be: “Why’s it so big? Why does it move so fast?” And those are good questions: it is a sizable and sprawling remake of much of America’s domestic policy, in some ways the biggest set of policy proposals since the namesake New Deal of the Depression.

So let me provide some history that helps explain why we find ourselves in this spot. I’m probably in as good a position as anyone else to supply it, because I’ve lived through most of the struggle for climate action since the day in 1988 when NASA scientist James Hansen opened the public phase of the fight over what we then called the greenhouse effect—with his historic testimony before Congress. A year later, in 1989, I published what is generally regarded as the first book for a general audience on the topic, The End of Nature. What we understood then was unambiguous: First, when you burned coal and gas and oil, you poured carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. And second, the molecular structure of carbon dioxide trapped heat.

At first the reaction was what one would expect. Having been warned of the most dangerous problem the world has ever faced, political leaders reacted appropriately, pouring money into research to make sure we understood the dimensions of our peril and pledging to take action. George H. W. Bush, the Republican president at the time, promised that we would fight “the greenhouse effect with the White House effect,” which was a pretty good line.

Had we taken action then—and this is important to realize—we had many fairly modest steps that would have yielded big results. For instance: economists called for a tax on the greenhouse gas emissions—primarily CO2 and methane—that cause global warming. The point of that tax would have been to send a signal: we need to start scrubbing fossil fuel out of our economy because it’s dangerous. And had we enacted some manageable levy at that point, the results would have played out over time. The supertanker that is our global economy would have begun a slow and ponderous turn, measured at first in just a few degrees of direction. But if you start steering left, over time that course correction lets you sail into an entirely different sea. I’m not sure we would have solved global warming thirty years later, but we’d be well on the way.

We didn’t do that, however. Instead we did the opposite: we began burning fossil fuels ever more quickly. We not only kept the supertanker heading in precisely the same direction, we shoveled on the coals (literally—this is only sort of a metaphor). Human beings have produced more greenhouse gases in the three decades since Jim Hansen’s testimony than in all of human history before that time.

And so in the course of those decades we’ve gone from a potentially dangerous but perhaps still manageable problem to a crisis that requires truly dramatic intervention if we’re to have any hope. In the late 1980s, reducing carbon emissions 1 or 2 percent a year would have sufficed; now that we’re actually at the cliff’s edge, we have to move far far more urgently—5, 6, 7 percent a year, which is on the outer edge of the possible. It will take a society-wide effort, of precisely the kind envisioned by the Green New Deal.

So what happened?

We know the answer to this a lot more clearly than we did at the time, when there was only a general sense that something was slowing down our response. Thanks to intrepid reporting from the likes of InsideClimate News, the Los Angeles Times, and the Columbia Journalism School, we understand better what happened. As it turned out, the big fossil fuel companies had known well before Hansen what was happening. They’d begun a serious study of global warming in the 1970s, as supercomputers began to become fast enough to model the climate. Exxon, for instance, was in those days the biggest company on earth, with a crack staff of scientists, and its product was carbon. Of course it was going to get to the bottom of it. The company outfitted a tanker with CO2 monitors; its scientists produced accurate graphs of how fast CO2 concentration and temperature would rise. (Their predictions have since been proven startlingly accurate, with carbon levels today basically in line with their graphs.) And they were believed by their bosses: Exxon began building its drilling rigs higher to compensate for the rise in sea level they knew was on the way.

But what they didn’t do was tell the rest of us. Instead, the oil companies and the coal companies and the utilities, with some help from the rest of the fossil-fuel-intensive industry, began to studiously build the architecture of deceit and denial and disinformation that has kept us ever since locked in an utterly phony debate about whether or not global warming is “real”—a debate, remember, that both sides have known the answer to from the start. It’s just that one side was willing to lie.

That lie began to take shape during the 1990s, as industry forums like the Global Climate Coalition began to pump out disinformation. They’d hired many veterans of the tobacco wars, and hit on many of the same strategies. There was, they claimed, serious doubt within the scientific community (and anyway it was people’s fault for burning gas, just as it had been their fault for smoking). But the momentum to tackle this problem was strong: people had been seriously scared by the early warnings. And so the world began to move toward Kyoto, Japan, and the first attempt, at the end of the 1990s, to actually set some new rules.

Before they could get there, the oil industry hit hard: the most famous speech came from Lee Raymond, then head of Exxon, who told a gathering in Beijing, in the run-up to Kyoto, not to worry—that the planet was cooling. That lie was coupled with others: that climate action would sabotage economic growth in the developing world, and that “it is highly unlikely that the temperature in the middle of the next century will be significantly affected whether policies are enacted now or 20 years from now.” That is precisely the opposite of the truth—we knew then and now that early action would make all the difference—but it was enough. I was at the Kyoto talks, and I’ll never forget them. The world did reach a last-minute agreement, but as everyone applauded and cheered I was standing next to the lobbyist, since deceased, who’d been coordinating the opposition. “I can’t wait to get back to Washington, where we’ve got this under control,” he said. I thought he was whistling past the graveyard. But he was right.

The next decade—the 2000s, with George Bush the younger at the helm most of the way—saw the unchallenged power of the fossil fuel industry. Year after year they set records for new profits, and successfully prevented any action on climate change. (It was just days into Bush’s presidency that Lee Raymond came to the White House for a visit with his old friend Dick Cheney, who had been running oil service giant Halliburton before becoming vice president, and soon after that the administration dropped its promise to treat CO2 as a pollutant.) Public concern grew—it was also the decade of Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth—but when the world met in Copenhagen near the end of the decade to try to reach a global treaty, it went badly indeed—despite remarkable hype, essentially nothing happened. And shortly after that, when Congress tried to debate the Waxman-Markey bill calling for caps on carbon emissions, it was a rout: the Senate didn’t even bother to hold a vote because the outcome was so clear. The industry had carried the day—there would be no action on climate.

In the Obama years, we struck back in force, and gained a little ground, though not nearly enough. We built a movement that relentlessly fought the Keystone XL pipeline for nearly a decade, until the White House finally decided to reject TransCanada’s construction permit. We divested trillions of dollars from the fossil fuel industry, by engaging people across the world to pressure their university, or their town council, to pull all their money out of companies profiting from the wrecking of our planet. And we shocked the conscience of the nation during the fight over the Dakota Access Pipeline, when Americans saw vivid images of police officers hosing down Native American protesters in the frigid Dakota winter, as they silently insisted that water is life. In each of these fights our movement raised another inconvenient truth into the national debate: the fossil fuel industry’s business plan is incompatible with a livable future, and their business depends on poisoning the water, air, and land of people with little power to resist.

Those fights were all meaningful—Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, now a visionary leader in the fight against the climate crisis, credits the Dakota Access fight with her radicalization on the issue. And they resulted in enough pressure to force the Obama administration to enact a Clean Power Plan and a ban on coal extraction on public lands. But we were losing the larger war, and badly. Temperatures kept soaring, even as the White House lectured climate activists about why one pipeline wasn’t worth fighting over.

It’s important, though, to understand something else, which is that the spike in temperature was not happening in a vacuum. Something else was spiking, too, and that was the level of inequality in our economy.

Remember that in the years after the original New Deal, inequality in our country was declining. Incomes rose steadily for the bottom 90 percent of the population, but high marginal tax rates meant that the wealth of the 1 percenters was stagnating. The year I graduated from high school, 1978, was also the year the top 1 percent of Americans saw their share of the nation’s wealth fall to 23 percent, the lowest it has ever been; we seemed to be on course for an ever-fairer society.

And then we had the Reagan revolution, and all that changed. Many members of his cabinet described the extremist libertarian Ayn Rand as their favorite philosopher; her acolyte, Alan Greenspan, rose to planet-spanning dominance as the head of the Federal Reserve; and the cult of laissez-faire, markets-solve-all-problems economics took full control of our system. Tax rates dropped, and the wealth gap began to open wider. After thirty-five years of this, capped by the Trump tax cuts of 2018, it’s no wonder that we’ve reached a level of gross, cartoonish inequity: the eight richest men in the world have more wealth than the bottom 3.6 billion people. The six heirs to the Walmart fortune have more money than the bottom 40 percent of the American population. Half of our fellow Americans don’t have the few hundred dollars in reserve to get them through an emergency. Medical bankruptcies plague the country; student debt continues to spiral. People live in the very real fear that if they lose their jobs the rest of their lives will crumble, since the holes in the social safety net are now so large that it’s downright scary to walk the tightrope that life requires.

The rise of inequality was not unconnected to the rise of the temperature. The same people were working hard to deny both climate science and social ethics: one need look no further than the Koch brothers, who were simultaneously the biggest oil and gas barons in the country and the most influential political players. They used their cash to deploy an endless series of front groups around the country, many of which were devoted to blocking renewable energy, defunding mass transit, and trashing environmentalists. At the same time, they were working hard to lower tax rates for the rich, depress social spending, and make life ever harder for the mass of people at the bottom of the economic pile.

Again—you can’t separate these phenomena, and not just because the same people were pushing both disasters. It’s because of their quest to consolidate ever more wealth and power in the hands of the few that working people’s lives have gotten harder over the past few decades, and why the climate system has been allowed to be brought to the point of collapse. It’s also because one effect of the increased inequality was to make people ever less secure, and so ever more fearful of change.

What that means, I think, is that if we want to address one of the two great disasters of our time—the spiking temperature—then we have to address the other as well—the spiking levels of inequality. They both loom so large that they can’t be taken on piecemeal: if you accept the argument that we need dramatic change to deal with the climate crisis, then there’s no way to get change on that scale without simultaneously addressing the economic insecurity that makes it so hard for people to imagine change. We need, in other words, to do just what the Koch brothers pulled off, but in reverse.

If we try to do one without the other, then the politics become impossible. Look at what happened in France, when president Emmanuel Macron tried to raise gas taxes to help meet the country’s carbon emissions targets: seemingly out of nowhere the yellow vest movement arose, among people—often rural and poor—for whom those taxes were an insupportable burden. That’s precisely the kind of message the fossil fuel industry will do everything it can to spread in this country: for one example, look at the vast floods of money they poured into referendums on a carbon price in the state of Washington, or even a Colorado proposal to move fracking wells out of people’s backyards and school zones. Always the message was the same: this will cost you money. And it’s a message that resonates with people who don’t have money. Keeping someone insecure is a perfect way to make sure they’re scared of change, because if things got any worse, then life would be impossible. The painful truth is, things can always get worse, and no one knows that better than people for whom things are already bad.

And hence the political shrewdness of the Green New Deal, with its recognition that we’re either going to deal with these problems at the same time, or not at all. The energy transformation that physics absolutely requires, requires in turn that we mobilize our societies in ways we haven’t seen since the lead-up to World War II (not surprisingly, the same years when inequality began to narrow). And that’s why, for instance, a federal job guarantee is such good public policy: it not only provides the person the power required to put up the solar panels and insulate the walls but also provides the basic underlying insurance that societies require if they’re going to take chances. And we are going to have to take chances.

The good news—and it’s very good news—is that a movement has risen in response to these crises, a movement rooted in concerns for both science and justice. And it’s a movement that’s learned some lessons, all of them incorporated in the Green New Deal. For one, the fossil fuel industry is always going to fight. And two, the best response is a big, broad movement. The people most passionate about solving the climate crisis, the ones shutting down coal plants and pipelines, are often those who have contributed little to the problem and also struggle against other injustices—immigrants facing climate crisis at home and draconian immigration policy, African Americans fighting polluting coal plants and economic disinvestment, young people looking out on piles of student debt and an uninhabitable future. That is to say, they are ordinary people. And for ordinary people, the climate is not an issue that can or should be isolated from the economy, or national identity, or justice. Some advocates in DC had long thought that the key was to simplify the issue, when the truth is that the base of our movement already lives at the intersections of this crisis. It’s good movement-building and good politics to put forward a vision that confronts the crises of inequality, injustice, and climate breakdown.

So many of the best leaders of the climate movement aren’t people you’ve necessarily heard of: scientists, professors, or Hollywood actors (though they, too, have places of honor—Sandra Steingraber, Naomi Oreskes, Mark Ruffalo; there’s an endless list like them). Instead, they’re community leaders in the places that have been hardest-hit by the fossil fuel industry and the rising temperature. Sometimes that’s overseas, where the damage is the steepest. I’ve been to Bangladesh and watched people die of dengue fever; I’ve stood on the Greenland ice shelf with a poet from the Marshall Islands as she raged about the fact that the snow melting beneath her feet would soon drown her homeland. Just as often, it’s close to home. I’ve been arrested at the gates of the Chevron refinery in Richmond, California—a plant so noxious that every local resident has to monitor texts from the company in case of a release of toxic gases. I’ve watched the incredible bravery of the nonviolent protesters at Standing Rock in the Dakotas, as they tried to face down a pipeline that threatened their water.

All of this taught me things I needed to know about the way climate change and fossil fuel intersect with other crises. People are short of money in part because they pay huge proportions of their income for dirty fuel (in my state of Vermont, the poorest people living in the crummiest homes with the leakiest walls spend much of the winter heating the outdoors, because insulation and air-source heat pumps require too much up-front capital, even though over time they’d save huge amounts of money and carbon). People are immigrating to the US in large part because climate change (which they had nothing to do with) is making it impossible for them to raise food in the farms that for generations, or millennia, had provided for their families. People get sick because fracking poisons their air and water, and when they get sick they lack the money to get the health care they need. And of course solutions—even the most necessary ones—intersect with human need as well. It’s not fair to condemn entire communities to impoverished oblivion because we can no longer burn the coal they once produced. These injustices focus on the most vulnerable (the one iron law of climate change is, the less you did to cause it, the sooner you suffer), and of course that means that communities of color and immigrant enclaves bear the brunt (the paddy wagon that carried me away from the Richmond protest had people who spoke six different native languages).

We’ve also come to recognize in a new way that the most profound injustices are being enacted on the youngest among us. I’ll be dead before climate change is at its destructive peak, but people now in high school and college will be in the prime of their lives—which explains why they are leading the fight. It’s good to see that the fight for a Green New Deal is led by the youngest member of Congress, Ocasio-Cortez, millennial policy wonks like Rhiana Gunn-Wright, and the youth-led Sunrise Movement.

And it’s good to see how many people are starting to line up behind them. Twenty years ago this would have seemed like a “radical” proposal, and of course that’s what Fox News and Donald Trump will spend all their time branding it. But it isn’t, really. (In fact, viewed in one way, it’s enormously conservative: it imagines a world with levels of inequality and of carbon that resemble the ones people my age were born with. By this light, it’s raising the temperature and concentrating the wealth that are dangerously radical.) I’m reminded often of one of Dr. King’s favorite hymns, “Once to Every Man and Nation,” which set to music a poem by James Russell Lowell. “New occasions teach new duties, time makes ancient good uncouth,” it says—by which I take the idea that reality dictates what we need to do. If we get new data, then we need to respond, instead of clinging to old ways of analyzing and acting.

We have stark new information available to us: the dying of the Great Barrier Reef, the burning of the Amazon, the CO2 monitor on the side of Mauna Loa crossing 400 parts per million and then 410, the biggest rainfalls in American history. A California city literally called Paradise literally turned into hell inside half an hour. And the stark information about inequality: the decreased life expectancy for Americans as the diseases of despair take their toll, for instance. Given this new information, we need to act, and in this case we need to act fast, because climate change is a timed test. Here Dr. King’s wisdom fails us a little—loosely quoting from the Massachusetts abolitionist Theodore Parker, he used to close speeches by saying, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” That is, this may take a while but we’re going to win.

The arc of the physical universe is short and bends toward heat—if we don’t win soon, then we don’t win at all, because no one has a plan to refreeze the Arctic once it’s melted. And winning looks a lot like the Green New Deal. Not because the kids say it’s cool, and the kids are hip and woke. But because it’s what reality points toward—political reality (the need to make people secure enough that we can change) and reality-reality (physics and chemistry). Given where we find ourselves, and what we’ve learned along the journey to this moment, it’s what we have to do.




SIX POLICIES AND PRINCIPLES OF A GREEN NEW DEAL

RHIANA GUNN-WRIGHT

People often ask me why I decided to help develop the Green New Deal. Why did I, a twentysomething black woman, think I could help develop a policy proposal to address something as big as climate change? Often, I think they expect some grand story: about incredible courage or deep ambition or a master plan for the revolution. The truth is that I was scared—and I really needed a job.

I grew up, raised by my mother and grandmother, in the same house that my mother grew up in, in a neighborhood on the South Side of Chicago called Englewood. In the thirty years between my grandparents moving in with their three babies and me being born, Englewood had gone from being a (mostly) middle-income community, close-knit and quiet, to one of the poorest, most barren parts of the city. My neighborhood had so many problems: poverty, unemployment, underfunded schools, police brutality, pollution, violence. And those were just the big ones.

I rarely saw anyone in power try to solve the problems in Englewood. And when they did try, it seemed to make things worse.

When I asked my mom and grandma why Englewood looked like this, they didn’t tell me about guns or drugs or gangs. They told me about the government. About how the highway system had been built through black neighborhoods, destroying communities that would never be rebuilt. About the public housing authority razing public housing and scattering families in the name of “urban development,” only for city officials to turn around and sell the land to developers on the cheap, now that the projects sat on prime real estate. About the city underfunding black schools and then shutting them down because of “underperformance.” And that’s just what happened to my neighborhood—not even what happened to my family.

At the time I’m writing this, I now know that:


	My grandmother’s family was not eligible for Social Security for at least fifteen years because her mother was a washerwoman, and the New Deal excluded agricultural and domestic workers (nearly all black at the time) from Social Security—President Roosevelt needed to secure votes from Southern Democrats and Southern Democrats needed cheap labor from economically vulnerable black people.

	My grandfather bought our house without any help from the GI Bill, despite being a veteran of the Korean War. My mother told me that he was too proud to apply. The truth is, pride or not, the government denied home loans to black veterans, and the notorious redlining in Chicago meant that he wouldn’t have been approved anyway.

	I grew up in a frontline community—meaning that I lived in an area close to a pollution source and with high levels of air pollution. I developed asthma, like most of my friends in my neighborhood. I could barely run until I was in my late teens, and I regularly missed school, which, in turn, meant that my self-employed mother had to miss work. My mother and I had no idea that I was sick because of where we lived. My lungs are weakened to this day.



Progress came with a price, and the price was us. And by the time the Green New Deal came into my life, I would be damned before I paid another dime.

WHAT IS POLICY?

I have spent my life trying to rewrite systems of power, and policy is nothing if not a system for creating and distributing power. This is, of course, not how most people think of public policy. In fact, most “official” definitions of policy say something like this:


Policy [is] a statement by government—at whatever level, in whatever form—of what it intends to do about a public problem. Such statements can be found in the Constitution, statutes, regulation, case law (that is, court decisions), agency or leadership decisions, or even in changes of the behavior of government officials at all levels. For example, a law that says that those caught driving while intoxicated will go to jail for up to one year is a statement of governmental policy to punish drunk drivers. The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) is a statement of government policy toward the environment….



And: “Policy is what the government chooses to do or not to do” about a public problem.

This is all true. But definitions like this make policy design sound like it’s orderly and contained—much like going to the doctor. You have a problem; the doctor diagnoses it; you two find the best treatment. Creating policy is more like going to the doctor with a problem, having fifteen people argue about if it’s a “real” problem that requires a doctor to begin with, then having five of those people (plus some new strangers!) start arguing anew about what the cause of the problem is, only to be interrupted by the doctor’s boss coming in to tell them that they can only choose two of five possible treatment options because the other three would hurt the hospital’s bottom line. And once treatment begins, people argue over how to determine whether it’s successful and if it should be reversed to save money or time.

Policymaking is not a science. It is a fight over whose problems get addressed, how those problems are addressed, and how public power and resources are distributed. If politics is a fight to elect people who reflect and share our values, policy is a fight to actually enact those values—to mold the world, through the work of government, into what we think it should be.

That is why, contrary to popular belief, the most important part of a policy proposal is not the details—at least at the beginning. It’s the vision that the policy presents. As a statement about what the government is going to do, policy inherently tells a story about what went wrong, how the government can fix it, and who has power to shape society—whether it’s the state or the public or corporations. The best policies tell compelling stories, galvanizing legislators and citizens to fight for them, and provide public servants with a clear purpose when they sit down to implement the details. The stories may shift as opponents pick new battles; the details may need tweaks or overhauls as unexpected challenges emerge. A coherent policy vision provides the foundation that both the stories and the details draw upon. Three pillars—the problem, principles, and power—form that foundation, and anchor policymaking from conception to execution.

Problems are the center of any public policy. Because policy is the government’s response to a problem, policy can only be created if we agree that an issue constitutes not just a problem but a public problem—that is, a problem that affects the public that cannot be solved without the government. How we define the scope and origin of the problem determines how we’ll craft a solution. That’s why fossil fuel companies spend millions to sow doubts about the urgency of the climate crisis and cover up their culpability. It’s not just about saving face; it’s about changing our understanding of the problem and preventing government action.

Principles. Policymakers need a compass to navigate the near-infinite variety of policy designs, and principles—which include both our moral values and our theories of government—provide that compass. Remember, policymaking is collective problem-solving—not an objective “science.” Policymaking, like all decision-making, is guided not only by facts but by our values—about freedom and justice, about what we deserve, about what “other people” deserve and, perhaps most crucially, about what the government should and should not do. Principles are, in short, the moral and intellectual core of a policy. They define not only how we engage with a problem but what solutions we consider at all.

Problems in our society are rooted in power. Asking why a problem remains unresolved leads to questions of power: Who wields it and to what end? Are the powerful negligent or malevolent? By directing and entrenching flows of government resources and attention, policy always shapes the distribution of power. Effective, lasting policy changes must change the distributions of power that led to the problem initially, or else the old malefactors will undermine any success. When selecting the mechanisms a policy will use (a loan; a new legal protection; a direct public investment; a new federal agency), policymakers are deciding how to maintain or disrupt the balance of power. And this is not limited to power in the public sector. Governments write the laws, enforce the contracts, and build the infrastructure that make a society and economy possible. Policy changes reverberate beyond the public sector into every domain of our lives.

Problems, principles, and power are the pillars of any policy vision. Together, they animate the policymaking process, guiding not just the story policymakers tell but the decisions they make about what should (or should not) be included in a given proposal.

IS THE GREEN NEW DEAL A POLICY?

The Green New Deal is a proposal for a ten-year economic mobilization to rapidly transition the US to a zero-carbon economy and, in so doing so, regenerate and reorganize the US economy in ways that significantly reduce inequality and redress legacies of systemic oppression. The congressional Green New Deal (“GND”) resolution has five goals:


	Achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions through a fair and just transition for all communities and workers.

	Create millions of good, high-wage jobs and ensure prosperity and economic security for all people of the United States.

	Invest in the infrastructure and industry of the United States to sustainably meet the challenges of the twenty-first century.

	Secure clean air and water, climate and community resilience, healthy food, access to nature, and a sustainable environment for all.

	Promote justice and equity by stopping current, preventing future, and repairing historic oppression of frontline and vulnerable communities, including Indigenous peoples, communities of color, migrant communities, deindustrialized communities, depopulated rural communities, the poor, low-income workers, women, the elderly, the unhoused, people with disabilities, and youth.



The GND resolution proposes to achieve these goals in two ways. The first is through a set of “projects” that, if completed, would nearly eliminate carbon emissions in the US. The second is through a set of policies that aim to protect Americans from the disruption and instability that transitioning away from fossil fuels will create and reduce inequity. Some people like to refer to the first set of projects as the “Green” part of the GND and the second as the “New Deal” part. While this may be a helpful rhetorical device, it is a dangerous way to conceptualize the GND. All parts of the GND advance decarbonization—even the “non-climate” policies like universal health care, education, and job training. Similarly, the “green” projects can help reduce inequity if they are designed to create millions of well-paying jobs, bolster worker power, invest in local communities, and strengthen the social safety net—all of which the Green New Deal proposes to do.

Addressing decarbonization and inequality simultaneously has prompted critics to accuse the GND of being a “progressive wish list,” not a policy. Their criticism often reveals a narrow policy vision guiding their thinking. The problem is simply the carbon in the atmosphere; Mr. Policy Doctor will prescribe the correct solution based on science; imbalances of power are mostly irrelevant, too difficult to disrupt when an urgent crisis needs solving.

This is a compelling story. But it cannot guide policymakers tasked with averting catastrophic warming, as many authors in this book show.

The Green New Deal is a new policy vision—one that will guide government and society through the biggest task in modern history: decarbonizing our global economy within the next ten to twenty years. The stories and details of GND policy will undoubtedly change in the coming years, but they will be anchored by the vision—a conception of the problem, a set of principles, and an analysis of power—that the GND provides. Vision, however, is not enough. The GND also establishes a framework for a national economic mobilization and a set of ever-evolving and specific policies that fit within this vision and framework.

THE POLICY VISION OF THE GREEN NEW DEAL: A NEW ERA OF CLIMATE POLICY

The Problems

The Green New Deal is designed, first and foremost, to address the climate crisis at the speed, scale, and scope required to prevent catastrophic levels of warming. That is why the Green New Deal resolution has a ten-year time frame; according to the 2018 IPCC report, global emissions have to be halved by 2030, but recent reports have noted that faster reductions will likely be necessary—especially from high-emitting countries like the US.

Only the federal government wields the power to lead a national mobilization that can decarbonize the economy fast enough. But, as Naomi Klein and Ian Haney López write, we can’t sustain a decade-long government-led economic transformation if the reigning ideology of market fundamentalism (described as “neoliberalism” by scholars of history, economics, and politics) and the right-wing’s strategic racism define the limits of political possibility.

The power to burn fossil fuels without limit or penalty requires a political and economic system that 1) allows industrial giants to override the will of the people, who largely want this crisis stopped, and 2) condemns some peoples and places to pollution, disaster, and death. This same system has also led to declining life expectancy and rising economic and racial inequality, and has left millions without access to adequate health care, housing, and education.

These are the “problems” policymakers must address. Not only decarbonization but the ideas, systems, and inequalities that underlie the climate crisis and make sustaining decarbonization year after year a near-impossible task. This is why the Green New Deal addresses health care, housing, job security, unionization, and access to clean water and healthy food. Insecurity, division, and scarcity often prime us to resist big, unknown changes. Until we counter those threats, we can’t move forward—on climate or anything else.

The other reason the Green New Deal addresses these “non-climate” issues is that a massive national effort to zero out emissions will disrupt and permanently change many lives and livelihoods.

Our current economy is predicated on a reliance on fossil fuels. They are our primary energy source. Imagine if we as humans stopped eating food and instead had to eat red algae. How would our lives change? Would we still need to eat three meals a day, or would we need to eat constantly? Where would we get the algae from? How would we grow enough to feed everyone? Who would grow it? How would we ship it? How much would it cost? What would happen to restaurants, to grocery stores? WOULD WE EVEN NEED REFRIGERATORS ANYMORE?!

Transitioning away from fossil fuels is no different. Fossil fuels do not just power our homes and cars. They power everything, from manufacturing clothing to streaming Netflix. Transitioning away from fossil fuels will directly affect the livelihoods of workers in the coal, oil, and gas industries and indirectly affect nearly every other sector. Ending our use of fossil fuels will, by its very nature, cause significant economic disruption and transformation—especially now that we have so little time. The question is simply how we will manage it.

A publicly led mobilization offers the best opportunity to design and manage the transition in ways that both grow the US economy and protect everyday people. But that is not how we’ve managed past mobilizations.

Every economic mobilization in American history has exploited marginalized people. The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC)—created during the New Deal to provide loans to homeowners facing foreclosure—often labeled predominantly black neighborhoods as “high risk,” which discouraged lending and encouraged redlining. Today, 74 percent of the neighborhoods labeled “high risk” are low- to middle-income neighborhoods, and 64 percent are predominantly minority—meaning that these areas are still racially and economically segregated to this day. Similarly, highway expansion and urban renewal programs during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s displaced hundreds of thousands of residents—mostly people of color—without adequate financial assistance, erasing decades of wealth for those who owned homes and businesses. Because of this, the thought of an economic mobilization understandably frightens millions of Americans. The Green New Deal must directly address these fears, or risk losing the public support it needs to sustain itself across a decade.

Furthermore, an economic mobilization that ignores justice and equity is a danger to both marginalized people and decarbonization. For example, the racist distribution of home loans, a product of the New Deal and World War II–era policy, fueled redlining, residential segregation, and suburban sprawl, all of which exacerbate emissions. Similarly, many of the communities that were split open to build interstate highways never economically recovered and have since become frontline communities with high levels of pollution and degraded air quality.

The problem of climate change requires a vast, rapid mobilization, but that mobilization won’t succeed if it is not just and equitable.

Principles

When it comes to climate change, you will hear people support (or refute) certain policies because it’s what “science dictates.” Science can help us to understand the extent of the climate crisis, identify its causes, and measure its severity. It can even suggest timelines for action. But science cannot tell us what policy solutions to pursue. That is a matter of principles.

If you cut your teeth in policymaking anytime in the past forty years of American politics, you’ve been surrounded by neoliberal theory presenting itself as “common sense.” Thus the compass you’re given to navigate the weeds of policy design is guided by a conventional wisdom soaked in the assumptions of neoliberalism: markets self-regulate, efficiently producing goods and growing the economy; government intervention is inefficient and harmful, except for the essential interventions governments make to establish and protect “free” markets; privatization, deregulation, tax cuts, and union-busting are needed for the market to function properly; inequality is a natural and acceptable consequence of capitalism. Society and government owe you nothing but the chance to work for your sustenance, and you owe nothing back.

If we try to steer a sustained national economic transformation with that compass, we will fail. Before we debate the details, our policy needs a new compass—a new set of intellectual and moral principles.

The Economic Theories Behind the Green New Deal

Several histories and theories influenced the vision of the Green New Deal, including the environmental justice movement, Keynesian economics, and the histories of World War II and the New Deal. But the most significant influence—at least during the early development of the GND—was a body of economic theory that we called the “new consensus.” Exemplified by the work of economists like Ha-Joon Chang, Mariana Mazzucato, Kate Raworth, Ann Pettifor, and Joseph Stiglitz, the new consensus rejects neoliberalism as the “right” governing paradigm for modern states. Instead, it contends that many of the crises that we face are the result not of government overreach but of government’s abdicating its economic responsibilities: as a market creator, as an industrial planner, and as an innovator.

Neoclassical economists believe governments should only seek to correct market failures, but as Mazzucato writes in The Entrepreneurial State, “that view forgets that markets are blind… They may neglect societal or environmental concerns… they often head in suboptimal, path-dependent directions that are self-reinforcing.” When oil companies relentlessly pursue extraction in deeper and more dangerous parts of the earth while ignoring clean energy investment, this is “not just about market failure,” Mazzucato argues, but “it’s about the wrong kind of market getting stuck”; we need government “actively creating and shaping (new) markets, while regulating existing ones.”

Following Keynesian theory, Green New Dealers are guided by the principle that government can and must do things that no other institutions do—be they the market, the church, or the family. It’s the reason why strengthening the public sector and empowering the government are crucial to the policy vision of the GND, because we need a direct, efficient, and just economic transformation, which the market alone cannot—and will not—provide.

Governments have an essential, constitutive role to play in steering national economies, and the GND seeks to embrace this role by rebalancing the relationship between the public (the state) and the private (the market). This does not mean that businesses and financial markets should not or cannot have a role to play. New Consensus economists see the private sector as essential to economic transformation and prosperity. In the GND’s policy vision, the government is not a handmaiden of the market, relegated to only fixing market failures; it’s a leader and a risk-taker that uses its unique abilities to create, regulate, and shape markets.

With government playing a leading role in the economy, the arsenal of public powers available to policymakers is expanded, allowing us to comprehensively and equitably solve climate, social, and economic crises. Three additional principles from New Consensus economists should guide Green New Dealers as we craft policy.

First, the US government, at all levels, must have a coordinated vision and strategy for a new “green” economy. As Mazzucato argues, one of the reasons the US has failed to significantly reduce emissions and develop a competitive clean technology sector is that the federal government has adopted a “patchwork” approach to climate policy, uncoordinated across state agencies and jurisdictions.

Second, public spending and investment are essential, not just for infrastructure and “public goods” but for innovation. Federal investment in R&D funded some of our most important technologies, including GPS, nanotechnology, and many key components of smartphones. Although we have most of the technology we need for decarbonization, we still need additional breakthroughs to fully transition from fossil fuels. However, as a share of gross domestic product (GDP), public spending for R&D has declined nearly 50 percent since the 1980s. GND policies must set aside neoliberal dogmas about the need to keep public spending low and instead embrace large-scale public investment strategies that rapidly decarbonize our economy and reposition the US as a leader, instead of a laggard, in the global green economy.

Third, the Green New Deal should invest in the real economy, not financialization. Although engagement with financial markets and products is important to the success of the GND, its policies should invest, first and foremost, in the “real economy,” meaning the parts of the economy made up of the flow of goods and services. GND policies should focus on factors that translate to real economic outcomes for everyday people (for example, job creation, wage levels, rates of unionization, and so forth) before focusing on what makes sense for financial markets and monetary policy. Monetary policy still matters, but financial markets should not be a primary concern when designing and implementing policy for the Green New Deal.

Our values informed how we interpreted the theories of New Consensus thinkers. We designed the Green New Deal as an economic mobilization not simply because it was the best solution to meet the need to rapidly decarbonize but because it was the solution that also provided the greatest opportunity for compassion, dignity, and justice. From the New Deal to World War II, economic mobilizations built the American middle class; but, as we discussed before, they only served certain Americans. With the Green New Deal, we have a chance to decarbonize, rebuild our economy, and correct those failures, but only if we design policies that do not treat injustice as a necessary—or acceptable—consequence of capitalism.

Power

The GND’s vision of power is one of redistribution: from private to public, from employer to worker, from the historically advantaged to the historically disadvantaged. Unchecked burning of fossil fuels requires two things: 1) coal, oil, and gas companies with the power to circumvent or stymie any democratically imposed constraints on their business model; and 2) people and places who can be hurt, even killed, with little consequence. In short, the climate crisis can continue unabated only with immense concentrations of economic and political power.

Over the last forty years, the top 1 percent—elites, as we’ll call them—have captured “more unfettered political, cultural, and intellectual power than at any point since the 1920s,” Naomi Klein writes.

Neoliberal policies have allowed elites to accrue nearly all of the economic gains since 1980, a hoard of wealth they use to finance anti-labor politicians, who then pass policies to weaken unions. The result has been wage stagnation and rampant economic inequality, with declines in union membership alone accounting for about one-third of the growth in income inequality since 1972. The 78 percent of Americans who live paycheck to paycheck are rightfully anxious when a politician tells them that “saving the climate” means losing their jobs. Elites have the power to steer economic policymaking and keep working people insecure; everyday folks live at the whim of their boss and “the market.”

Stagnant wages have also weakened local tax bases while increasing the need for social services, strapping state and local governments for cash and making them more vulnerable to the influence of moneyed interests. The result has been an erosion of local and community control over policy. A 2019 study of one million federal and state bills found that 10,000 of these bills were exact copies of model legislation produced by and lobbied for by elite-funded special interest groups and think tanks. Thousands of other bills included provisions from such model legislation. The majority of these bills advanced the interests of corporations and industry, even if they overrode the “will of the local voters and their elected leaders.”

The success of the Green New Deal depends on the ability to reroute power away from the 1 percent and the political and economic institutions designed to serve them. If we are going to become an economy that serves people and the planet, then the people—all of the people—need power, and we need it now.

The Green New Deal presents a clear vision of what we need to do to address the climate crisis. But vision alone is not enough. The US has not undertaken a substantial economic mobilization in nearly eighty years, and, in the wake of neoliberalism, policymakers do not know how to design one. They need a framework, which the Green New Deal provides.

The Green New Deal as a Framework for Economic Mobilization

The only time that the United States has scaled up production at anywhere near the speed that the climate crisis requires is during economic mobilizations. The Green New Deal is, as we have seen, a proposal for a ten-year economic mobilization. But what is an economic mobilization, and why is it the best way to address the twin crises of climate change and economic insecurity?

What Is an Economic Mobilization?

An economic mobilization coordinates and deploys (“mobilizes”) a nation’s resources (its “economy”) in response to a national crisis. Economic mobilizations organize an economy to achieve goals that are only possible when all of a country’s resources—public and private—are mobilized in accordance with a central common strategy and in relentless pursuit of shared objectives that supersede all other priorities. The question of whether an economic mobilization is an appropriate tactic is thus less a question of the type of crisis and more a question of the scale and nature of the crisis. To justify an economic mobilization, a crisis must be serious enough—existential, really—to demand an all-out “total war effort” from both the public and private sectors.

Given the time frame, the climate crisis—vast, existential, worsening by the day—is solvable only through an economy-wide energy transition, which requires an economic mobilization. Only a national coordinated all-out push can ramp up production of clean energy infrastructure fast enough—and ramp down emissions fast enough.

Consider the energy sector. In 2018, only 11 percent of the energy consumed in the US came from renewable sources. Electric vehicles account for less than 2 percent of all the cars sold. Buildings produce 40 percent of our nation’s carbon dioxide emissions. To transition to 100 percent renewable energy, one study estimates that the US will need roughly 78 million solar panels; 485,000 wind turbines; and 48,000 solar power plants—all new—to generate approximately 95 percent of all energy from wind and solar (about 1.5 million megawatts). A utility-scale wind turbine has about 8,000 parts, many of which need to be manufactured locally, near the site of deployment. And that is only the energy sector. Similar transformations need to happen in nearly every sector of the US economy, including housing, transportation, agriculture, and manufacturing. And, as in World War II, the US has to not only equip itself but develop and produce low-carbon goods for other nations, too.

As with any industrial mobilization, it is not enough to simply produce the necessary technologies; we must also build—and manage—the infrastructure to support them. That means millions of miles of new transmission cables to support “smart” electric grids that can integrate renewables; thousands of new charging stations for electric vehicles; and new manufacturing facilities to produce electric furnaces, heaters, and stoves to equip our homes and businesses—and that is still the beginning. We also need new practices to replace carbon-intensive industrial and agricultural processes. Regenerative agriculture, ocean farms, and even electrolysis—we need all of it to zero out emissions, and we need it fast.

An industrial mobilization can make the rapid, vast transformation we need possible. This is due, in part, to the policy coordination they generate. There are few other times when all of the levers of government—including regulation, legislation, executive action, and procurement—are aligned, coordinated, and leveraged toward a single set of goals. But it is also due, in large part, to the unprecedented levels of public investment they unleash, especially in service to initiatives that are too “risky” or big to attract private investors.

Critics who doubt our nation’s capacity to achieve a transition of the scale and speed the Green New Deal proposes should heed the lessons of the World War II mobilization: set the production targets you need to win, even if they seem impossible at the outset, and then hustle to meet those targets through massive, coordinated, and strategic public investment and collaborations with private industry.

Lessons from the World War II Mobilization

The World War II years are an illustration of the deep cooperation between the public and private sector that a successful economic mobilization requires. The WWII economic mobilization was designed not only to put the US on war footing but also to produce weapons, artillery, and machinery—the “arsenal of democracy”—that Allied forces needed. In his 1942 Annual Message to Congress, FDR set ambitious production targets: 125,000 planes, 75,000 tanks, 35,000 anti-aircraft guns, and 10 million tons of merchant ships in 1943 alone. “Our task is hard—our task is unprecedented—and the time is short,” Roosevelt said after announcing the new goals.

These were impossible targets when compared with US production capacity before WWII. Before the war, a year’s worth of production built enough ships to carry a total of 0.3 million deadweight tons and made 20.3 million pounds of airframes for plane construction; fewer than 100 tanks and 3,700 planes were made annually in prewar America. The mobilization transformed our production capacity. At the peak of ship production in 1943, the US built enough vessels to carry 18 million deadweight tons in a single year. Airframe production peaked the next year—787.1 million pounds built in 1944 alone. By the end of the war, the US had produced 299,293 aircraft and 88,410 tanks.

The production of component materials also skyrocketed, with the production of synthetic rubber, magnesium, and aluminum increasing anywhere from 7 times to 288 times the prewar average. Unemployment plummeted as a result of the industrial boom, dropping from 14.5 percent in 1940 to 1.6 percent in 1945—all while increasing wages and significantly reducing income inequality.

Tightly coordinated public-private partnerships and high levels of public investment made it possible for the US to rapidly increase production capacity in just a few years. The decision to prioritize public-private partnerships and support them with large infusions of public capital was a matter of sheer material need. The US had to equip at least 12 million American troops and also supply the British and French militaries. There was simply no way to manufacture that much materiel solely through public means. The government had to find a way to mobilize the US consumer economy—the largest industrialized economy in the world—to make military goods. The United States spent nearly $20 billion—almost 10 percent of all WWII defense spending—on manufacturing and machinery, and much of that investment went toward building “government-owned, contractor-operated” (“GOCO”) facilities: publicly owned factories run by privately owned businesses. The US government invested so much money in building new manufacturing facilities that by the end of the war it owned “close to a quarter of the nominal value of all of the nation’s factories.”

The success of public investment and the large network of GOCO factories would not have been possible without the involvement of business. Not only did business owners convert civilian factories for wartime production—going so far as to retool auto and radiator factories to produce tanks and helmets—they also lent their expertise and experience. Private engineers partnered with military experts to develop and upgrade new weapons. Corporate executives joined the War Department and traveled the country, recruiting other business leaders to commit to military production. Perhaps most importantly, civilian contractors worked with military officials to manage complex supply chains, train new workers quickly, and run increasingly large and complex production facilities.

Critics argue that economic mobilizations—especially wartime mobilizations—inherently stifle “free enterprise” and disadvantage the private sector. But private industry benefited from the World War II mobilization. Companies that operated GOCO facilities or manufactured war goods received contracts that reimbursed them for all authorized production costs and guaranteed profit. The US government also paid private firms—especially smaller firms—to license new and patented technology so that it could be produced at scale.

National economic mobilization requires huge workforces, which in turn tighten the labor markets, benefit workers, and create opportunities to balance economic inequities much more quickly than in normal economic circumstances. During WWII, for example, the share of the national income that went to the top 1 percent dropped from 15 percent in 1939 to 10 percent in 1945, and it fell even more steeply—13 percentage points—for the top 10 percent. The mobilization especially benefited marginalized workers, as the share of national income for many—including African Americans, women, and agricultural workers—rose sharply during the 1940s.

Economic Mobilization as a Response to the Climate Crisis

Economic mobilizations free the public sector to invest significant capital directly into private industries in ways that are coordinated, targeted, and strategic. During mobilizations, the government “absorbs” risk for new long-term (or large-scale) projects—by guaranteeing loans, providing early-stage capital, and so on—which makes it possible to develop new products without having to wait on private capital that is short-term and risk-averse. That risk-taking is crucial for the climate crisis. Although the US already has most of the technology we need to decarbonize, we still need some new breakthroughs—particularly when it comes to sectors like aviation and shipping. Economic mobilization gives the public sector a green light to invest heavily and directly in necessary R&D and to coordinate private capital to support these projects, once they have been proven to work.

In addition to unleashing public investment, mobilizations also amplify the public sector’s ability to strengthen and stabilize demand. Essential low-carbon industries, like solar and wind, have struggled to gain a foothold in the US, due in large part to inconsistent and insufficient demand. An economic mobilization allows the government—as both customer and regulator—to expand demand for “green” goods and reshape markets to support them.

Take solar energy as an example. To fully transition the US energy system to renewable sources, about 57 percent of all residential rooftops that are suitable for solar installations need to have solar installations. But in 2020, an average-sized residential solar installation will cost between $11,400 and $15,000 after solar tax credits—far more than most American homeowners can afford. Much of the expense is due not to the price of the hardware but to “soft costs” related to marketing, customer acquisition, and navigating different layers of permitting. It is a vicious cycle: fewer homeowners install solar because of the high cost; the price of residential solar does not decrease as fast because “soft costs” remain high; “soft costs” can’t go down until it becomes easier to acquire customers and deal with permitting. Until now, federal and state governments have done little to help, outside of offering tax credits, which do very little to defray upfront costs and thus do little to increase demand for solar installation from homeowners.

Green New Deal policies, however, can permanently increase demand by requiring new construction to be zero-carbon, funding solar retrofits of existing buildings, and streamlining permitting across states. Solar manufacturers no longer need to spend money marketing to hesitant customers—every new home needs solar panels. Instead of buying more ads, manufacturers can invest more in scaling up production to meet the increased demand, and the scaling up of production will spur new innovations that drive down hardware costs even further. Meanwhile, property owners can get grants from newly established green banks, expanding demand for solar to homeowners who otherwise cannot afford the upfront cost. This would employ thousands of people: there are well-paid public sector jobs waiting to be created on your house’s bare roof.

Economic mobilizations also present the possibility of reexamining and renegotiating our social contract—to decide what kind of country, what kind of society, we want to carry into the future. Economies and societies do not exist separately. In mobilizations—especially ones as massive as the one proposed by the Green New Deal—we need social policy that serves the goals and principles of the GND and provides the support necessary to maintain an economy at nearly full employment. That requires changes not only to labor policy but to every part of our social safety net, from health-care policy and childcare policy to workforce policy and housing policy. Some of the most significant economic effects of the original New Deal came from new social policies—like Social Security—and public employment programs that employed hundreds of thousands of Americans, which in turn maintained and prepared the workforce necessary for the production boom of WWII.

Mobilizations also create tight labor markets that redistribute wealth and reduce inequality. In fact, mobilizations distribute wealth far more effectively than redistributing wealth through the tax system, particularly for low-income and marginalized workers. But they are not inherently just—especially if not everyone can access the jobs they create. How can we attract enough workers for a national climate mobilization if the average cost for a year of childcare ranges from $5,500 to $25,000? How can families move to better-paying jobs in the mobilization if they are dependent on their employer-sponsored health care? How can people reenter the labor force if they do not know where to go for training or job placement? They can’t—unless we meet those needs through the public sector. That is why the Green New Deal includes commitments to a federal jobs guarantee, universal childcare and health care, and significant investments in education and workforce education.

These commitments were designed to ensure that any mobilization to address climate change adheres to the principles of the Green New Deal from design to implementation. The price of national progress cannot be systematized oppression—not again.

The Green New Deal as Public Policy

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez has described the Green New Deal resolution as a “request for proposals,” and sure enough, communities and leaders from across the country have begun to translate the vision and framework of the resolution into concrete policy proposals. Although still nascent and evolving, these GND policies share four characteristics that differentiate them from traditional climate and economic policies.

First, all GND policy, whether narrow or broad, serves a triple bottom line: achieve the decarbonization goals set out by H.R. 109, reduce income inequality, and redress systemic oppression. The Green New Deal for Public Housing, for example, will retrofit and upgrade 1.2 million federally managed homes, reducing their carbon emissions while also creating hundreds of thousands of jobs. Grants for paid workforce development programs will train public housing residents and prepare them for the 250,000 jobs—all paid at prevailing wage levels—that the bill creates. All grant applications from local organizations must also be approved by resident councils, giving residents unprecedented control over how money invested in their homes will be spent. New York’s Climate Leadership and Community Protection Act aims for a triple bottom line with equitable investment, mandating New York reach net-zero greenhouse gas emissions; establishes intermediate decarbonization goals—including 70 percent renewable energy by 2030; and requires that marginalized communities receive no less than 35 percent of the bill’s investment.

Second, GND policy works to shape markets and create demand so that low-carbon and no-carbon goods become the default, rather than the alternative to carbon-intensive goods. Maine’s Green New Deal and Los Angeles’s Green New Deal include renewable portfolio standards that require 80 percent of all energy be generated from renewable sources by 2040 and 2036, respectively, which will significantly increase the demand for renewable energy. New York City’s Climate Mobilization Act achieves a similar shift in demand and energy markets but through a different mechanism. By altering the city’s building code to include emissions caps for medium-sized and large buildings, requiring all new residential and commercial buildings to include either green roofs or solar installations, and adding wind to the Department of Buildings’ “toolbox” of allowable renewable energy technologies, the bill greatly expands markets for low-carbon building materials, renewable energy, and related technology, in New York and nationally.

Third, GND policy mobilizes public investment for sector-wide decarbonization, while ensuring that the investment provides workers, marginalized populations, and vulnerable communities with both a path into the new economy and protection from disaster. For example, the Green New Deal plan put forward by Senator Elizabeth Warren would invest $10 trillion—public and private—over ten years, with $2 trillion going toward green manufacturing and research; $15.5 billion toward sustainable agriculture and localizing food systems; and at least $1 trillion to frontline and fence-line communities. The Green New Deal plan from Senator Bernie Sanders would invest $16 trillion, including $2 trillion toward renewable energy and modernizing our electric grid; approximately $3 trillion to weatherize and retrofit low- and middle-income homes and small businesses; and roughly $2.7 trillion to help working-class families purchase electric vehicles. Sanders’s plan would also invest $40 billion in a Climate Justice Resiliency Fund that would be used for projects as varied as community centers and shelters with reliable backup power on one hand, and, on the other, wetland restoration and climate-related adaptation for frontline communities.

Finally, GND policy works to build power within and among those who are marginalized by prioritizing these communities in funding, policy design, and implementation, enabling local control whenever possible. The GND resolution requires that democratic processes, “inclusive of and led by frontline and vulnerable communities and workers,” be used to “plan, implement, and administer” the Green New Deal at the local level. So far, legislators have listened.

With the exception of the Climate Mobilization Act, all of the legislation discussed in this section positions frontline communities as drivers of climate policy—whether these are environmental justice working groups, transition advisory councils, or commissions on a just transition. New York’s environmental justice working group “will establish criteria to identify disadvantaged communities for the purposes of co-pollutant reductions, greenhouse gas emissions reductions… and the allocation of investments” that result from the Climate Leadership and Community Protection Act. Similarly, at the federal level, the Climate Equity Act introduced by Senator Kamala Harris and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez would establish a Climate and Environmental Equity Office, install a senior adviser for Climate and Environmental Justice in sixteen federal agencies, and create “an equity screen” for all federal rules or regulations related to climate.

We’ve barely begun the long journey to a fair, fossil-free economy, but already the policies of the Green New Deal offer myriad designs and mechanisms to achieve its goals: municipal codes, emissions caps and timelines, local control, federal grants to community organizations, and sector-by-sector investment and transformation. The details will keep changing as we learn how best to decarbonize equitably and mobilize the American people—our hands, our creativity, our resources—to remake our economy, while caring for one another every step of the way. But no matter what we encounter in the weeds of policy blueprints and implementation, the vision of the Green New Deal provides the compass we’ll need.




SEVEN THE ECONOMIC CASE FOR A GREEN NEW DEAL

JOSEPH STIGLITZ

THE VISION OF THE GREEN NEW DEAL

When a country is in crisis, bold action is required. In 1933, the US faced a crisis. The country had been mired in the Great Depression for four years, and it seemed to be getting worse every day. A quarter of the population was out of work. Farmers’ incomes had fallen by half or more. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt understood the urgency of the moment, because he understood the mistakes of the past: The country had delayed doing anything during the presidency of Herbert Hoover. If Hoover had acted promptly and appropriately after the stock market collapse of 1929, who knows how much suffering might have been avoided? But he didn’t, and FDR came up with a grand vision of how to restore prosperity: the New Deal.

So too, when the country faced the threat of fascism, we mobilized all our resources to fight the enemy and preserve our values.

Both of these situations provided opportunities that went well beyond meeting the exigencies of the moment. In the 1930s, we passed social legislation (including Social Security) and labor legislation (including the Wagner Act) that transformed our society. During World War II we went from an agricultural economy and a largely rural society to a manufacturing economy and a largely urban society. The temporary liberation of women as they entered the labor force to meet the country’s war needs had long-term effects.

This is the ambition, a realistic one, of the Green New Deal. We are facing a climate crisis, a crisis that requires a bold, forceful, and comprehensive response of the kind envisioned by the New Deal; and the Green New Deal could bring about a twenty-first-century societal transformation that would create a more inclusive society. There is absolutely no reason the innovative and green economy of the twenty-first century must follow the economic and social models of the twentieth-century manufacturing economy based on fossil fuels, just as there was no reason that that economy had to follow the economic and social models of the agrarian and rural economies of earlier centuries.

The Green New Deal is urgently needed, affordable, and would benefit our economy.

Why a Green New Deal Is Necessary

Advocates of the Green New Deal say we must deal with climate change now, and highlight the scale and scope of what is required to combat it. They are right.

We have known about the threat of climate change for decades, but our steps to minimize or stop it have been halting and clearly insufficient. Carbon emissions and concentration in the atmosphere have increased enormously. Taking carbon out of the atmosphere is far more expensive than not releasing it in the first place, and largely unproven at scale. The most cost-effective way to stabilize the climate at 2°C is to cut emissions now rather than relying on negative emissions later.

That’s why it is imperative that we change our economic system to a green economy. It’s not just about the amount of electricity we use, or how we produce that electricity, it’s about every aspect of our economy—housing, transportation systems, the structures of cities, and what we consume, including what we eat. The modern industrial economy of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was built on energy derived from fossil fuels. The twenty-first century innovation and service-sector economy will have to be built on energy derived from renewable resources like wind and solar. And it will have to do a far better job economizing on energy.

The market won’t be able to make this transformation on its own. Government will need to play an important role in a society-wide mobilization: making necessary, immediate public investments (including building out green infrastructure and mass public transit), and implementing and enforcing regulations and appropriate environmental pricing.

The magnitude of the task is enormous, and an even better analogy than the New Deal might be the mobilization to fight World War II, when the entire nation worked together to save the country. But while the task is enormous, it is both doable and affordable.

THE COSTS OF DOING NOTHING: WHY WE CAN’T AFFORD NOT TO MOBILIZE FOR A GREEN NEW DEAL

The United States is already experiencing the financial costs of ignoring climate change—in recent years the country has lost almost 2 percent of GDP in weather-related disasters including floods, hurricanes, and forest fires. We’re going to be paying for climate change one way or another; this is one of those situations in which the aphorism “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure” truly applies. The costs of doing nothing are greater than the costs associated with controlling greenhouse gas emissions to rein in climate change.

While no single weather event can necessarily be attributed to climate change, the increased incidence of such events clearly can. Recall that one aspect of climate change is the growing variability of the weather, so the extreme cold spells during the winter of 2019 can also be chalked up to climate change. Crops can be decimated by just one episode of below-zero temperatures, so the costs of this weather seesaw can be enormous.

The toll on human health from climate-related diseases is just being tabulated, but treating these conditions, too, will run into the tens of billions of dollars—not to mention the as yet uncounted number of lives lost.

Around the world, there will be climate refugees—people no longer able to earn a living on their land, either because it has become submerged or because it has become inhospitable to agriculture and people—and species will be destroyed. New conflicts will arise, with political repercussions impossible to predict. In short, the standard cost-benefit analysis can only provide a glimpse of the possible global societal cost of climate change.

UNDERESTIMATING THE COSTS OF THE CRISIS

In considering our possible climate futures, an old maxim comes to mind: “Prepare for the worst.” In technical terms, this idea is sometimes called the precautionary principle. In terms of standard economic language, we are risk-averse. That’s why people buy insurance.

Unfortunately, too much of the economic research on climate change has been produced by rosy optimists who suggest that we should be content with accepting an increase in temperature of 3.5 degrees Celsius—a number far higher than the 1.5 to 2°C agreed on in the Paris and Copenhagen accords. These optimists want us to gamble with our only planet by allowing a carbon-heavy atmosphere not seen for more than 3 million years, well before the beginning of the human era.

There are so many flaws in the models employed by these analysts that it is hard to take the models seriously; but given that they have proven useful to people who would do nothing about our climate crisis, let me dwell for a moment on several of the critical errors.

First, their models fail to recognize the complex feedback mechanisms, nonlinear effects, and tipping points in our climate system. Naomi Oreskes and Nicholas Stern write, as an example of the complex, cascading disruptions that economic models rarely capture, that “a sudden rapid loss of Greenland or West Antarctic land ice could lead to much higher sea levels and storm surges, which would contaminate water supplies, destroy coastal cities, force out their residents, and cause turmoil and conflict.”

As a result, these models of climate change pay insufficient attention to the real possibility of very adverse outcomes. The greater the weight we assign to such very bad outcomes, the more precautions we should take. By assigning little weight—far too little weight—to very adverse outcomes, these studies systematically bias the analysis against doing anything.

It is precisely when the consequences of climate change are large that we are least able to absorb the costs. There’s no insurance fund that we can buy into and draw on should we need massive investments to respond to large increases in sea level rise and other extremes in the “fat tail” of unmitigated climate change. The fact is that in these circumstances our world will be poorer, and less able to absorb such losses.

Instead, those economists who blithely say we should accept a world warmed by 3.5 degrees Celsius—a world with widespread famine and whole regions of the earth made uninhabitable by direct heat—project continued growth little altered by these cataclysmic changes, if altered at all. Their models are systematically underestimating the future risks of climate breakdown while overestimating the stability of our economy in a warming world.

In the end, though, responding to climate change is about more than just a cold cost-benefit analysis, or how to value the lives lost or the species destroyed should we continue on the current course. Indeed, some people argue that looking at the consequences of the destabilization of the climate in terms of GDP can be a distraction, because so much more is at stake. A proper response involves assessing the value of life, the costs of strife, and the disruption of communities. We are on track for a future in which there is a significant risk that a peaceful and prosperous human civilization is difficult, if not impossible.

CAN WE AFFORD IT?

Critics ask, “Can we afford a Green New Deal?” They complain that the policies are unreasonably expensive, and that Green New Deal proponents confound the fight to preserve the planet, to which all right-minded individuals should agree, with a more controversial agenda for societal transformation. They are wrong on both counts.

Even the way the question is posed is wrong: When the US was attacked in 1941, no one asked, “Can we afford to fight the war?” It was an existential matter. We could not afford not to fight it. The same is true for climate change. Moreover, as we have already noted, we will pay for climate change one way or another, so it makes sense to spend money now to reduce emissions rather than pay a lot more later to manage the consequences, not just from the weather but also from rising sea levels.

In short, we must afford it. So much is at stake now, just as it was in World War II. Climate change is our World War III.

The question we really should be asking is, “Why are we postponing the economic benefits of a Green New Deal?” By delaying the investment needed to tackle the climate crisis, we are burdening ourselves with real costs in rising damages.

A Surfeit of Resources: The Savings Glut and Unemployment

Delay seems especially foolish, given the extent to which resources are underutilized globally.

Half the world seems worried about the lack of resources to fight climate change and the other half about a superabundance of resources—too much labor, evidenced by growing unemployment (for example, as a result of robotization and AI) and a savings glut (too much savings relative to investment opportunities). It cannot be true both that we have a surfeit of resources and that we can’t afford a green transition.

In fact, making the investments necessary for a quick transition to a green economy is a good way to ensure that we don’t confront high levels of unemployment anytime in the immediate future. Many of the actions required, such as insulating homes and installing solar panels, call for skills that are easily learned. The current modest efforts to fight climate change can be quickly scaled up.

The seeming contradiction between a savings glut and huge unsatisfied investment needs raises numerous theoretical and practical questions.

First, how, as economists, can we explain this quandary? Aren’t markets supposed to work so that demand equals supply, so that there would never be a savings glut (or, for that matter, unemployment)?

The underlying problem can be traced to a fundamental weakness in financial markets: much of the savings is long-term—people saving for their retirement, sovereign wealth funds holding money for future generations, or university and foundation endowments. Much of the needed investment is also long-term. But standing between the two are our short-term-focused financial markets, for which thinking two quarters ahead is considered long-term thinking.

Second, are there policy “solutions,” or at least changes that would ameliorate the problem?

Changing the tax laws and corporate governance would help encourage long-term thinking: for example, increasing the holding period before CEOs can cash in their stock options, or giving more weight to long-term investors. So would requiring trustees of pension funds and foundations to take a long-term perspective. If firms, pension funds, foundations, and other organizations took a long-term perspective, they would have considered the consequences for and of climate change. Making corporations account for their climate risk would focus more attention on the consequences of not doing enough about climate change.

Third, asserting that society as a whole has enough resources for a Green New Deal is one thing; explaining how households, firms, and government can actually finance these investments is another. How is that to be done?

One way is through the creation of a national green bank. This kind of bank would provide funding for investment, including to the private sector, for climate change—to homeowners who want to make the high-return investments in insulation, or to businesses that want to retrofit their plants and headquarters for the green economy. Such “development banks” can also help design large-scale projects and construct financial instruments that diversify risk. Development banks have played an important role in developing countries and emerging markets. They can also play an important role in the green transition of the United States and the world.

Shifting Resources and Reforming the Economy

While there are ample underutilized resources to harness in the war to preserve our planet, almost surely there will have to be a redeployment of resources to win this war. During World War II, bringing women into the labor force expanded productive capacity. We moved underemployed and inefficiently employed people from the rural sector. And we moved production from making consumer goods (like cars) to making the items required for military operations.

Similarly, some of the changes in the workplace that would result in a more equitable economy and society would enhance the efficiency and productivity of the economy, better enabling us to address climate change. For instance, greater flexibility in hours would enable more women to participate in the labor force.

Some steps to fight climate change will be easy. For instance, we can eliminate the tens of billions of dollars of fossil fuel subsidies and move resources from producing dirty energy to producing clean energy. Redesigning cities to be more energy-efficient (for instance, with better public transportation) will also result in their being more time-efficient.

Can the Government Afford a Green New Deal?

Eliminating fossil fuel subsidies, increasing the government’s energy efficiency, and turning to a green bank for funding much of the required investment may not suffice: The government may still need additional funds. You could say, though, that America is lucky. We have a poorly designed, regressive tax system rife with loopholes—so it would be easy to raise money while we increase economic efficiency. Taxing dirty industries, imposing a broad range of taxes on pollution and on destabilizing short-term financial transactions, closing tax loopholes, including those that allow highly profitable corporations to get away with paying almost no taxes, ensuring that capital pays at least as high a tax rate as the people who work for a living—all of it would provide trillions of dollars to the government over the next ten years, money that could be spent to fight climate change. And many of these taxes (those on pollution and financial transactions, for example) would actually improve the performance of the economy.

Standard estimates, though, are almost surely conservative, since they do not consider how the GND would stimulate the economy on both the demand and the supply side, thereby generating still more tax revenue.

I suspect that between the stimulus to growth that the GND would provide (described more fully below), and the redeployment of resources and tax measures discussed above, there would be more than sufficient resources to win the climate war.

Some, however, suggest that government may need to borrow. Again, the good news is that deficit fetishism seems finally to be defeated, as even mainstream economists such as Olivier Blanchard have argued that there is scope for government to undertake more debt.

One should never look at the liability side of a balance sheet, whether that balance sheet belongs to an enterprise or the government. If debt increases in order to finance a highly productive investment, the government or the enterprise is better off. And it should be obvious that if the economic growth is greater than the real interest rate—clearly the situation now—the burden of servicing the debt will diminish over time. Both of these help explain why the US debt-to-GDP ratio of some 118 percent at the end of World War II proved to be no problem: we continued to invest, the economy continued to grow, and before long, the debt-to-GDP ratio had shrunk to around 55 percent by 1955 and below 40 percent by 1964.

THE ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF THE WAR ON CLIMATE CHANGE

In fact, the Green New Deal is not only affordable and not only would we save money by acting on it now but it would actually be good for the economy. The war on climate change, if correctly waged, would benefit the country in the same way that World War II set the stage for America’s golden economic era, with the fastest rate of growth in its history amid shared prosperity.

The Green New Deal would stimulate demand, ensuring that all available resources were used. It is only in periods of high aggregate demand (such as the late 1990s) that marginalized groups have been effectively brought into the labor force. Reducing carbon emissions, if done correctly, would be a great job creator as the economy prepares itself for a world with renewable energy. The investments required to retrofit the economy by themselves would generate large numbers of jobs. Tightening labor markets will also raise wages, which have long been nearly stagnant. As this book goes to press, COVID-19 is wreaking economic havoc and tens of millions of Americans are losing their jobs. Congress is already spending trillions of dollars for stimulus and relief efforts. Recovery policies can help rescue the economy now—bringing down unemployment and restarting our economic engine—at the same time that they help create the kind of economy we need for the future.

With well-designed family leave and support policies and more time flexibility in the labor market, we could bring more women, more people of color, and more of the elderly who are able and want to work into the labor force.

Because of our long legacy of discrimination, many talented people are not able to fully use—or use at all—their skills in our economy. Together with better education and health policies and more investment in infrastructure and technology—true supply-side policies—the productive capacity of the economy would increase, providing some of the vital resources the economy needs to fight and adapt to climate change. But beyond this, these policies would be good for these individuals and their families and would begin to address one of the country’s real blights—its deep and pervasive inequalities.

The transition to the green economy would, moreover, likely usher in a new innovation boom. Moving to a green economy has already spurred a lot of innovation; taking it further would stimulate even more. The energy innovations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were key to increasing standards of living in the era of fossil fuel. These new innovations will be key to preserving and enhancing standards of living in the twenty-first century. Indeed, parts of the world are suffocating on fossil fuel emissions; unless alternatives are found, life expectancies and health will deteriorate significantly—even without looking at the impact of climate change.

Together, the combination of demand- and supply-side effects of the Green New Deal could be a transformative moment for our economy and our society—in the same way that the New Deal and World War II were more than three-quarters of a century ago.

Strengthening Our Democracy

Lastly, the grassroots movement behind the Green New Deal offers a counterpoint to the pervasive cynicism and despair that have contributed to the wave of populism and nativism sweeping the world. Adopting the Green New Deal would renew faith in our democracy: A grassroots movement can move us toward an alternative to an economic model that places society on a collision course with nature. And it can do so while promoting inclusion and societal well-being.




EIGHT A GREEN NEW DEAL FOR THE GULF SOUTH

COLETTE PICHON BATTLE

WHY A GREEN NEW DEAL FOR THE GULF SOUTH?

The Green New Deal is a visionary plan for addressing the climate crisis and investing in national infrastructure through the creation of millions of living-wage jobs. It offers an opportunity to heal our communities and protect generations to come.

Here in the Gulf South, we know climate disaster. Hurricane Katrina changed my life. I moved back home, to Slidell, Louisiana, in 2006. I realized my community needed lawyers—someone to read all the papers a disaster creates. They were being asked, in the middle of trauma, to sign away their rights. I’m only the third lawyer to come from my community. So I read the papers, and I decided to stay. It was about two years after Katrina that I first saw the Louisiana flood maps, which show historical and impending land loss due to sea level rise. On that particular day, at a community meeting, these maps were used to explain how the 30-foot tidal surge that accompanied Hurricane Katrina had flooded communities like mine in south Louisiana and across the Mississippi and Alabama coast. It turns out that over the last fifty years, we had lost land that had previously been our buffer from the sea.

I volunteered to interact with the graphics on the wall, and in an instant my life changed for the second time in two years. The graphics showed the disappearance of my community and many other communities before the end of the century. Land, trees, marsh, bayous, friends, neighbors, family. I had assumed that it would always be there, as it had been for thousands of years. I was wrong.

There in that community center, standing with other black, native, and poor residents of south Louisiana, I ceased to be bound to them solely by the needs of short-term disaster recovery—I was now also bound to them by the task of ensuring that our communities would not be erased by sea level rise due to climate change.

Our firsthand experiences in the Gulf South—Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Florida—affirm the call of scientists to rapidly address climate change and make frontline communities more resilient in the process. The Green New Deal resolution calls for “the use of democratic and participatory processes that are inclusive of and led by frontline and vulnerable communities and workers to plan, implement, and administer the Green New Deal mobilization at the local level.” Gulf South communities are taking that call seriously by proactively defining what the Green New Deal can and must do for our region, in preparation for leading the implementation effort when federal and state policy is passed.

We are coordinating across the region through “Gulf South for a Green New Deal,” an organizing initiative and policy platform with support from over one hundred organizations across the five Gulf South states. Our work proves that media depictions of the Green New Deal as a program for liberal elites could not be further from the truth. Here on the third coast, poor black, white, brown, and native people, small businesses, neighborhood associations, and regular folks from all walks of life are ready for a Green New Deal, and we know the same is true of people all across this country.

THE GULF SOUTH: CONTEXT AND PERSPECTIVE

Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Florida comprise the US Gulf South. Connected by the Gulf of Mexico, the Gulf South has deep, historic ties to the Caribbean and Central America. Together these states span America’s Southwest, the Deep South, the Bible Belt, the Black Belt, and the Atlantic coast. The region plays a pivotal role in the US economy, the energy industry, the current national defense infrastructure, and the ongoing global advancement of liberty, science, social movements, and social innovation.

Social movements originating in Gulf South states have given rise to both historic and modern struggles for human rights and civil rights around the globe. W. E. B. Du Bois characterized the US South as a key link in the chain for the American working-class fight against exploitation and violent suppression. “As goes the South, so goes the nation” was a truism of his time and remains a statement of fact today. And while the political South has had a dark history, southern political resistance in the five Gulf South states has proven some of the most effective uses of our modern democracy.

A Gulf South economy first built by enslaved labor has transitioned to become the epicenter of the oil and gas industry. In Louisiana alone, there are 125,000 miles of pipeline, and the state hosts nearly half of the country’s refineries. Texas refines 41 percent of the nation’s oil and gas and produces more crude oil than any other state. The Gulf Coast is home to 45 percent of US petroleum refining capacity and 51 percent of US natural gas processing plant capacity. This toxic economy, its foundations constructed by slaves, is now fueled by environmental racism.

Due to the overwhelming political power of the fossil fuel lobby, laws protecting the workers who actually extract and refine the oil and gas are exceptionally weak in the Gulf South. Alabama, Florida, and Louisiana are at-will states, where workers can be fired without cause or notice, and all five Gulf South states harbor right-to-work laws, which, according to the AFL-CIO, “tilt the balance toward big corporations and further rig the system at the expense of working families [and] make it harder for working people to form unions and collectively bargain for better wages, benefits and working conditions.” Without protections, workers are vulnerable to unsafe industry practices that endanger them. The British Petroleum oil drilling disaster of 2010, when the BP-leased and Transocean-owned rig Deepwater Horizon exploded, releasing nearly 5 million barrels of oil into the Gulf of Mexico, is remembered for its ecological impact, but less remembered are the eleven oil rig workers who perished.

Communities, like workers, suffer for the abuses of the fossil fuel industry. The BP disaster released more than 200 million gallons of oil into fragile marine ecosystems in two countries, ecosystems that were the lifeblood of the local economy. Tens of thousands of seafood harvesters, tourism companies, and hospitality workers were out of work for years, and many never recovered. The oil drilling disaster also had direct health impacts on cleanup crews and gulf residents because of the use of toxic chemical dispersants. These chemicals dispersants are banned in Europe due to known harm to humans yet remain approved for use in Gulf South communities by government and industry.

This same oil and gas industry in the Gulf South poses a toxic threat to frontline communities during climate disasters. During Hurricane Harvey in 2017, millions of pounds of toxic pollutants were leaked into the air by industry. Though production of oil has decreased on the Gulf Coast, toxic chemical production is flourishing. Like oil and gas operations, a disproportionate amount of chemical storage and refining occurs in low-income and predominantly black and brown communities. In addition to targeting marginalized communities, the multifaceted petrochemical industry emits excessive quantities of greenhouse gases, causing an acceleration of the global climate crisis.

Of course, our coastal location and low-lying land also makes the Gulf South ground zero for this nation’s climate disasters. By 2030, the number of flood events in the region is expected to double, putting nearly 2 million homes at risk in just Florida and Texas alone. Louisiana is experiencing one of the highest relative levels of land loss to sea level rise on the planet. The acceleration of land loss is due to a deadly combination of sea level rise, oil and gas operations, and engineered federal controls over the natural flow of the Mississippi River. Gulf Coast communities are significantly disadvantaged in preventing and recovering from flooding as a result of social and economic inequalities. I saw after Katrina how the most severely impacted areas are host to long-standing tribal territories and historic black communities.

In addition to extreme weather, the Gulf South faces additional threats to the health and resilience of coastal communities due to rising temperatures and increased tidal flooding and other effects of sea level rise. The region is already experiencing dangerous heat waves, which will only continue to worsen if immediate action is not taken. The number of days exceeding 100 degrees is rising in all five states and is expected to quadruple by 2050.

GULF SOUTH FOR A GREEN NEW DEAL

Gulf South for a Green New Deal was launched in New Orleans in May 2019 with more than 800 advocates—farmers, fisherfolk, and community leaders from across the Gulf South. The launch was followed by a five-state process of formalizing frontline voices. In November 2019, the Gulf South for a Green New Deal Policy Platform was formalized.

In crafting a Green New Deal for the Gulf South, we began with an assertion of fundamental human rights—every person has an equal right to clean air, water, economic security, and self-determination. Every person matters, and every voice matters. This informs how we approached the bottom-up platform design process. We asked people from all corners of society what they needed and what it would take to meet all of our needs, with nobody left behind.

Dr. Beverly Wright of the Deep South Center for Environmental Justice taught us about environmental justice. The floodwaters leave no doubt that to protect everybody’s right to a stable climate, we must ban new pipelines and drilling leases for extractive industries on Gulf South lands and territorial waters, remediate toxic pollution to the satisfaction of impacted communities, and ramp up investment and job opportunities in nonextractive economies. New renewable-energy job opportunities must prioritize opportunity and access for oil and gas workers and fence-line communities currently reliant on extractive industry jobs.

Physical infrastructure can also be redeployed in the service of the energy transition. We can take advantage of decommissioned oil rigs and other leftover oil and gas infrastructure for reuse in the advancement of renewable energy infrastructure.

Policies aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions must also clean up the toxic lands left behind by oil and gas, with the same financial support and urgency. In this cleanup, and in every other aspect of the fair and just transition, the costs and burden must be paid by the industries that have polluted communities and deliberately deceived the public about the threat their operations pose to our climate.

Looking beyond the fossil fuel industry, we found that workers in many other professions are also eager to play their part in a Green New Deal. Ms. Carol Blackmon of the Southern Rural Black Women’s Initiative showed us the power of those who work with the land. Our agricultural economy requires dignified working conditions and family-sustaining wages for all. We must subsidize healthy crops and farm biodiversity instead of monocultures. Our food system must be rooted in principles of community-based agroecology and food sovereignty. Along the way, we must protect and restore our natural habitats, forests, and marshes, which, in addition to being food sources, naturally reduce carbon pollution, and provide a barrier from the storm surges that devastated my community during Katrina.

In our conversations about the Green New Deal for the Gulf South, fisherfolk emphasized that we must defend our last major self-renewing source of food: wild-capture fisheries. The ocean must be protected from pollution, including plastics and petrochemical-based fertilizer and pesticide runoff. The runoff from industrial farms is responsible for the growing dead zone found at the mouth of the Mississippi River, while other harmful algae blooms are decimating our fisheries and coastal fishing communities. The ocean commons belong to us all. A Blue New Deal must end attempts to industrialize the ocean through factory fish farms and large-scale aquaculture. The federal government must limit economic consolidation of fisheries. And they must provide training of historically disadvantaged communities, and economic support for these communities to enter fisheries.

People are already working in the economy of care and repair, and these livelihoods stand to be expanded through a Green New Deal. Affordable housing, access to health care, and quality education are necessary elements of climate resiliency and must be ensured for all.

The Green New Deal must build worker and community power as it is implemented in order to put a check on corporate opposition and enhance the ability of communities to effect change from the bottom up. Green New Deal policy can lead to more community wealth—economic power—by providing pathways for sustainable homeownership, as well as cooperative or public ownership of energy, agricultural, and other firms, large and small.

We can and must increase worker power by overhauling the US labor system through the expansion of collective bargaining rights for all workers, including migrant workers and farmworkers. This begins by repealing pro-corporate labor laws, including right-to-work and at-will policies.

Finally, the complexity of Green New Deal implementation will require government agencies to be more intersectional in nature, with open, better, and more democratic communication and solution-building practices across agencies and with the public. This can create a virtuous cycle of ever more competent administration over time.

The strength of a people-centered design process is that it identifies places where people could slip through the cracks of a one-size-fits-all policy. The challenges facing frontline communities are not rooted in a single issue but rather are the consequence of intersecting breaks and injustices in our social fabric. As we listened, here are some of the considerations we heard.


	Our indigenous community members stressed the need for sovereign rights and said that treaties of all tribal nations must be acknowledged and honored, because this is the foundation of their ability to practice their culture and protect their lands.

	A legacy of incarceration, Jim Crow laws, and slavery has left generations of black southerners with criminal records that bar them from economic opportunity. From the currently and formerly incarcerated, we heard that the Green New Deal must look beyond convictions when designing the workforce of tomorrow.

	Not everybody is able to work, and so despite the Green New Deal’s emphasis on good jobs, we must also ensure the safety, dignity, and self-determination of nonworkers—including children, students, elders, people with disabilities, and people between jobs.

	Without fundamental economic rebalancing in response to historic harm, the rights and dignity of black southerners will forever be unrealized. That’s why the GND must be understood as a program of reparations for black people, including through land reform. Gulf South for a Green New Deal calls for the codification of the standards for reparations provided in the Vision for Black Lives platform, and we understand the need to draw connections between reparations in the US and climate reparations around the globe.

	Finally, a constant reality of Gulf South life that may be invisible to many outsiders is the centrality of the military to our economy and culture. We must honor the historic significance of the military in Gulf South communities while transitioning investment away from the military and toward job creation in regenerative local economies.



Let’s return to where I started, looking at that land loss map on the wall of the community center. Climate migration is a present and growing reality, both within the Gulf South region and from other regions of the country and world. We heard from people who are using a new term—climate gentrification—to describe the phenomenon of poor communities that were kept from the waterfront and that are now being priced out of the high ground as the wealthy move inland to avoid sea level rise.

Climate gentrification often happens in the aftermath of climate disaster. When tens of thousands of people left New Orleans indefinitely after Katrina, opportunistic capitalists arrived. Damaged homes were rebuilt sturdier, but at a higher value, and generally outside the reach of poor people who wanted to return home. The price difference is the difference between being able to practice one’s human right to return home as a community and being forced to resettle somewhere else—less climate-resilient, and alone.

Rather than seeing displacement and migration as an opportunity for private sector profiteering, what if we saw it as an opportunity to rebuild a social infrastructure, rooted in justice and fairness? We could actually put money into schools and public hospitals and help these institutions prepare for what is to come through climate migration, including the trauma that comes with loss and relocation. We could combat climate gentrification by affirmatively furthering fair, affordable, and equitable housing linked to reliable public transportation. We could protect homeownership by providing material resources to families—especially in communities of color and among others who are vulnerable—for elevating and flood-proofing homes.

We must recognize the right to migrate but also the right to remain, both during acute disasters and during long-term relocation processes. Relocation processes must be self-determined by communities and must assure the social, cultural, and economic requirements for a transitioning community to survive and thrive.

Fifteen years of work in the post-Katrina Gulf South has affirmed my non-negotiable commitments to human rights, human dignity, and human freedom. When we refuse to leave anybody behind, we can’t take any shortcuts. Our social, political, and economic systems of extraction must be transformed into systems that regenerate the earth and advance human liberty globally. That requires being strategic—enacting near-term material improvements in our communities in a way that leads to an enduring structural shift toward ecological equity and climate justice.

To survive this next phase of our human existence, we will need to restructure our social and economic systems from root to branch. We must transform from a disposable individual society into a society that grasps our collective long-term humanity—or else we will not make it.

The task is not easy. All of this requires us to recognize a power greater than ourselves, and a life longer than the ones we will live. It requires us to believe in things we cannot see. And it requires us to believe in each other. Let’s figure out how to reach a shared liberation together.



Money smelled like mountains of oyster shells rotting in the sun

Genai Lewis

Growing up, I remember eating the same dinner every night—my mother’s moro de habichuelas and fresh-caught fish from our neighbors.

Thirty miles east of the Apalachicola Bay, nestled deep in the slash pine forest of the Florida Panhandle, is my fishing village, Carrabelle. My dad ran a rural health clinic for our community of roughly one thousand. Most people were poor, without health insurance or money to pay a doctor. My dad treated them anyway, because he believed it was his duty to take care of people, and in turn, they took care of us.

Every other day, visitors would come through our back door to sell fish. Donny and his grandson Gage brought us the catch of the day: redfish, mullet, snapper, shark. Seafood was currency, and in Franklin County money smelled like mountains of oyster shells rotting in the sun. Gage was my classmate, and I remember the first day of kindergarten when he said what so many boys said back then: “I’m dropping out of school when I’m sixteen to be an oysterman with my daddy.”

By the time I was eight, my dad couldn’t keep his clinic open: too many bills and too few paying patients. For years after my dad closed down, Carrabelle had no doctor. Donny still dropped off fish on the back porch.



Six years later, the BP-leased oil rig Deepwater Horizon exploded in the Gulf of Mexico. Every morning in my high school chemistry class, all we could talk about was the oil: How far had it traveled? Had you seen any oil yourself? There were days when we could smell the oil. Fumes wafted across the waters far out in the gulf and over the barrier islands into our bay. It smelled like melting crayons. We knew that if oil showed up in the Apalachicola Bay, no one would buy our oysters. Terrified politicians opened the oyster season two weeks early, and for a few days the bay was packed with boats that tonged the oyster beds clean. BP set up local offices to distribute payments for people who’d lost jobs and offered their own jobs cleaning up the spill.

Boys like Gage were still around. The ones who had only ever talked about working on the water. With BP’s money in hand they bought cars and drove around partying. All night I could hear the screeching of truck tires racing through the backstreets. One morning, there was news of an overdose—partiers realized that they had been driving around with their friend’s corpse in the back seat.



Every day at about six o’clock, shifts turn over at the Franklin Correctional Institute, and the evening rush comes through the only two stores in Carrabelle. Most of the kids I grew up with still live there and are either behind the register, stocking shelves, or shopping in their correctional officer’s uniform.

These are the jobs that are left, but under the Green New Deal my community could have good jobs on the water again. Jobs like restoring the estuary and seeding oyster beds to heal the Apalachicola Bay. BP’s offices are gone, but we are still here, and we can take care of the land and each other if we can win a Green New Deal for the Apalachicola Bay.



NINE GREEN NEW BINGO HALL

JULIAN BRAVE NOISECAT

In January 2019, I traveled to the Yankton reservation in South Dakota, where, in the Bingo Hall of the Fort Randall Casino, leaders of the Oceti Sakowin, more commonly known as the Sioux, had gathered to reaffirm the International Treaty to Protect the Sacred. The treaty was first signed here in 2013, uniting Indigenous nations in the fight against the Keystone XL pipeline and the expansion of fossil fuel projects emanating out of oil patches like the Tar Sands in Alberta, the Bakken in North Dakota, the San Juan Basin near the Four Corners, and the Permian in Texas and in the pipelines that snake their way across the continent, connecting oil fields to refineries, tankers, power plants, and gas pumps around the world. The year before I visited, the United States rode the wildcatting boom and surpassed Saudi Arabia, becoming the single largest oil producer in the world, pumping more than 10 million barrels per day, according to the International Energy Agency.

The combustion of all that fossil fuel is driving the planet to a new atmospheric chemistry. In 2019, the concentration of carbon dioxide in the air reached 415 parts per million for the first time in 3 million years. The last time that happened, forests grew in Antarctica, the Greenland ice sheet did not yet exist, and sea levels were more than 50 feet higher than they are today. Our species—people we would identify as Homo sapiens—did not yet walk the earth.

We did not arrive at this crisis by accident. Every year, the United States provides the fossil fuel industry over $500 billion in direct and indirect subsidies—that’s according to an analysis by the radical leftists at the International Monetary Fund. This includes access to cheap leases on public lands, quick and easy permitting processes, and, as we learned at Standing Rock, the cooperation of law enforcement agencies that can serve as mini–private armies.

In the 1970s, scholars coined the term “petrostate” to describe a form of state development built from the revenue of the oil rig. But back when the Saudi Arabias and Venezuelas of the world started drilling, the greenhouse effect was little more than a theory and it would have been inconceivable to power an industrial economy without fossil fuel. Today, of course, we know the science and we have cheap solar panels. We are a $20 trillion economy. We have the knowledge, the technology, and the resources to do things differently. But instead we have doubled down. Since James Hansen testified before Congress in 1988, creating widespread awareness of global warming, we have spewed more carbon into the atmosphere than in all prior human history. Renewable energy is, in many places, now cheaper than fossil fuel, and its price continues to drop. Yet on we go. After three years of decline, US emissions went up 3.4 percent in 2018. President Trump has described global warming as “a hoax” “created by and for the Chinese” and boasts that “the golden era of American energy is now underway.” The United States, in league with fossil fuel corporations, has become a uniquely destructive force in global history—one that we may need a new vocabulary to describe. A “necrostate,” perhaps.

In the face of destruction, more and more people are rising up. Indigenous communities have been among the boldest of the dissidents, asserting our own authority to stop the construction of pipelines and enact a more just relationship between land and people: to Protect the Sacred.

South Dakota, where we gathered that January, is the land of the Fort Laramie treaties of 1851 and 1868. Each treaty guaranteed the Oceti Sakowin large homelands in the center of the continent. Each was broken even before the ink on the parchment dried. In 1980, the Supreme Court ruled that the United States had violated the 1868 treaty when, in 1874, it opened the Oceti Sakowin’s sacred Black Hills to prospectors. The court ordered the government to pay $88 million in restitution. With interest, the settlement is worth more than $1 billion today. The Oceti Sakowin, however, have refused to accept compensation, insisting that their sacred Black Hills are not for sale.

Under the authority of that treaty and others, tribes have been fighting the Keystone XL pipeline, which would contribute 24.3 million metric tons to CO2 emissions per year—the equivalent of Americans driving more than 60 billion additional miles per year.

The project has been tied up in legal battles for the last decade, though industry experts and anti-pipeline activists think construction could begin again in 2020. In anticipation of opposition, the South Dakota legislature passed an anti-protest law that targeted opponents of the Keystone XL pipeline including ranchers, environmentalists, and tribes with fines for a new crime called “riot boosting.” Governor Kristi Noem signed the bill into law less than three days after its introduction. Thankfully, the ACLU successfully challenged the law as an unconstitutional violation of the First Amendment. In the red states that some journalists have taken to calling “Trump Country,” the founding documents of this country—the Constitution and the more than three hundred treaties signed with native nations so that these United States could stretch from sea to shining sea—are perhaps the only remaining democratic bulwark against autocracy and climate catastrophe.

These are the circumstances that transformed pipelines like Keystone XL and Dakota Access into national news. For a decade, pipeline politics shifted the center of gravity in the environmental movement. In 2016, more than 1 million people checked in at Standing Rock in solidarity with the fight against Dakota Access. A Puerto Rican bartender from the Bronx was among thousands of millennials who organized in support. Her name was Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.

Congresswoman Ocasio-Cortez’s Green New Deal—like the indigenous movements against Keystone XL and Dakota Access before it—has reshaped the landscape of American politics. One hundred six members of Congress have co-sponsored a Green New Deal resolution, and eighteen presidential candidates endorsed the vision in the Democratic primary, including progressive standard-bearers Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren. Data for Progress, the think tank where I work, consistently finds robust public support for the Green New Deal, which in turn has brought a word not often associated with global warming into the conversation: justice.

The congresswoman and Green New Deal advocates, to their credit, have done a great deal to include issues of environmental racism and injustice in the early design of the Green New Deal. In July 2019, for example, California senator Kamala Harris and Representative Ocasio-Cortez introduced the Climate Equity Act, which would prioritize investments in frontline communities in federal climate action. The same summer, New York State passed the Climate Leadership and Community Protection Act, which similarly mandates green investments in low-income communities of color. During CNN’s town hall on the climate crisis, nine candidates directly or indirectly referenced “environmental justice.”

But one senses that buzzwords like “environmental justice” and “frontline communities” are empty signifiers—empty not because those who invoke them don’t genuinely care, but because these terms have yet to be filled with programmatic substance: with what justice might look like for the Oceti Sakowin, for example—or the South Bronx, for that matter. What would it mean to think about communities on the “frontline” of climate change and pollution not only as people in harm’s way or as passive beneficiaries of investment but as architects and drivers of a Green New Deal?

So, for a moment, let’s turn away from Capitol Hill and the campaign trail and return to the bingo hall of the Fort Randall Casino on the Yankton reservation in South Dakota. What would a Green New Deal look like if we started building here?

Well, as it turns out, the foundation—if not the inspiration—for a Green New Deal already exists in Indigenous communities across the continent. Most, including the best-intentioned, just don’t bother to look.

In the values that have called some of the poorest people in the United States to stand up against the largest oil corporations in the world, we might find the courage we need to win this fight—against all the odds.

We might remember that the Constitution protects our right to protest, and that democracy is at least as important and powerful a tool in the fight against climate change as decarbonization is.

In the treaties that the Constitution describes as the “supreme Law of the Land,” we might find the basis for a more just and equal relationship between tribes and the federal government: one where pipelines cannot be built through tribal lands without consent.

In the sovereignty of Indigenous nations, we might find new partners for not only a multiracial but also a plurinational democracy. In many places, like South Dakota, where the Oceti Sakowin have stopped the Keystone XL pipeline for the last decade, Indigenous nations have shown how tribes can protect the environment in this perilous age of greed and warming. And through Indigenous nations’ inherent and enduring self-determination, we might begin to reimagine and rebuild the state as a home for the many nations of this continent—especially its First Nations.

And from the intergenerational memory and experience of a people who survived a genocide and know what it means to live through the end of the world, humanity might learn a thing or two about how to endure through the climate crisis.

So, what might a Green New Deal built with rather than for Indigenous peoples look like?

It would look like honoring what came before: the treaties, the tribes, the rivers from which we drink, the air we breathe, the land where we plant and gather our food and to which we return when our time is up. And by finally honoring these things—which have always been there, but which this country has never properly respected or protected—we might build something Green and New.

Back in February at the Fort Randall Casino, I was asked to sign the International Treaty to Protect the Sacred as the lone representative of the St’at’imc Nation in attendance. When it was my turn to speak, I decided to share my great-great-great-grandfather Chief Harry N’Kasusah Peter’s song, which many forces—germs, governments, missionaries, and markets—conspired to take away from my family, but which we still remember and sing today.

We may need some new technology to fight climate change—better batteries certainly wouldn’t hurt. But, in truth, a Green New Deal can be built mostly through the power of things that have always been there—the sun, the wind, the Indigenous—but whose potential we have yet to fully unlock.




TEN A WORKERS’ GREEN NEW DEAL

MARY KAY HENRY

When Hurricane Harvey swept across their city, wind and rain forced Francisca Reyes’s daughter and grandchildren from their home.

They sought shelter with grandmother Reyes, who works as a janitor in Houston. But the storm knocked the roof off Reyes’s home, throwing the entire family into chaos.

Seventeen months later, a fire engulfed the town of Paradise, California. That morning, John Allen was at work as a cook at the nearby Enloe Medical Center. A doctor at the hospital warned him that a fire was burning toward Paradise, where John lived.

John’s wife was at home recovering from breast cancer, so he raced back to his house to get her out. She survived, but they lost everything, including irreplaceable family photographs and heirlooms.

Tragically, they suffered a much more profound loss that day. John’s mother-in-law, who was partially deaf, didn’t hear the evacuation alarms. She died when her mobile home burned down.

WORKING FAMILIES’ STAKE IN THE FIGHT FOR A LIVABLE CLIMATE

Francisca’s and John’s hardships are firsthand evidence of how working people—black, brown, Asian Pacific Islander, and white—are often the most vulnerable to damage from extreme weather driven by climate change. Their losses are early indicators of what’s at stake as the changing climate starts to reshape the lives of working families.

Francisca and John are members of our union: the Service Employees International Union (SEIU). They are two of over two million SEIU members in jobs throughout the service and caregiving sectors. When climate disasters hit Texas, North Carolina, California, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico, our union family came together to give support and aid to Francisca, John, and other members who suffered devastating losses. SEIU members have also been among the first to respond to these crises in their daily work as health-care workers, social workers, animal control officers, or road and maintenance workers. We’ve begun to ask what will happen if current levels of carbon emissions cause an inescapable breakdown in the stable climate our civilization has depended on. Janitors and building service workers on the East Coast, who helped clean up in the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, discussed what would happen to their cities if sea levels rise and storms grow more powerful. Public employees, health-care workers, childcare workers, and other working Californians—who saw so many families devastated by fires—asked what we’ll do if the fire season stretches year-round.

Asking these questions showed us clearly that the fight for the well-being of working people can’t be separated from the fight to protect the well-being of our planet. We need to join together to fight for more family-sustaining jobs—good, secure jobs that grow thriving communities—and at the same time, we need to fight for clean air and water in our communities.

So we took action. SEIU members mobilized in response to climate injustice. We stood with the Standing Rock Sioux in their fight against efforts to construct a pipeline on their tribal lands, and we joined the Peoples Climate Movement for mass demonstrations in New York. And in June 2019, leaders of SEIU local unions across North America overwhelmingly voted to support the fight to win a Green New Deal. We stepped forward because working people—no matter what our color or where we come from—deserve health, safety, and economic stability. That requires a livable climate, clean air, and clean water.

Climate change is going to change how the economy works, one way or the other. If we don’t fight for a just transition, billionaires and corporate special interests will exploit instability to scapegoat immigrants, black and brown families, and union members for problems caused by a warming planet. More wealth will be concentrated into even fewer hands. We have seen what happens when large-scale economic change happens with corporations calling the shots. We live in an era when corporations and economists made sweeping promises that a transition to a globalized economy would create gains for everyone. Instead, entire cities and towns were hollowed out as corporations destroyed middle-class union jobs by shifting work to countries where it’s easy to pollute the air and water, and workers have no rights.

For a generation, an influential network of billionaires and corporations coordinated sophisticated legal and political attacks to take away working Americans’ ability to organize unions, while simultaneously fighting to preserve dirty energy sources. There’s a reason why the union-busters are on the same team as the climate-wreckers. They understand that workers joined together in a union have the power not only to secure jobs and safe working conditions but also to demand clean air, clean water, and a just transition away from fossil fuels. While these powerful special interests claim that we must choose between an equitable, growing economy and a sustainable climate, we know that we need a policy that fulfills both these aims.

The Green New Deal is the sensible action that we need to take to build a thriving country where all working people make progress together. It will keep the cities and towns we inhabit livable, and it will invest in rebuilding communities on the verge of falling behind, revitalizing infrastructure and resurrecting neighborhoods that are getting ignored. It will raise the living standards of working families by creating more good, secure jobs.

As one of the largest organizations of working people in North America, we must link arms with others who share the goal of safeguarding our communities for future generations.

Working Americans want to chart a different course because our economy is not working for most of us. For a generation, real wages for most working people have barely risen. As a result, far fewer working Americans are getting a chance to live their American Dream. A child born in 1950 into a family that made the median household income had an 80 percent shot at earning the same or higher income as their parents by age thirty. But a child born in 1980 into a similar family has just a 50 percent chance of doing better than his or her parents.

Nearly half of America’s workforce now earns a paycheck doing service and care work. These jobs are becoming the backbone of the economy, but far too many of them pay wages that are so low that they trap people in poverty, no matter how hard they work. Despite a sustained economic expansion in terms of overall GDP growth, 64 million people in our country are still paid less than $15 per hour for their work. According to the Federal Reserve, 40 percent of Americans don’t have enough cash to pay for an unexpected $400 expense like a car repair or a medical bill. Millions of working Americans are paid so little that they qualify for public assistance programs to feed and house their families.

For working families living on the edge of poverty, there is no margin for error. If your workplace closes temporarily because of a storm or fire, that missed paycheck leaves your family choosing between food, rent, and medicine. If a storm or fire damages your home or your car, that emergency can wipe out years of hard-won progress.

In this divided, unequal society, communities of color are hit first and worst by environmental disasters and pollution, due to negligent, discriminatory policymaking, and they are the last to receive aid. Water, air, and soil in neighborhoods where working-class people of color live are more contaminated, causing, among other ailments, higher rates of asthma and respiratory disease in black children. The Flint water crisis is a shameful example. A group of mostly white corporate and political leaders in Michigan treated working-class black families with astonishing disrespect and disregard as they forced them to drink and bathe in poisoned water.

Before, during, and after Hurricane Katrina’s landfall in New Orleans, African Americans living in neighborhoods behind inadequate levees to protect from storm surges were abandoned—and even shot at by police officers—as they evacuated. Then they received less support in rebuilding than their white counterparts. There are 96,000 fewer African Americans in New Orleans eleven years after Katrina. The Lower Ninth Ward, a working-class neighborhood, was 98 percent African American before the storm; half of its pre-Katrina population has not returned over a decade later.

Nurses, janitors, and other service workers in Flint, New Orleans, and other cities and towns need policies that prevent future disasters, repair the harms of pollution, and rebuild resilient communities with family-sustaining jobs. The Green New Deal puts racial equity at the heart of this policy vision to make sure that all families benefit, no matter what color our skin is.

WORKING PEOPLE, OUR UNIONS, AND OUR VISION FOR A GREEN NEW DEAL

As much as it is climate policy, the Green New Deal will give working Americans more power to raise their standard of living. It includes policies inspired by the first New Deal, which empowered Americans working in last century’s auto, steel, mining, and textile industries to organize unions.

Using the power of collective action, those workers transformed dangerous, poorly paid jobs in factories and mills into family-sustaining work. They fought for a fair return on the profits their work created, raising wages and lifting millions of families into the middle class. By forming unions and staging massive strikes, they also gained voting power that was crucial when it came to winning the broader social reforms of the first New Deal. Through the power of unions, these workers ensured a just transition from a farm to a manufacturing economy.

By 1953, nearly 35 percent of Americans working for wages or a salary belonged to a union. When they negotiated for higher wages, those gains rippled outward to build healthy, thriving communities. But things are different now. Corporations have taken advantage of the shift to a service- and care-based economy to put up barriers that make it harder for working people in today’s economy to organize together into unions. Less than 11 percent of working Americans belong to a union. It’s particularly difficult for people working in service and care jobs to unite in unions. During the first New Deal, when Congress passed the National Labor Relations Act, it excluded domestic workers, home care workers, and farmworkers from the right to collectively bargain. Congress kept them out because influential white southern legislators were dead set on stopping the black and brown working people who did most of those jobs from gaining any power.

Over time, corporations have developed new ways to exclude more people. They aggressively redefined the legal definition of employment so they can pretend that they have no legal responsibility for their workers—or any obligation to collectively bargain with us. Corporations have misclassified, subcontracted, outsourced, perma-temped, or franchised millions of jobs so they can evade accountability when it comes to creating jobs that people can actually live on.

Because of this combination of race-based exclusion and job-fissuring, our union estimates that as many as 45 percent of American workers are now effectively denied the opportunity to collectively bargain.

To members of SEIU, the vision for the Green New Deal works in harmony with another set of policies that our members have rallied behind: Unions for All. In the same way that the Green New Deal will force corporations to stop wrecking our shared home, Unions for All will require corporations to sit down with working people and negotiate.

With the Green New Deal and Unions for All policies, we have an opportunity to shift our economy toward family-sustaining work, while not repeating the mistakes of the original New Deal. We can rewrite the rules to empower millions of working Americans to join together in unions, creating a check on the enormous influence that corporations and the wealthy have over our democracy, our economy, and our environment. We can ensure a just transition by maintaining standards of union jobs across sectors, building a bridge of wage support and health-care security for all who need it, guaranteeing that energy sector workers receive training and access to other union jobs, and securing pensions for all workers.

There is precedent for strong Unions for All policies within energy transitions like the Green New Deal. In Germany, workers already have the right to negotiate sector-wide agreements about job standards with employers. Germans are building on that model to gain far-reaching agreements for how to transition away from dirty energy sources. Representatives of German coal producers, coal miners, and affected local governments sat together to negotiate a timetable to wind down the use of coal while providing support for miners and their communities.

We could do the same thing here in key sectors of our economy, but we need Unions for All policies that give working people throughout a region or sector of the economy—not just people who work at one company or worksite—the power to form unions to negotiate with all of the employers in their sector. This would boost standards for people across the sector and prevent companies from trying to undercut each other by reducing pay and benefits.

Working people who are free to join unions will have the power to organize, vote, and mobilize to fight for the Green New Deal and other policies that make life more secure for our families. We will gain the power to join together across difference to stop corporations from shifting the cost of climate change onto working-class communities.

WHEN WE STICK TOGETHER AND FIGHT FOR EACH OTHER, WE WIN

Collective action rooted in social movements is the most direct way to bring about change, and it’s how working people will win a Green New Deal.

In November 2012, a courageous group of two hundred fast-food workers in New York City went on strike for a $15 wage floor and the right to form a union, igniting the historic “Fight for $15 and a Union” movement. At first, people ridiculed them because $15 was much higher than any other minimum wage proposal. But they didn’t back down. Fast-food workers challenged and then changed the conventional wisdom about service sector jobs in our country, forcing some employers and elected officials to start raising wages.

Other people from all walks of life have stepped up to build new movements: March for Our Lives, Black Lives Matter, the Sunrise Movement, the Women’s March, and the Red for Ed public education movement. Now is the time for solidarity.

SEIU members cannot sit on the sidelines while the forces of greed and hate divide us and put the planet we share at risk. Since our endorsement of the Green New Deal, SEIU and youth movements such as the Sunrise Movement and the Future Coalition are already joining forces. We’re marching arm in arm in global climate strikes, we’re demanding Democratic presidential candidates back a Green New Deal and Unions for All, and we’re electing champions of our movement to office.

The land, air, and water bind us together. The Green New Deal creates solidarity and the equity we will need to fight for a livable planet, an economy powered by family-sustaining jobs, and a democracy where every vote counts. We are determined to put more power into the hands of the many so that, united in our vision, we will win.




PART III ORGANIZING TO WIN THE GREEN NEW DEAL




ELEVEN PEOPLE POWER AND POLITICAL POWER

VARSHINI PRAKASH

Back in 2007, when I was racing to join my high school’s recycling club, I was pretty sure climate change was a big problem, but I didn’t have a sense of how far we were from solving it.

The people around me didn’t seem too alarmed. After all, a charismatic senator from Illinois was on TV promising to tackle climate change. Less than a year later, Barack Obama was on track to win the Democratic Party’s nomination, vowing that together we would halt the crisis: “If we are willing to work for it, and fight for it… we will be able to look back and tell our children that this was the moment… when the rise of the oceans began to slow.”

I was ready to fight for it, but all I had was the recycling club. So I dug into the work of saving the world one plastic bottle at a time, while Obama quietly shifted away from the lofty rhetoric of his campaign once in office.

At an off-the-record meeting the White House’s “green team” held in 2009, the new administration suggested that environmentalists focus on “clean energy jobs” and avoid climate-focused messaging that would leave the president vulnerable to right-wing critics. “My most vivid memory of that meeting is this idea that you can’t talk about climate change,” said Jessy Tolkan, who attended the meeting as a representative of the youth-led Energy Action Coalition.

Democrats and DC-based environmental groups then pursued a strategy of compromise. They proposed a cap-and-trade bill—the “American Clean Energy and Security Act”—and partnered with fossil fuel companies to try to pass it in a bipartisan process. The strategy didn’t go well. The industry watered down the policy; the Republicans never joined the hoped-for bipartisan process; and the oil-rich Koch brothers financed Tea Party protests against the bill. Meanwhile, climate advocates lacked a large, loud movement to counter the right-wing backlash.

Too many liberals thought the charismatic Democrat in the Oval Office could do it on his own. Van Jones, former Obama administration official and progressive organizer, lamented this lost opportunity: “We thought that by electing Obama, we could just sit back and watch. We went from having a movement to watching a movie.” We left climate politics to the politicians, and the politicians were happy to let climate change fall off the national agenda while quietly welcoming more fossil fuels.

Obama told us he’d stop the rising seas, but his administration expanded oil production to historic levels. He gave Shell Oil the green light to drill in Alaska’s Beaufort Sea during a period of historic low sea ice in 2012. Three weeks before the BP oil spill, he opened up new offshore oil drilling. On the campaign trail in Cushing, Oklahoma, he boasted: “We’re opening up more than 75 percent of our potential oil resources offshore. We’ve added enough new oil and gas pipeline to encircle the earth, and then some…” At the same time, Hillary Clinton’s State Department leadership joined with energy companies to promote fracking around the globe.

Following these setbacks, organizers charted a new path forward for Obama’s second term that didn’t depend on the goodwill of politicians or fossil fuel barons. Climate organizations set their sights on building a movement that could force the climate crisis into national consciousness. The big challenge was how to inspire people without any concrete federal climate legislation on the table. Intrepid grassroots organizers had an answer: get out of DC and fight the industry directly.

By the time the cap-and-trade bill died in July 2010, the Sierra Club’s Beyond Coal campaign and local allies had already stopped 132 coal plants, with dozens more on their way to closure. In 2011, a coalition of tribal nations and ranchers led a movement to stop the Keystone XL pipeline, inspiring more communities to directly challenge dirty pipelines and power plants in their own backyards. Steady, relentless organizing against fracking led to bans and moratoriums on shale gas extraction in New York, New Jersey, Maryland, and Vermont. And several groups, most prominently 350.org, saw that the movement to divest from South African apartheid in the 1980s offered a playbook for stigmatizing the industry’s catastrophic business model.

Right around that time, a Massachusetts climate organizer put a megaphone in my hands and I found myself looking over the quad, yelling: “The fossil fuel industry’s business plan is incompatible with a livable future. If it’s wrong to wreck the planet, it’s wrong to profit from that wreckage. The University of Massachusetts must divest!”

Our immediate goal was to move university money out of fossil fuel stocks and into more sustainable investments, but the long-term view was that divestment would activate a generation of young people and train them to be organizers. Along the way, we would spotlight the fossil fuel industry’s reckless plan to burn five times more carbon than scientists say is safe, and call into question the financial, political, and moral viability of the entire industry.

My education in the divestment movement turned my understanding of the world on its head. I had been taught in high school that change happens slowly, at the whim of rich white men in DC. As my fellow organizers and I looked to the history of social movements for lessons, we saw something different: ordinary people, poor people, black, white, and brown people, women like me, driving social change by banding together to demand freedom, equal rights, and justice.

And these ordinary people could win fast! Although all movement victories rest on decades of quiet groundwork and preparation, the core economic transformations of the New Deal and the major advances of the civil rights movement were each won within a half decade.

This mattered to me as a young activist, because when looking at climate, speed matters. As Bill McKibben often reminds us, we’re speeding toward catastrophe so quickly that winning slowly is the same as losing. We need a decisive break from the status quo.

We clearly couldn’t assume that Democrats like Obama would join our side after coming into office, so we chose to do what movements in the past had done: build people power and bend the arc of history as fast as possible.

By the end of 2015, over four hundred institutions, including the world’s largest sovereign wealth fund, had committed to divest $2.6 trillion from fossil fuels. Peabody Energy, the largest US coal company, cited “divestment efforts affecting the investment community” in its statement of bankruptcy. It seemed like the investments fleeing coal, oil, and gas could mark the beginning of the end of the fossil fuel age. We started to ask ourselves when all this power we had built through divestment would start adding up to the types of big changes in government we knew we needed to stop the crisis.

As it turned out, big political change was right around the corner—just not in the direction we wanted.

In 2016, I watched, surprised and excited, as Bernie Sanders mobilized millions of people into his campaign by talking about the urgent need to solve the climate crisis. Sanders called out the Koch brothers and fossil fuel executives by name and pledged the most ambitious investment in clean energy of any candidate in history. But that’s just about all I did—watch. The youth climate movement—bigger than ever thanks to effective organizing around Keystone and divestment—had no coordinated strategy to move our people power to the polls in the most consequential election of our lifetimes.

In the general election between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump, our movement missed the boat again due to inexperience with electoral operations. When our movement did engage with the elections, it was mostly on the margins. Climate activists peppered Hillary Clinton with demands that she oppose the Keystone XL pipeline (which she did, after many requests), commit to banning fracking (she didn’t), and reject fossil fuel donations (she didn’t).

Meanwhile, the fossil fuel industry had been taking elections and party politics seriously for decades. They punished politicians who defied their agenda of denial and extraction; they poured hundreds of millions of dollars into congressional lobbying and bought politicians in both parties.

After Trump won, the fossil fuel lobby wasted no time stacking his administration with their cronies. The climate victories of the Obama years were rapidly undone: pulling out of the Paris Agreement, approving the Keystone XL and Dakota Access pipelines, and repealing countless climate and environmental regulations.

I remember a sinking feeling in my stomach as Exxon CEO Rex Tillerson was nominated as Trump’s secretary of state. How did we let this happen? The truth was, our movement hadn’t built nearly enough power. Not only were our grassroots forces well shy of the millions needed to tip the scales, we also lacked allies in the halls of power prepared to champion solutions that actually matched the scale of the crisis. The other side took putting their people into positions of power seriously. We didn’t.

The consequences of this approach were clear: nearly all the victories our movement won at the federal level in Obama’s second term would be gutted.

If we were going to win a massive, government-led transformation of our entire economy and society away from fossil fuels in the next decade, we needed to build both people power and political power.

This is Sunrise’s theory of change, our hypothesis about what we need to do to win: if we keep building people power and political power, we will win a Green New Deal.

Now, if I were reading about this theory of change in 2020, I might think, “Well, duh! What’s the big insight here? If you pull the public to your side, mobilize people, and elect friendly politicians, you’ll get what you want? That’s not rocket science!” You’re right: it is intuitive, and that’s exactly what we needed.

After Trump’s election, I knew there were millions of young Americans who wanted to fight climate change, but I didn’t see a youth movement of millions. I knew that if we were going to build a bigger movement—big enough to upend politics and push our country toward historic government action to stop the crisis—we would need to inspire thousands of people to jump into our movement and nimbly move between the worlds of both protest and politics. We’d need to support them through years of obstruction and apparent defeat before finally winning. We’d need to give hundreds of thousands of young people a way to make sense of our movement’s progress even when nothing was going our way. A clearly defined theory of change would function as a North Star to keep the movement focused on its ultimate destination. If the theory of change seemed obvious, all the better—that meant it was credible and convincing.

A North Star isn’t helpful if it’s too dim to see. So, what really is people power and political power? And how do you know when you’re on track toward it?

PEOPLE POWER

“We shouldn’t have spent so much time in that research committee.”

I heard this regret from almost every student divestment organizer I knew. They’d gathered five friends and demanded their university divest. The president had said not now and asked for more data. The students and administration agreed to a special task force to explore the issue. Twelve months later, a long report detailed different options for fossil-free investing. Meanwhile, the campaign had grown no larger than its original five members. No one on campus, never mind beyond campus, had heard anything about the fossil fuel industry’s criminal recklessness. No movement had been built. And, of course, the university didn’t divest from fossil fuels, because there were only five people demanding it.

It’s not an accident that so many activists get sucked into this way of operating. It’s what we’re taught growing up: focus on the guy in the suit. He’s the one who can make it happen. Get all the facts and arguments and persuade him. This idea is so strong in our society that, even in the context of a social movement supposedly dedicated to the “power of the people,” we easily forget about the power of the people to make change happen. This is why the North Star—our theory of change—needs to be incredibly clear, incredibly bright, and repeated time and time again so that all the members of the movement know it by heart.

A bright and clear North Star needs to be more specific than “keep organizing protests.” If young organizers were going to persevere through loss, we needed an understanding of how to measure our people power.

We break people power into two parts, and measure our progress against them:


	A growing majority of passive support for our cause (demonstrated by polling or other indicators of public opinion)

	A growing base of active support (demonstrated by leaders and members who take action again and again, through protesting, voting, noncooperating, speaking out, or actively supporting the movement in other ways)



Even if the men in suits say no to our demands—as they will many, many times—we might still be on the path to victory, if we’re building enough people power. If we’re growing the majority and growing the base, we’re winning, because even if our demands aren’t met, we can always come back with more people and more support, until we win.

People Power Part 1: A Durable Majority

Movements cannot change laws without winning a majority of passive supporters. Broad public support doesn’t guarantee victory, but victory does require broad public support. The major breakthroughs of Obama-era movements happened only when the public embraced their cause.

At the beginning of his tenure, President Obama refused to endorse same-sex marriage. In 2011, when polls found that a majority of Americans backed equal marriage rights for the first time, Obama announced his support. Obama’s “evolution” was one of many: between 2010 and 2014, politician after politician changed position, and state after state legalized same-sex marriage not through the courts but through the ballot box. “Gay marriage isn’t winning the day because of some singularly persuasive legal argument; it’s winning because the battleground has shifted from the court of law to the court of public opinion,” wrote journalist Richard Kim in 2013.

There was a similar shift in support for immigration reform preceding President Obama’s 2012 decision to grant work permits to young undocumented Americans. Only 32 percent of Americans in 2005 approved of undocumented immigrants holding work permits. After years of young immigrants in organizations such as United We Dream tirelessly working to spotlight the issue, Obama introduced Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) in June 2012; almost seven in ten Americans polled that month approved of the new policy.

Since we’re talking about winning a Green New Deal, it’s prudent to wonder whether broad support also secured the original New Deal. Mass opinion polls didn’t begin until 1936, but there was a litmus test revealing how Americans felt about FDR and the New Deal: the 1934 midterm and 1936 presidential elections. As the president’s party nearly always loses seats in midterm elections, it wouldn’t have been surprising for Democrats to lose a few in 1934. However, the Democratic Party won an even bigger majority that year, their landslide victory affirming broad public support for FDR’s unprecedented project of economic recovery and opening the door to the Second New Deal of 1935—the enfranchising of labor unions via the Wagner Act, the creation of Social Security, and the Works Progress Administration.

A movement’s demands may be true and just, but lawmakers rarely step out ahead of public sentiment. Most politicians are not willing to bear the costs of going against the majority of their constituents. That’s why Sunrise has made this part of our North Star: building and keeping a durable majority of passive public support for the Green New Deal. With every action we take and every campaign we run, whether we win or lose, we ask ourselves: Is this growing the Green New Deal majority?

People Power Part 2: An Active Base

Now, I wish this were our conclusion: get more than 50 percent of Americans on our side, and we’ll win. But that’s not the democracy we live in.

In May 2019, 63 percent of Americans agreed that “A Green New Deal to address climate change by investing government money in green jobs and energy-efficient infrastructure” was a good idea. Unfortunately, favorable polling data alone does little to overcome the opposition of the wealthiest corporations in the world. Faced with a choice between broad but quiet public support for a low-priority issue and millions of dollars in campaign donations on the other side, many politicians take the money and ignore the public.

Seventy-five percent of Americans want a wealth tax, yet an army of antitax lobbyists have managed to repeatedly lower taxes for corporations and the rich. Over 65 percent of Americans support bans on assault weapons and high-capacity magazines, yet the NRA has mobilized a relatively small but relentless anti–gun control constituency and campaigned steadily to defeat anti-gun politicians and legislation.

Advocates for climate justice, like most progressives, will always face a financial deficit. A 2018 report from Yale found that between 2000 and 2016, “The fossil fuel industry, transportation companies, and utilities [outspent] environmental groups and the renewable energy industry 10 to 1” on lobbying politicians.

We saw in 2009 how a small, loud, and well-funded faction defeated broad but passive public support when the US tried to pass climate legislation. In the wake of the doomed cap-and-trade bill, political scientist Theda Skocpol autopsied the strategy of the coalition leading the effort, the United States Climate Action Partnership (USCAP). USCAP spent millions on ads to inspire passive public support and sought compromise between environmentalists and corporations to win bipartisan support. But the fossil fuel executives in the coalition double-crossed them, pushing the bill to be “as favorable as possible to their industry,” while working with businesses preparing to lobby against the bill.

Arguing for the bill on the floor of the Senate, environmentalists realized they had entered a fight for which they were little prepared. They had relied solely on the power of passive public support and their coalition of DC insiders to push the bill through Congress; the bill’s opponents not only had the threat and allure of campaign donations but also thousands of industry lobbyists and Tea Partiers mobilizing to stop it. The environmentalists lost, and Skocpol had a clear warning for future campaigns:


To counter fierce political opposition, reformers will have to build organizational networks across the country, and… orchestrate sustained political efforts… Big, society-shifting reforms… depend on the inspiration and extra oomph that comes from widely ramified organization and broad democratic mobilization…

The only way to counter such right-wing elite and popular forces is to build a broad popular movement to tackle climate change.



Journalist David Roberts echoed Skocpol’s warnings:


National polls tell enviros what they want to hear: In the abstract, majorities always support clean air and clean energy. Enviros mistook these poll results for constituencies. But poll results do not attend town halls or write members of Congress.

Meanwhile, on the right, the Tea Party faction was organized, loud, and incredibly passionate. An intense, activated constituency beats broad, shallow public support every time [emphasis mine]. Intense constituencies are levers that move politicians. Polls aren’t.



It’s clear we need an intense base of supporters to push politicians, but how many people exactly? Political scientists Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan provide our best estimate. They looked at every movement from 1900 to 2006, nonviolent and violent, that sought to overthrow a government or liberate their country. They noted the methods, total participation relative to population, and whether the movement succeeded. Their findings are as follows:

Nonviolent campaigns were “twice as likely to succeed outright as violent insurgencies,” and “no campaigns failed once they’d achieved the active and sustained participation of just 3.5% of the population.” In the United States today, that’s a little over 11 million people.

“Active and sustained” are the key words. Their research does not say that a single, 11-million-person march ensured success. It does say that when 3.5 percent of the population engaged persistently in nonviolent organizing and action during a movement for liberation—in boycotts, marches, strikes, civil disobedience, and campaigns—the movement was able to overthrow a regime. Consistent mass participation in a nonviolent movement sways the public to ally with the campaign and grind business-as-usual to a halt through noncooperation (more on that soon).

It’s not an exact comparison, but the immense difficulties we face in transforming our fossil-fueled economy and political system do share similarities with toppling a dictator. So do we need 11 million Americans? Possibly. We know we need millions, at minimum. To win the Green New Deal, we need a base of people who are ready to knock on doors, strike from work or school, mobilize for a march—again and again. And we need to be constantly growing that base until our numbers overwhelm the opponents of change.

That’s why our North Star, in addition to a durable passive majority, is to grow our active base to the scale where millions, eventually 11 million or more, take sustained action for a Green New Deal.

USING AN ACTIVE BASE TO WIN BIG

Let’s recap: in order to win, we need a majority of passive support for the Green New Deal and a growing, active base.

Many movements win solely with an active base confronting power holders repeatedly and loudly. In 2009, the right-wing Tea Party movement leveraged an active and loud base to storm congressional town halls and block the agenda of the Obama administration. Indivisible, a grassroots movement launched after Trump’s election, successfully saved the Affordable Care Act with similar tactics, relentlessly pressuring their representatives to vote against the GOP’s repeal. An active and intense base alone can be enough to win defensive fights.

But our fight isn’t only defensive. We can’t block one bill—we have to pass multiple bills in order to rework our entire economy and society in ten years to reduce planet-warming pollution at an unprecedented rate. And our opponents are the wealthiest corporations on the planet.

So we turn for inspiration to movements that won historic reforms despite powerful opposition, beginning with the civil rights movement, which ignited a moral crisis that the nation could not ignore.

IGNITING A MORAL CRISIS

In 2015, 2 percent of Americans ranked global warming as the greatest threat to the nation, placing it outside the top ten priorities. This didn’t mean most Americans refused to believe the threat of global warming is real—they just thought the threat was off in the future. When the same group of people were asked, “What do you think will be the most serious problem facing the world in the future if nothing is done to address it?,” climate change was at the top of the list.

We need to make the climate crisis, and the Green New Deal, an inescapable, urgent, immediate, issue for the broad public and its political representatives. We cannot depend on the worsening storms, fires, and floods alone to push this issue to the top of the national agenda. Our movement must ignite a moral crisis that leaves politicians with no option but to choose a side: the Green New Deal, our generation, and a livable future—or the fossil fuel executives and catastrophe?

To create a national moral crisis, movements make visible the injustices of violence, inequality, and oppression that power holders have long suppressed and perpetuated.

The civil rights movement, in the face of lethal violence and repression, coordinated historic mobilizations and protests that forced racial justice onto the national agenda and ultimately led to the passage of the Civil and Voting Rights Acts. The mobilizations of the Birmingham and Selma campaigns stand apart from other protests due to the sheer scale of nonviolent participation they achieved, their moral clarity of message, and, as a result, their impact on the nation’s conscience and politics.

The Birmingham campaign of 1963, demanding the end of segregation and discrimination against black Americans in the city, culminated in 3,500 arrests, overwhelming city jails while 4,000 more marched through the streets. The nonviolent upheaval reverberated across the nation that summer. In one ten-week period more than 750 civil rights demonstrations took place in 186 American cities, leading to 14,733 arrests. Historian Adam Fairclough notes that the prospect of further protests forced the White House to change course:


For two years [US Attorney General] Robert Kennedy had attempted to deal with each racial crisis on an ad hoc basis. Birmingham finally convinced him that crises would recur with such frequency and magnitude that the federal government, unless it adopted a more radical policy, would be overwhelmed.



Protests against segregation in Birmingham and around the country dramatically elevated the urgency of the issue, raising “the share of Gallup respondents selecting civil rights as the nation’s most important problem… from 4 percent in early spring to 52 percent by early summer.” In a single season, the movement made its demands an urgent national priority.

Addressing the nation on television a month after the Birmingham campaign, President John F. Kennedy echoed the tectonic shift that had occurred in the public’s priorities: “The events in Birmingham and elsewhere have so increased the cries for equality that no city or State or legislative body can prudently choose to ignore them… We face, therefore, a moral crisis as a country and as a people… It is time to act in the Congress, in your state and local legislative body…”

The president promptly sent to Congress a package of civil rights proposals substantially stronger than those he had proposed earlier in the year.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., reflecting on these victories in his book The Trumpet of Conscience, recalled that legislative solutions to discrimination and disenfranchisement were known and drafted before the Birmingham campaign. It was only when the movement provoked what was irrefutably a crisis that passage through Congress became possible, and then inevitable:


The Civil Rights Commission had written powerful documents calling for change, calling for the very rights we were demanding. But nobody did anything about the Commission’s report. Nothing was done until we acted on these very issues, and demonstrated before the court of world opinion the urgent need for change…



It’s worth noting that the discipline, courage, and strategic acumen of black leaders in Birmingham had been honed over years of struggle and hundreds of local campaigns. The student-led sit-in movement of 1960 and 1961 alone involved 50,000 participants across the South. Behind every major movement campaign is years of arduous preparation, including many failures. When failures sharpen our message and strategies without dimming our commitment to massive mobilization and moral demands, big change is possible, fast. Dramatic nonviolent conflict can break through the veils of complacency and futility that our opponents use to stifle us, and upend national political priorities within a matter of months.

But we do not need to depend solely on moral suasion to bring decision-makers to our side. Ordinary people have power rooted in the routines of our daily lives. And if we tap that power, we can bring society to a screeching halt to win our demands, just as workers in the 1930s won epoch-defining legislation by striking in such enormous numbers that the federal government had no choice but to enfranchise labor with permanent rights to union representation and collective bargaining.

MASS NONCOOPERATION: THE ULTIMATE WEAPON OF PEOPLE POWER

When I think about challenging the fossil fuel CEOs and their friends, Disney’s A Bug’s Life comes to mind. Hopper, the grasshoppers’ gang leader, who controls a colony of exploited ants, worries that a lone bug standing up to him could be a threat to grasshopper rule. To demonstrate, he throws one tiny grain at his henchmen and asks if it hurts. They chuckle, so he throws another. They laugh it off, so Hopper pours out the entire container of seeds, burying the henchmen and imparting a critical lesson: “You let one ant stand up to us, then they all might stand up. Those puny little ants outnumber us a hundred to one. And if they ever figure that out, there goes our way of life!”

Hopper might be a cruel overseer, but he does understand power.

Our entire economy, government, and society depends on us to work, go to school, pay taxes, pick up the trash, and do all the thousands of little things each day that keep the status quo hummin’ along. Our cooperation is the bedrock on which everything rests. But as Hopper realized, we ants have tremendous power if we stop cooperating.

Gene Sharp, one of the intellectual grandfathers of nonviolent civil resistance, drew the same conclusion after studying successful liberation movements of the twentieth century: the status quo rests on people going about their business without making a fuss. The course of history changes when ordinary people bring business-as-usual to a halt. Teachers can’t educate an empty room, after all.

So-called mass noncooperation is not easy. Organizing massive groups of people to stop participating in society requires more than engaging hearts and minds—it requires wielding coordinated, structural power. This is often the final tactic a movement employs, and it has the highest chance of success.

In the struggle for the New Deal, workers executed the same type of noncooperation as the millions of students now skipping class to demand climate action: the strike. In 1934, a wave of strikes “shook the country” and “panicked” Roosevelt’s administration, writes historian William Leuchtenburg. Almost 1.5 million American workers participated in nearly 1,900 strikes that year, including general strikes—shutdowns affecting all industries—in San Francisco and Minneapolis.

From Social Security, to the Works Project Administration, to the Rural Electrification Administration, “every piece of New Deal legislation associated with the high tide of reform,” writes historian Steve Fraser, “was indeed the consequence of popular upheaval.” The unprecedented uprisings of workers bolstered pro-labor Democrats in Congress, “who now could argue more credibly that only strong measures would restore stability.” Congress even passed the Wagner Act, seen by many politicians at the time as strikingly radical, establishing the legal foundation for unions and for workers’ rights to collectively bargain, and forcing “employers to accede peacefully to the unionization of their plants,” Leuchtenburg writes.

Just as labor strikes during the Great Depression made the Wagner Act possible, so too will strikes of students and workers make the Green New Deal possible. Fifteen-year-old Greta Thunberg began skipping school to protest outside her parliament in August 2018, and just over a year later, school climate strikes ballooned into a global youth movement. On September 20, 2019, 7 million young people around the world walked out of school and work. I walked in the streets of New York, looking at rivers of kids as far as I could see. On stage, I said our generation is starting to take over. I said that this strike is how we stop climate change and win a Green New Deal.


We gotta be honest with each other if we want to survive. As big as we are, it is still only a fraction of what we need. If we want to win, we are going to need tens of millions of Americans to join us in the streets. If we are going to win, we have to bring society and even our economy to a standstill again and again.



Perhaps Americans aren’t yet ready for that kind of mobilization. But back in 2013, before climate change was a top-ranking issue in a presidential primary, a Yale study found that “one in four Americans would support an organization engaging in non-violent civil disobedience against corporate or government activities that make global warming worse (24%), and about one in eight would personally engage in such activities.”

One in eight. In 2013. It’s time to start organizing.

This is our task: build a movement that not only grows a Green New Deal majority but also sustains an ever-growing, diverse base of leaders and activists that can ignite a moral crisis and can strike until we win. This is the people’s power. Let’s get to 11 million striking in the streets and see if it works.

POLITICAL POWER

Before Bernie Sanders’s rise and Donald Trump’s victory in 2016, the movement I came up in saw politicians as weathervanes, twisting and turning with the winds of public opinion. People-powered movements win by changing the way the wind blows, mustering a gale so strong even the rustiest weathervanes pivot.

But as I watched Bernie’s campaign turn “radical” ideas into policy proposals that inspired millions and widened the window of political possibility, I was forced to reconsider. Not all politicians are weathervanes; some are champions, using their platforms to change the weather like a movement does.

It’s a simple point, but worth spelling out: to pass a bill that decarbonizes the economy and creates millions of good jobs, we need at least one legislator willing to introduce such a bill and tirelessly advocate for it. Then we need a few more politicians who will co-sponsor that bill, flesh it out, and twist their colleagues’ arms until they vote yes. No grassroots movement is so powerful that it can succeed legislatively without savvy and committed allies in elected office.

That’s why our North Star for political power is a critical mass of enthusiastically supportive champions who represent us—not the fossil fuel CEOs—and organize for the Green New Deal in all halls of power, from Congress to statehouses to city councils.

When Sunrise began, we knew we needed to raise the bar for what it meant to be a climate champion. In the 2016 election, no candidate put forth a plan even remotely in line with the scientific reality of the crisis. Hillary Clinton vowed to produce 33 percent of electricity from renewable sources by 2027 and refused to commit to stopping the construction of new fossil fuel infrastructure projects like the Dakota Access Pipeline. Bernie Sanders vowed to ban fracking and named climate change “the single greatest threat facing our planet,” but his proposal still had the same long-term goal as Clinton’s: reduce carbon emissions 80 percent by 2050. Those plans would mean blowing past the goals agreed to in the 2015 Paris climate accord. Both Clinton’s and Sanders’s policies would be a death sentence for millions of people.

Yet in 2016, those policies were considered ambitious. Meanwhile, too many environmental groups were (and still are) content to celebrate just about any elected officials willing to say “the science is real.” These groups’ conception of political power essentially boiled down to electing more Democrats to office, and only rarely criticizing Democrats at all, for fear of losing access to decision-makers.

Unsurprisingly, advocates’ low expectations had not propelled Democrats to propose solutions matching the scale of the crisis. Journalist Robinson Meyer, in a 2017 piece headlined “Democrats Are Shockingly Unprepared to Fight Climate Change,” noted the gaping hole in the party’s approach:


The Democratic Party does not have a plan to address climate change… It does not have a consensus bill on the issue waiting in the wings; it does not have a shared vision for what that bill could look like; and it does not have a guiding slogan—like “Medicare for all”—to express how it wants to stop global warming.



It’s easier now to understand what being a champion means, because we have the example of Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (AOC). Rather than measuring her policies against the positions of party leadership, she measures them against scientific reality and the moral imperative to protect the vulnerable. And rather than carrying herself with the distant posture of a “sympathetic politician,” AOC acts and speaks like a member of grassroots movements.

The evening before our late 2018 sit-in at Nancy Pelosi’s office, AOC stood on a table to address a gathering of two hundred young people preparing for action.


This moment started at Standing Rock. It started by me bearing witness and standing shoulder-to-shoulder [with those] willing to put their bodies and their lives on the line for our future… Thank you so much for being a part of this movement and for carrying that torch forward because that is where we come from. We are busting down the doors. Everything is on the line for us.



That’s a champion.

AOC joined our sit-in the next day, and three months later she introduced the Green New Deal resolution in Congress. Less than a year later, Green New Deal policies appeared in the platform of every major Democratic presidential candidate. Bernie Sanders vowed to make electricity and transportation 100 percent renewable by 2030. Elizabeth Warren committed to a ten-year mobilization to achieve carbon neutrality across the economy by 2030. Even Joe Biden, who ran a primary campaign distinguished by its sparse focus on policy or ideology commitments, proposed a $1.7 trillion plan to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050, repeatedly noting the inadequacies of the Obama administration’s climate plan.

The terms of the climate change debate transformed before our eyes in the course of a year. This wouldn’t have been possible without thousands and thousands of young organizers building people power, but it also required a few champions in Congress—Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ed Markey, Rashida Tlaib, and more—who were willing to wield the power of elected office to advance the Green New Deal.

Speaking of Ed Markey, raising the standard for progressive climate policy can also galvanize more establishment Democrats to step up as champions. Senator Ed Markey had long been a congressional leader on climate change, even lending his name to the ill-fated “Waxman-Markey” cap-and-trade legislation in 2009. Since that defeat, Senator Markey didn’t gain any traction on climate until the Green New Deal’s momentum in late 2018 put new wind in his sails. He enthusiastically adopted the Green New Deal, despite its fundamental departures from the market-driven policies of Waxman-Markey, and soon became the lead Senate sponsor of the Green New Deal resolution.

Aside from using moral protest to change the conversation among the public at large, which opens the door for more Senator Markeys to champion the GND, the main way Sunrise increases our political power is by talking to young people about the Green New Deal and then mobilizing our movement to vote for candidates who would be champions in office. And often, we’re not mobilizing alone.

In 2018, Sunrise New York joined a strong community-led coalition in coordinating hundreds of volunteers to knock on thousands of doors to oust the Independent Democratic Conference (IDC), a group of conservative Democrats in the State Senate consistently caucusing with Republicans. This small army of door-knockers helped make the difference in multiple races and succeeded in unseating the IDC. When the new progressive senators took office in 2019, they helped lead the way alongside community organizations in the New York Renews coalition in passing the Climate Leadership and Community Protection Act, one of the strongest state-level climate policies in the country.

In rural Maine, twenty-six-year-old Chloe Maxmin recognized an opportunity to simultaneously address economic challenges and tackle climate change. In a rural district that had never elected a Democrat, she successfully ran an effective campaign for statehouse in 2018. Once in office, she worked with labor and environmental groups—including the Maine AFL-CIO, Sierra Club Maine, and the Sunrise Movement—to build a strong blue-green coalition. In spring 2019, her state-level Green New Deal was the first in the nation to win the endorsement of labor unions. It passed in June of that year.

To be perfectly candid, the electoral contributions of our youth army are not massive compared to our allies in labor unions and long-standing environmental groups; we’ve got thousands of boots on the ground, but in big races the heavy hitters are posting six- and seven-figure ad buys. Still, every vote counts, and pivotal races often come down to slim margins: two of the IDC challengers Sunrise New York endorsed, Zellnor Myrie and Alessandra Biaggi, won their primaries by just over 4,000 votes; Sunrise volunteers contacted and confirmed more than 4,000 votes for them in each race. Maxmin beat her Republican opponent by only 220 votes. If our work can contribute to a close victory that sends a champion to office, it’s worth it.

Working on elections is easy when there’s a champion on the ballot. It gets more difficult when none of the options on the ballot are speaking truth or developing Green New Deal–sized plans. Because politics is messy, we published a clear set of political principles to guide our political engagement and keep the movement focused on the North Star of maximizing our political power.

The first political principle is, We support politicians who will champion the Green New Deal and represent us, not the fossil fuel billionaires. If a candidate isn’t willing to reject money from Big Oil, it tells us a lot about whom they would likely represent. To put them to the test, we joined a campaign promoting the No Fossil Fuel Money (NFFM) Pledge—a commitment “not to take contributions over $200 from oil, gas, and coal industry executives, lobbyists, and PACs and instead prioritize the health of our families, climate, and democracy over fossil fuel industry profits.” Over the course of the 2018 elections, 1,300 candidates signed the pledge, and 700 fossil-free candidates were on the ballot come Election Day.

The second principle, No permanent friends, no permanent enemies, is designed to prevent the kind of hero worship—or grudge-holding—that keeps activists locked into an outdated stance in relationship to a politician, regardless of that candidate’s evolution or backtracking.

The third principle, We support candidates who represent a significant break with the status quo for their district, ensures that we’re not only working for the most progressive candidates in the most progressive districts in the nation. Instead, this principle encourages our movement to build political power anywhere, so long as there’s a candidate who would substantially move things in the right direction.

We needed all three principles to navigate the 2018 gubernatorial election in Michigan. During the Democratic primary, we endorsed Abdul El-Sayed for governor. Abdul was everything we wanted in a champion—a proud No Fossil Fuel Money Pledge signer, unafraid to call for big solutions to the climate that centered racial and economic justice. Sunrise endorsed Abdul when he was polling at around 4 percent. Though he made big gains, Abdul ultimately fell short, winning 30 percent in a three-way race. Sunrise had a tricky choice to make. The Democratic nominee, Gretchen Whitmer, had taken more than $10,000 from executives at the largely fossil fuel utility DTE. Suffice to say, we weren’t thrilled about Whitmer.

On the other hand, Michigan was suffering through its eighth year of Republican rule under Governor Rick Snyder, the man who had presided over the poisoning of Flint’s children with leaded water. Whitmer campaigned on a promise to fix Flint, as well as to shut down a dangerous oil pipeline running beneath the Great Lakes, threatening 21 percent of the world’s surface fresh water. Was Whitmer entirely convincing in her promises? No. Did she represent a dramatic improvement on the despised Snyder? Absolutely. Following our principles, we decided not to make a permanent enemy of Whitmer, who did represent a significant break from the GOP-dominated status quo. Our local Michigan hubs quietly supported her campaign by making this case to thousands of young people, even though we didn’t go so far as to call this a full-fledged endorsement.

HARMONIZING PROTEST AND ELECTORAL ORGANIZING

After riding shotgun with our movement’s strategy for three-plus years, the thing that strikes me is the relatively harmonious relationship between protest organizing (aimed primarily at building people power) and electoral organizing (aimed primarily at increasing political power).

Our 2018 midterm election get-out-the-vote campaigns not only built political power by electing champions; it also built up our volunteer leadership muscle. After Election Day 2018, we had hundreds of field-tested organizers ready to demand a Green New Deal from the Democrats they’d just helped elect, and that’s why hundreds of Sunrisers were able to organize buses to DC a week later for the now-famous Pelosi office sit-in. Our Green New Deal protests throughout 2019 not only built people power by bolstering public support and growing our active base; they also compelled a growing roster of Green New Deal champions to run for office in 2020.

These forms of organizing have flowed well together, though not without friction. In the design stages of Sunrise, we had very few examples of recent movements that had even attempted to work in both the protest and electoral arenas. I hope that my outline of our work in these pages can support future experiments of this type. In “We Shine Bright” (see page 166), Sara Blazevic, Dyanna Jaye, Victoria Fernandez, and Aru Shiney-Ajay explore in greater detail the methods of organizing we’ve used to create a movement that’s prepared for the long marathon of building people power and political power.



Together, we part the sea

Jeremy Ornstein

My great-grandmother gave my nana the core of an apple on her birthday. This story was told at every family gathering, but I didn’t understand why the apple mattered so much. Then, when I was seven or eight, my brother grabbed a copy of my grandmother’s Holocaust memoirs and went into the bathroom to read the book secretly. When my parents discovered him, they scolded us both, saying “You’re too young to read that.” I remember thinking, When will we be old enough?

A few more years was enough, and one day I followed my brother into the temple auditorium for a presentation on the Holocaust. I remember feeling so proud to be treated like an adult. Then I read that to kill the Jews, the Nazis pretended that the gas chambers were showers. All of my pride fell from me. I whispered, “I didn’t know that, I didn’t know that.” Before I left that room, I had to grow up. I learned that there is evil in the world; and I was scared.

Since then, I’ve learned more: about politicians who sow seeds of hate that blossom into bullets and blood; families torn from home; houses torn by thunder and waves. Stories that haunt—and hurt—all of us, and will for years to come.

But these days, I understand the meaning of Nana’s old birthday gift: an apple core, given in the death camps, for a daughter’s birthday present! Turns out my history is not only stained by tragedy. When I ask how we will survive the future, I remember that there is also a generosity and love that cannot be taken from me and my people, that cannot be beaten out of our veins.

And this love becomes courage. There’s a story my family tells every year at Passover. We’re at the Red Sea, and Pharaoh’s army is coming—we can see the sharp spears in the sun. Before us, the waves rise and fall, crashing. We are afraid, because we don’t know how to escape. Moses sticks his staff in the sand—nothing happens. I am afraid, trembling. The sharp spears already break the skin of those standing at the edge of our huddle. And then Nachson, a kid younger than I am, listens to something within. We watch as he walks into the water. The water goes up to his ankles, waist, then above his head. And in a sudden second we kids follow, running in, and then our elders and our parents follow us, running, crashing into the waves. Together, we bring down something sacred, we part the sea, we cross on dry land, we reach the other side. We sing and dance, a little closer to freedom.

No one can see the other side before we part the water. But when you’re together, you know it’s there. You know you’ve got to start walking.



TWELVE WE SHINE BRIGHT

Organizing in Hope and Song

SARA BLAZEVIC, VICTORIA FERNANDEZ, DYANNA JAYE, AND ARU SHINEY-AJAY

Dyanna

My hands shook as I approached the wooden doors of Representative Nancy Pelosi’s office in Washington, DC. Behind me, lined up two by two, were two hundred young people: teenagers, millennials, kids as young as seven or eight. It was November 13, 2018, one week after the midterm elections.

Varshini turned the doorknob, and I felt my heart leap when I heard it click open—it’s unlocked!

Young people filed into the office of the soon-to-be Speaker of the House, each one carrying an envelope that read “Dear Democrats, What Is Your Plan?” The envelopes carried letters and photos of the cherished people and places we might lose to climate change. We dropped our envelopes on Rep. Pelosi’s desk and shared what we were fighting to protect.

I went first: “My name is Dyanna. I’m fighting for my home, threatened by the rising seas in southeast Virginia, and so that no one has to live in fear of losing the places we call home.” I thought about the beaches where I grew up surfing, and the giant pipes installed when I was in high school to suck sand out of the sea and back onto shore to stem the erosion of the coastline.

Forty or so envelopes in, we started to sing:


We are standing for our futures

we are healing what is wrong

we are standing for our futures

and together we are strong.



This song, written by West Virginia organizer Katey Lauer, was our cue to start the sit-in. We linked arms, sat down, and declared our intention to stay.

The next hour was a blur of cameras, unfurling banners, emotions, and song. Rep. Pelosi’s office had two large TV screens on either side. CNN was covering the wildfire in Paradise, California, which had already claimed seventy lives at that point. These fires were one of the many reasons we were there—Rep. Pelosi was leading a Democratic Party that had no plan to challenge the climate crisis, and people in her state and all over the country were paying the price.

Suddenly, the twenty cameras outside the office door turned toward the other end of the hallway, and reporters sprinted in that direction. Moments later, Representative-elect Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez peeked in the doorway. She came into the office and gave each of us a high five. Surrounded by shirts that read “12 Years,” she called on America to unify behind the Green New Deal.

An hour and a half into our demonstration, I started singing a favorite hype song of the movement, created by Akin Olla, Ilana Lerman, and other friends at the Momentum training institute. The song was written to the tune of Chance the Rapper’s “Blessings,” and everyone knew that this was the cue to get as loud as we possibly could.


We gonna rise up

Rise up ’til it’s won.

When the people rise up,

The powers come down.

They tried to stop us,

But we keep coming back.



Even in our grief at the state of the world, we knew we had to be stronger and louder and bigger to bring down the powers that be, to transform our country. When the people rise up, the powers come down. Our voices grew louder with each line as, inside and outside Rep. Pelosi’s office, young people clapped and stomped with all the energy we could muster.

Two hours after we’d arrived, the Capitol Police gave us a choice: vacate the office or stay and be arrested. Fifty-one of us refused to leave. The police bound our wrists together behind our backs with plastic zip-ties and led us outside. We sang the entire time.

By the next day, we realized that the power of our protest was far beyond what we had originally imagined. The Green New Deal was the number 1 news story; within twenty-four hours, it had become the subject of thousands of articles. People were signing up for our email list in droves, and hundreds of young people were writing us, wanting to start a Sunrise hub in their town, donate to the movement, or join our next action.

The events of November 2018 happened fast, sweeping us into a whirlwind we’d created but did not entirely control. For our leadership team, this moment and the rapid growth that followed exceeded many of our wildest dreams, but it didn’t come as a total surprise. We had been preparing for this moment for years. The whirlwind was part of a larger vision, a longer plan.

OUR ORGANIZING MODEL

Sunrise Principle #1: We are a movement to stop climate change and create millions of good jobs in the process. We unite to make climate change an urgent priority across America, end the corrupting influence of fossil fuel executives on our politics, and elect leaders who stand up for the health and well-being of all people.

The Sunrise Movement began as a labor of love by a dozen young people, each of us desperate for a strategy to not just halt climate change but also to establish the fossil-free, multiracial democracy we need to weather the storms already on their way. We studied past movements for change and asked, “What can we do today that will alter the course of history?”

Varshini Prakash has detailed our “theory of change,” our guiding hypothesis about what we need in order to win a Green New Deal (see page 142). To win, we need:


	People power: a critical mass of engaged people, taking continued action for the movement

	Political power: a critical mass of enthusiastically supportive elected officials who will champion our cause



The Green New Deal movement will need millions of active members in order to overcome the opposition of the fossil fuel elites. Sunrise’s aim is to contribute as many people as possible to this overall goal.

For a protest movement to scale into the hundreds of thousands or millions requires stringing together multiple “trigger events” of rapid growth, like the one we experienced following the Pelosi sit-in. This is very difficult, to say the least. Creating a trigger event is 15 percent science, 25 percent art, and 60 percent good fortune. But even more challenging is maintaining unity and focus across the movement after a period of rapid growth.

Consider Occupy Wall Street. In autumn 2011, the Occupy movement swept across the country in a mass rebellion against economic inequality and corporate power. At its height, the movement looked near unstoppable, but the momentum papered over serious weaknesses. As it happened, the only things the movement agreed on were a slogan—“We are the 99 percent”—and the tactic of occupying public space. There was no shared goal or long-term strategy. Once police evicted the protest encampments in Lower Manhattan and elsewhere, too many Occupiers found themselves directionless and demoralized, and the movement disintegrated.

Like all decentralized mass movements, Occupy’s strength was the autonomy it granted participants—anybody could join and take up the brand without having to ask permission. This allowed them to grow fast. However, Occupy struggled to maintain unity after rapid growth. As soon as they grew, they fell apart.

Through the Momentum training community, we joined with movement leaders from Dreamers to Occupy to #BlackLivesMatter who had faced this challenge. We asked each other, “How do we build movements that give members the autonomy to support rapid growth, while maintaining unity of strategy and purpose?”

In Momentum we learned to think about movements as living organisms through the metaphor of DNA. In an organism, DNA is replicated as cells divide and the organism grows. The DNA tells each cell how to play its part to help the entire organism thrive. Shared instincts encoded in the DNA of certain species of migratory birds ensure that the birds stay unified in their goal (fly south together!); but having a shared DNA doesn’t make every individual bird the same. They experiment and adapt in different ways on their journey south. Similarly, each movement has a DNA of its own—a set of practices and beliefs that guide each member as they make choices about what to do next, as they all move together toward a common goal.

Sunrise’s eleven principles, many of which are shared throughout this chapter, are a key tool in maintaining a balance between unity and autonomy. The principles are both guardrails and guidelines, protecting the movement from common pitfalls and destructive behavior while establishing core practices of a healthy movement culture. They remind us of our shared goal (“We are a movement to stop climate change and create millions of good-paying jobs”) while encouraging us to embrace experimentation to get there.

Our initial DNA guide took the form of a twelve-page document called the “Sunrise Movement Plan,” which has since been updated and adapted into new formats as the movement has grown. Our initial success relied on our ability to successfully give away this DNA to dozens, then hundreds, and then thousands of people, who use it to build Sunrise wherever they live.

To bring the Sunrise Movement Plan off the page and make it a living movement, we built an organizing program with four major components to guide people from their first brush with the movement to active participation, and eventually leadership.

These components are:


	Mass training, which protects the integrity of the movement by training people to implement and defend the movement DNA through in-person and online sessions

	Moral protest, which powers rapid growth by drawing the attention of the media, politicians, and our target membership base of young people

	Local organizing, in which Sunrise members take on the day-to-day work of issue and electoral campaigning, community-building, and slow but deliberate growth through one-on-one recruitment and leadership development

	Distributed organizing, which catches people who encounter the movement online and connects them to volunteer opportunities and nearby hubs



We’ll spend the rest of the chapter breaking down each of these components of our organizing model, sharing anecdotes that illustrate how the theories here and in the prior chapter are applied in the real world.

MASS TRAINING: GIVING AWAY THE DNA

Sara

So, how did the movement begin? What did “giving away the DNA” look like in practice?

Training. Training, training, training.

Training is how we grow the movement through disseminating our DNA—our movement strategy, story, and structure—and it is how we develop leaders.

Our first-ever training took place during a sweltering June in Philadelphia. Our founding team crammed into one house and raced to finish turning the movement DNA into slide decks and training modules so that thirty-five of us could learn it. Then, over the next six months, we conducted trainings in ten states. The excitement that came with finally getting to do the thing we’d been talking about for a year is muddled with memories of staying up late many nights, eyes straining, to edit slides and rewrite curriculum.

Our early trainings taught us a lot. We learned about all the various things driving the people in the room to join a movement—a longing for more community, a sense of hopelessness in the face of climate chaos, or a desire to take action and fight for something. We honed how we presented our movement DNA and discovered the most effective ways to explain what Sunrise is all about. And we systematized the core concepts and skills that are now the anchors of any training we put on—whether it’s online or in person, for ten people in a local training or a thousand people at a regional summit.

These include:


	Strategy: Our theory of change and our four-year roadmap—from 2017 through the next presidential inauguration in 2021

	Story: How to talk about the crisis we face, who is responsible, and what must be done to stop it; how to make our message meaningful by connecting climate change to our lives, our families, and the places we call home, and grounding it in a hopeful vision of a safe and prosperous future.

	Structure and Organizing: How to start a local hub, facilitate meetings, recruit new people and develop them to take on leadership roles, build teams, knock on doors for candidates we support, and take creative local action

	Culture: How to build a healthy group culture and strong relationships, across lines of differences, through storytelling, singing, and anti-oppression practices; culture includes the eleven principles.



We used in-person trainings to launch the movement because we knew that building a movement capable of explosive growth meant maximizing our ability to retain the people who turn out for the first time during “trigger events” and moral protests. We would also have to provide them with the skills to continue organizing once the protests died down. Our early trainings were as much about bringing in new leaders as they were about deepening the skills needed to sustain a movement even when you lose momentum.

Maximizing growth and retention meant we had to be able to train people at scale. That’s where “trainings for trainers” came in. Just as we trained newcomers in the Sunrise DNA, we would later invite active hub leaders to participate in a Sunrise Training for Trainers, where they would learn how to put on trainings for their own community. In this way, we designed a mass training program that could grow exponentially, without being bottlenecked by a small core of veteran leaders, fueled by hundreds and then thousands of young people excited to host their first training in their hometown.

By the end of fall 2017, just six months after launching, we had trained 275 people and had 15 trainers. At the date of this writing, in January 2020, we have trained over 4,000 people in person (plus tens of thousands more online) and have over 200 movement trainers. Every month, our numbers go up, and the army of young people grows.

When you ask young leaders in Sunrise about their experience in the movement, they’ll talk about a new friendship, an inspiring role model, a sense of purposeful, powerful community—and many of those stories begin with a training. For young people getting their bearings in a world beset by crises, a weekend-long training offers the support and camaraderie of community, a place to see and hear ourselves as leaders even if we’d never thought of ourselves that way before.

MORAL PROTEST

Dyanna

Sunrise Principle #4: We are nonviolent in word and deed. Remaining nonviolent allows us to win the hearts of the public and welcomes the most people to participate. We need maximum participation in order to achieve our goals.

Varshini (see page 150s) discussed the need to ignite a moral crisis and build toward mass noncooperation with the status quo. Here, I’ll talk about how Sunrisers have used moral protest to grow our movement with these aims in mind. While we’re far from the scale or intensity of the Depression-era strikes or the Birmingham campaign, we have been able to shift the national conversation through small and medium-sized actions that prompt a direct confrontation with power holders.

Moral protest transforms the fear and pain of the climate crisis, which we all feel in isolation, into a collective action. In the process, it engages far more people far more quickly than organizers can recruit one-on-one. By giving voice to the unseen suffering and hidden violence of this unjust and unnecessary crisis, moral protest forces the public and the power holders to ask themselves: Which side are we on?

YOUNG PEOPLE V. FOSSIL FUEL MONEY

On July 19, 2018, in a town hall in Pennsylvania, eighteen-year-old Sunrise organizer Rose Strauss stood up and took the microphone, looked at climate denier and Pennsylvania gubernatorial candidate Scott Wagner, and asked him a question:

“My name is Rose, I’m eighteen, and I’m really concerned about the future of our country. Two-thirds of Pennsylvanians think that climate change is an issue that needs to be addressed, but you have said that climate change is a result of people’s body heat and are refusing to take action on the issue. Does this have anything to do with the two hundred thousand dollars that you have taken from the fossil fuel industry?”

Scott Wagner looked at Rose and responded. “Rose, you know what, I appreciate you being here, and you’re eighteen years old, you know, you’re a little young and naive. Listen, Rose—are we here to elect a governor or are we here to elect a scientist?”

Rose uploaded the video onto social media and the patronizing exchange went viral, eventually racking up millions of views. All of a sudden young people started sharing their #YoungAndNaive opinions on Twitter, and the New York Times called, wanting to talk to Rose.

We seized the opportunity to take action. Sunrisers in Pennsylvania organized a #YoungAndNaive rally and called on others to do the same around the country. In an op-ed in Teen Vogue, Rose warned the Scott Wagners of America: “Stand up for our generation, or we’ll knock [on] thousands of doors to replace you this November with someone who will.”

Rose’s challenge to Wagner and our ensuing organizing helped build both political power and people power.

Suddenly, the statewide Democratic Party began campaigning against oil and gas corruption. Democratic governor Tom Wolf’s reelection campaign even printed “Young and Naive Voter” T-shirts and stickers. Governor Wolf began to integrate stronger climate messaging into his campaign for the first time.

Reading Rose’s story inspired previously disengaged people to get involved with Sunrise. Hundreds of miles away in East Lansing, Michigan, two eighteen-year-olds showed up to an orientation training asking, “Are you the young and naive people?”

Rose’s confrontation showed young people across the country how to confront their politicians and helped grow a nationwide campaign to get fossil fuel money out of politics. And the tactic she used, known as “bird-dogging,” only requires two people: one person challenges a politician with sharp questions and another records the response for social media and the press. It’s a highly visible, highly replicable tactic, and following Rose’s bird-dog, thousands of young people challenged Democrats and Republicans in town halls to sign the No Fossil Fuel Money Pledge.

YOUNG PEOPLE V. THE STATUS QUO CONGRESS

A week after the November 2018 sit-in in Pelosi’s office, I sat in a room full of Sunrise leaders still flying high off our new success, but challenged by the crucial question: What do we do now?

Even though we had put the Green New Deal on the national agenda, we knew we needed to keep upping the ante—what we call escalation. Tens of thousands of people were learning about Sunrise for the very first time. We could either rest on our laurels until their attention drifted elsewhere, or immediately invite them into action and turn them into members of the movement.

So we put out the call for bigger action. Less than three weeks after that first sit-in, I found myself running another training in a church packed with over a thousand people. The energy was electric, the building overflowing, and the full balcony covered by a banner that read “Green New Deal Now!” The next day, we arrived at Capitol Hill and lobbied over forty members of Congress before conducting three simultaneous sit-ins challenging Democratic House leadership.

The months of November 2018 through April 2019 felt like holding on to a rocket ship of movement growth and nonviolent escalation, both in DC and in congressional offices around the country. One of the most memorable moments of these whirlwind months happened in the San Francisco office of Senator Dianne Feinstein. Along with our friends in the local group Youth vs. Apocalypse, Sunrisers held a rally of hundreds outside the senator’s office demanding she back the Green New Deal. Afterward, around twenty young people, mostly aged eight to fourteen, went upstairs to visit the senator in person. What they experienced was a tour de force of tone-deaf condescension.

“Scientists say we have ten years to turn this around,” said one of the young activists. “Well, it’s not going to get turned around in ten years,” Feinstein replied. “You know what’s interesting about this group… I’ve been doing this for thirty years. I know what I’m doing.”

The few minutes of heated discussion between Senator Feinstein and the group of children and teenagers went viral within a few hours; #Feinstein became the number 1 trending topic on Twitter, and the confrontation was parodied on Saturday Night Live a week later. It was a textbook example of what happens when an establishment Democrat who fails to act on the urgency of the climate crisis is confronted by young people who live with this fear daily. The complacency of an elected leader, previously unremarkable and invisible, suddenly becomes a political liability because of young organizers’ moral clarity and nonviolent confrontation.

Office sit-ins and office visits remain essential tactics in our arsenal. They’ve been used by nearly all of our hubs to grow both nationwide and local campaigns, pushing elected leaders at every level of government to back a Green New Deal.

YOUNG PEOPLE V. THE DNC

Following the spring 2019 sprint to fight for the Green New Deal resolution in Congress, we at Sunrise turned our attention to the presidential race.

We knew that before giving the next president a clear mandate to begin the decade-long transformation of the Green New Deal, we needed to first make climate change a top issue in the 2020 Democratic presidential primary. In 2016, only 1.5 percent of the questions asked in the presidential primary debates mentioned climate change. Because many voters take their cues from candidates and the media, this scarcity reinforced to voters that climate should not be an urgent, campaign-defining priority. We couldn’t let that happen again in 2020.

Our strategy was to demand that the Democratic National Committee (DNC) host a “climate debate”—an entire, televised debate that would finally provide the time needed for a deep discussion of the climate crisis and the needed solutions.

In late June, a hundred young people arrived on the steps of the DNC headquarters in DC, ready to sit in inside the building. Our action plan was moot before it even kicked off: we couldn’t get past the doors. Locked outside, the group improvised and decided to take over the front steps. It was late June in DC, and it was hot. By sunset, the group had dwindled to about thirty of us, red-faced, thirsty, and tired. I felt defeated and powerless, sitting on the brick steps outside the massive political institution that had succeeded in ignoring us for an entire day.

We huddled for a meeting, and someone asked the group, “Who is willing to stay?” I braced for everyone to meekly head home. But slowly, one by one, hands went up around the circle. I felt tears welling up in my eyes, moved by the determination I saw around me, and I committed to brave the night, too.

So we stayed. For three hot days and three nights, we sweltered on the hard brick steps outside the DNC. We livestreamed constantly, telling people why we were there and inviting them to join the movement from wherever they lived.

Our DNC protest sparked a nationwide campaign to demand a climate debate. Hundreds of Sunrise hubs pushed their local DNC delegates—people who weren’t used to getting any attention from activists—to get behind our demand. Twenty of the twenty-three presidential candidates announced their support. Over two short summer months, the campaign hurtled toward a showdown in San Francisco, where hundreds of Sunrisers crashed the DNC’s annual meeting.

In the end, the DNC voted down the proposal, 222–137. We lost the battle with the DNC, but we won the war to ensure climate change became a top issue in the presidential race. The nationwide campaign had made clear that a good chunk of young voters wanted to watch a climate debate, and with no DNC debate planned, CNN seized the opportunity and announced a prime-time Climate Town Hall—seven hours of nonstop climate coverage, featuring one-on-one interviews with every major presidential candidate. By the time CNN ended their town hall, climate change had already received more national coverage than in any other presidential race.

Our three-day holdout at the DNC reminded us how many young people are ready and willing to make personal sacrifices to bring attention to this crisis and to the vision of the Green New Deal. It also taught us to lean on our communities. For every young person willing to spend a night sleeping on the hard brick steps of a DC building demanding justice, there are a dozen others willing to bring food, water, and emotional support to young people sitting in.

ART IN ACTION

Rachel Schragis and Josh Yoder, Sunrise Movement’s Art and Design Leads

In all our different moments of moral protest, there has been a strong visual thread through the art we bring into action. It has allowed our diverse and far-reaching movement to be seen as a united force that must be reckoned with.

If you’ve seen one image of the Sunrise Movement, it’s probably one of these two press photographs from the sit-in at Representative Pelosi’s office. The images and signs are powerful, detailed, and disciplined, embodying the strengths of our movement.

In the first photo, we’re holding letters we wrote to Rep. Pelosi about what we love and stand to lose due to climate change. They were deeply personal and vulnerable letters, and the sheer number of bright manila envelopes made them a symbol of our collective power and strength. The messaging on the outside, “Dear Democrats: What Is Your Plan?,” displayed the unity of our demands.

We always keep our art simple and easy to replicate. When young people started to visit congressional offices across the country, they made their own manila envelopes with “What Is Your Plan?” written in black ink on the outside. This demonstrated that we were one big movement, from Raleigh to Little Rock to Tacoma.

Studies show that movements that visually appear unified—through using the same chants, songs, and visuals—are more effective at garnering support for their cause.
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The visual unity between young Sunrisers across many different geographies is also a source of sustenance and empowerment for our members. It helps people stick around and feel connected to something bigger than themselves. We make art to use at actions, to knock on doors for candidates we support, to set up around the room at hub meetings and community events, to hang on our walls at home and in movement houses. Every time people put on Sunrise shirts, they participate in a story and a project that’s bigger than themselves. Art offers a sense of belonging that can be documented and shared on social media, communicating our values simply and powerfully, and expanding the movement by inviting people to belong with us.
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LOCAL ORGANIZING

Aru and Sara

Sunrise Hubs

Sunrise Principle #2: We grow our power through talking to our communities. We talk to our neighbors, families, religious leaders, classmates, and teachers in order to spread our word. Our strength and work are rooted in our local communities, and we are always growing in number.

Moral protests alone do not sustain a movement. To keep people engaged and the movement going between periods of peak activity, we do the slow and steady work of talking to our friends, neighbors, classmates, congregations, and communities and inviting them to join us. Local organizing is all about nourishing the movement by building sturdy structures for members to plug into where they live.

To grow our hubs (our name for Sunrise’s local chapters) and develop new leaders, Sunrisers are trained in the core practices of community organizing, including recruitment, relationship-building, forming teams, telling our stories about what inspires us to take action, and local campaigning.

The eleven Sunrise principles provide initial guidance to start a Sunrise hub. Principle #2—We grow our power through talking to our communities—reminds us that the best place to start building Sunrise and growing our power as a movement is at home, in our communities. Principle #7—We take initiative—empowers all who follow our principles to take action in the name of Sunrise if they recruit others to join them. Principle #8—We embrace experimentation and we learn together—makes it clear that people do not need to be seasoned organizers to join, and encourages newcomers to propose and test new ideas for campaigns.

In times of rapid growth, hubs are the structure through which new members can join the movement for the long haul. In early November 2018, Sunrise was powered by about twenty-five hubs. By January 2019, we had around one hundred established hubs. At the time of this writing, in early 2020, we have over 350 active hubs.

Healthy hubs are true communities of friends old and new. Trust and relationships are built through practices like sharing personal stories, singing, sharing skills, and—yes—partying together. Your local hub meeting is where you can go to learn about developments in movement-wide strategy and make local plans. Hubs run campaigns like targeting elected officials to take the No Fossil Fuel Money Pledge and to back the Green New Deal. Hubs endorse and canvass for political candidates; organize protest actions; host fundraisers, parties, and community events; hold grief circles or vigils to respond to local climate-related crises; and show up in solidarity with sister movements in key moments.

SACRIFICE AND COMMITMENT

Sunrise Principle #6: We all have something to offer to the movement. Some of us give time through volunteering anywhere from one to fifty hours per week. Some of us give money. Some of us donate housing or meeting space. We invite our community into the movement by asking for the help we need.

Movements throughout history have been successful because everyday people make sacrifices in their lives to support the movement to reach its goals. Winning the world we deserve requires millions upon millions of people making big and small sacrifices in service of the movement. That sacrifice looks different for everyone—whether it’s time spent planning meetings when a student could be finishing homework, energy expended knocking on doors when you could be with your loved ones, or wages lost or classes missed when a person chooses to strike from work or school.

For the 2018 midterm election, we decided to scale up by investing deeply in a core group of leaders who wanted to go all-in. This took the form of a six-month program for seventy-five Sunrise leaders called “Sunrise Semester.”

Sunrise Semester participants quit their jobs or took a semester off from school, said goodbye to their friends and families, and moved across the country to build the movement’s people and political power. They lived and worked together in “movement houses,” building community while supercharging what hubs were already doing in key political locations.

Our inspiration for movement houses stretched back to the supporter housing the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) used for its volunteers during 1964’s Freedom Summer, an effort to register black voters in the South in the face of violent voter suppression. Contemporary movements have used the movement house model as well; Movimiento Cosecha, a movement to win permanent protection, respect, and dignity for all 11 million undocumented people in the US, had been experimenting with movement houses since 2015.

The seventy-five leaders in Sunrise Semester experienced all the challenges you might expect. We threw a bunch of young people together and trained them to contact voters, recruit volunteers, and organize protests. We learned how to (and how not to) nurture a supportive movement culture, as well as how to have difficult conversations about money, cultivate a spirit of service to the movement, and create shared practices for conflict resolution, and for taking it easy every once in a while.

In total, we contacted over a quarter of a million voters through phone banks, door-knocking, and texting campaigns. But the greatest thing by far that came out of Sunrise Semester was the leaders who grew through the experience.


I was an angry kid growing up. I was angry at my parents for bringing me into a world that was so painful to live in. I was angry at myself for feeling weak and small in the face of the climate crisis. I was angry at everyone around me because it felt like no one was doing enough to fight for our basic right to live.

I learned a lot of hard skills during Sunrise Semester, like how to knock on a stranger’s door and talk about the climate crisis, how to recruit new people, and how to phone-bank strangers. But the most important thing I learned was how to shift my rage at the people around me to the billionaires responsible for the crisis. I started radically loving my community for the first time and I learned to fight for them as hard as I fight for myself. You need that kind of love to do this work long-term, to keep you grounded through the ten-hour days, through the moments when you think you’re losing.

Aracely Jimenez, Sunrise Semester volunteer



At the end of the day, what we asked of participants in Sunrise Semester was a big thing to ask of anyone. And yet it was precisely because it was so big that it was so enticing. Young people aren’t looking for another petition to sign. They want to do something big enough to solve the problem.

Hub leaders have taken initiative to establish their own versions of movement houses and foster this culture of commitment and community. They’ve raised money in their communities, petitioned their schools for grant money, and found other creative ways to take time off from school or work so that they can spend as much time as possible in service of the movement. Some have added hours of time volunteering with Sunrise to already busy lives, fueled by their sense of fear and urgency to give their all to this fight. An article about Sunrise in the New Republic shares this story from Laís Ramirez Santoro, an eighteen-year-old Sunriser from Pennsylvania who got involved as a junior in high school:


I go to school, then canvass for four hours after, until it gets dark, then I go home and talk to people about Sunrise and do outreach work for it. It took up a lot of my time. I had a boyfriend at the time, and it did make things tough. It made things tough with my family, it made stuff tough with school because I needed to get good grades. There were so many great things about it, but there was so much I could’ve done and better balanced if I didn’t have that climate anxiety and didn’t have that sense of urgency.



Many, many more people have gone all-in in whatever way they can manage—giving an hour to text voters in between multiple jobs, bringing their toddlers with them to protest against their representatives, having difficult conversations with climate-denying friends and family. We are constantly amazed at the variety of ways in which people take the leap of commitment.

BUILDING A MULTIRACIAL MOVEMENT FROM THE GROUND UP

Sunrise Principle #3: We are Americans from all walks of life. We are of many colors and creeds, from the plains, mountains, and coasts. A wealthy few want to divide us, but we value each other in our differences and we are united in a shared fight to make real the promise of a society that works for all of us.

Our fight to stop climate change is grounded in the inherent worth and dignity of every human being. It rejects any political or social force that values any one human being over another. The society we live in is structured and divided by hierarchies: race and ethnicity, wealth, gender, sexuality, religion, nationality, and others. As others have said in these pages, the climate crisis both amplifies and is driven by inequalities that distribute power, rights, and freedoms unjustly along these lines of difference. Many of us in Sunrise were drawn to this movement after we witnessed the ways that environmental degradation and climate change disproportionately affect the most marginalized communities in the United States and abroad—the poor, people of color, women, children, and residents of the global South.

While all these forms of oppression must be challenged, we’ll focus here on racism, due to its foundational role in the US and the unique challenges it presents for movement-building. Ian Haney López (see page 52) describes how winning a Green New Deal—or passing any major progressive agenda—means forging a multiracial movement to tackle racial and economic inequality together. This is no small task. Divide-and-conquer racism has been the strategy of political elites not for decades but for centuries, as Rev. William Barber writes (see page 199). The shores of American history are littered with the wreckage of social movements whose members were unable to establish or maintain cross-racial solidarity.

Addressing racism in our fight for a Green New Deal is both a moral necessity and a strategic imperative. We can’t win the Green New Deal without defeating and outmaneuvering the racist dog whistles our opponents use to stigmatize expanded public investments and universal social programs. We can’t build a social movement sturdy enough to escalate toward mass strikes without a strong commitment among all members, black, white, and brown, to stand together against racism and all other forms of oppression as we join together in nonviolent actions that can pose unequal and unjust risks for working-class people and people of color.

So how exactly do we do this? We stand against racism through the messages we amplify in the public arena, through the alliances we build and the candidates we endorse. We also strive to practice anti-racism within our movement. To participate in Sunrise is to accept the challenge of building a multiracial, cross-class movement: to commit to learn, be open to your own transformation, and to relentlessly face down the reality of racism.

This journey in Sunrise has been ongoing and imperfect. Following the guidance in Principle #8 to “learn through honest mistakes followed by honest conversations,” we’ve made a lot of mistakes and had a lot of conversations, often prompted by leaders of color agitating lovingly to make the movement stronger. We’ll keep learning and experimenting together as we go. Here are a few things that we’ve done.

Anti-oppression education in universities, workplaces, and social movements is often highly intellectual and focused on understanding the facts of the matter. It can be very effective for some—but the approach by itself often falls short of helping us foster new relationships across lines of difference. The dominant culture of isolation and individualism, compounded by the still-present physical segregation of our society, prevents many people from being able to form meaningful and caring relationships across racial divides. Sunrise trainings and hubs use a few key practices to create opportunities for our members to build such relationships.

One tool we use widely is “storytelling and resonating,” a form of personal storytelling and active listening. Telling stories often helps illuminate the ways that our differences shape our lives, and even more often reinforces the commonalities in the joys and suffering that make us human.

Singing is another important connective practice. Songs unify us in ways that can feel mysterious, magical, and sometimes even spiritual. Songs help us stay calm and resolute during a demonstration; channel anger, sadness, or grief; raise each other’s spirits; and share history, heritage, and culture with one another.

These practices create the opportunity for relationships across difference, which is absolutely essential, but still not enough. As new members join the movement on a daily basis, their oppressive behaviors (we all have them!) join the movement with them. Members new and old have a responsibility to engage in ongoing work to combat racism and other oppression within their own attitudes and in society at large.

One way we support this work is through trainings for members ready to deepen their leadership through an anti-racist lens. In late 2018, Sunrise leaders put on our first Leaders of Color training, which focused on investing in and building a deeper community among leaders of color in the movement. This training engaged participants in healing from the generational trauma of racism, and in supporting one another in the shared challenges of being a leader in majority-white hubs. The movement now holds these leadership trainings for thirty to forty Sunrise organizers every few months.

We also have an Anti-Racist Training for White Leaders, where white folks work to see themselves as collaborators and leaders in the project of combating racism. Like the Leaders of Color training, our trainings for white leaders combine guidance in processing experiences as white people with tools to address harm and guide healthy group culture.

The only way to win a Green New Deal is to build a massive, multiracial, and cross-class movement that engages millions of people. Doing so requires confronting racial and economic oppression, both inside our movement and in the narrative and strategic battles we wage in public.

DISTRIBUTED ORGANIZING

Victoria

Sunrise Principle #7: We take initiative. Any group of three people can take action in the name of Sunrise. We ask for advice—not permission—from each other to make this happen. To make decisions, we ask ourselves, “Does this bring us closer to our goal?” If yes, we simply do the work that is exciting and makes sense.

In the midst of the chaos of our sit-in in Pelosi’s office, with hundreds of young people united in song and the Capitol Police giving warnings to activists in the hallways, I found myself at the other end of the hall, kneeling on the ground with my laptop propped up on a recycling bin, computer connected to phone connected to battery pack. My mission: to invite the thousands and thousands of people watching our protest online into active and ongoing roles in the movement.

In moments of sharp moral protest, onlookers often feel inspired to take action with the movement from wherever they are. As people tuned in to the livestream of the young people in Pelosi’s office, a team of seven online volunteers had only minutes to catch curious and inspired onlookers. We messaged the thousands of livestream watchers, inviting them to a video conference call the next night to learn how to be part of the movement. The goal was that people would soon become part of the active base, graduating from “liking” and commenting on their support for a Green New Deal to showing up in person in support of it.

As footage of our sit-in went viral, over a thousand people signed up to join the call. We ran the call as though it were an online rally: Sunrisers who recently got involved told powerful stories about the moment they chose to join, and the fear and power they felt when they took action. We told participants that the most important thing they could do right now to push Nancy Pelosi and members of Congress to back the Green New Deal was to visit their representatives’ offices wherever they live. We shared a Google doc with sample chants, scripts, and step-by-step guidance to plan a local office visit.

People were itching to do something more than retweet, and we knew that if we asked them to do something big and inspiring, and gave them support to be successful, they might just do it. That’s how, only one week after two hundred young people occupied Pelosi’s office, young people brought the demand of the Green New Deal to two hundred congressional offices across the country.

This is the work of distributed organizing: growing the movement by reaching thousands of unengaged people online and plugging them into on-the-ground activities. Everyone who sees Sunrise actions online, who likes a post on social media or clicks a link in an email, is asked by a volunteer team to get involved. The invitation is sent via direct message or text message. We support people to go from online supporter to in-person action as quickly as possible.

The “three-person rule” in Sunrise Principle #7 is critical to new people entering the movement and being empowered to take action. Building a movement to scale means letting go of the desire to control everything, trusting people who feel the call of leadership, and allowing the principles and DNA of Sunrise to guide our shared work.

We’ve found that when people are encouraged to take initiative, they take on greater risk and leadership than they would have ever taken if they were waiting for someone else’s permission. Paul Campion from Sunrise Chicago shares the story of how he got involved in Sunrise:


I had been on the email list for over a year, following along on social media but not doing anything actively. I got the email to go to the November sit-in right after the 2018 midterms. I had an exam so I couldn’t go, but I watched the livestream. I remember feeling like, Holy smokes! Whatever my other priorities are, they aren’t as important as this! Seeing the power demonstrated by those young people—I hadn’t seen that before. And the hope they had—I hadn’t felt that before.

When it came time for the next action, on December 10, I was determined to get myself there. I got five friends from Chicago, my cousin from South Bend, and a friend from Minnesota to all go to DC with me. It was the first time I had risked arrest, and between being in the training with hundreds of people and taking the action the next day, I remember wondering, Why has it taken me so long to find this place? This is so much of who I want to be. I met a couple people there who had Chicago connections, and we all went back over the winter holidays. At first I didn’t want to start a hub—I didn’t feel like I was the right person to do it. But when I realized it might not happen unless I did it, I invited those people I’d met over, and together we planned the launch meeting and got things going.

Sunrise is about telling young people that we can do whatever we set our minds to. We don’t have to wait till we know more; we can try, and mess up, and try again. None of us has ever done this before—we’re all figuring it out. And even just you trying is a huge step in the right direction.



For people who aren’t inclined or able to take on an in-person role like Paul, we design additional roles that people can fulfill online. Hundreds of people in dozens of volunteer teams support critical functions of Sunrise. A few examples: the data entry team, which enters and manages data to support hubs to reach the people they are organizing quickly and efficiently; the texting and phone-banking teams, which communicate key information across the movement; and the inbox team, which makes sure organizers in the movement get their questions answered and get the support they need in order to do their jobs.

Sunrise has always been rooted in the belief that transformative change comes from the power of everyday people doing what they can from where they are. No organization or network of organizations can ever pay all the people we need to make a Green New Deal the road map for our country, and it’s the contributions of volunteers that sustain the movement and power it to be stronger each day.

Distributed organizing taps into a courage that says, Maybe I can do something—maybe I can call my representative or text five friends or host a house party—and maybe, with a few of my friends, we can participate in a movement to shape the course of history.

This little spark of courage is what we activated in ourselves when we started Sunrise, and it’s what we encourage and invite from everyone who makes the movement their own today. Everyone is welcome, and anyone can make change. If you share the goal and vision of the Sunrise Movement in your heart and you follow the principles of the movement, you can act in the name of the movement and claim the movement as your own as much as anyone who has been in it before you.

Sunrise Principle #11: We shine bright. There are hard and sad days, to be sure. This isn’t easy work. But we strive to bring a spirit of positivity and hope to everything we do. Changing the world is a fulfilling and joyful process, and we let that show.



Blue skies in America

Saya Ameli Hajebi

My name is Saya Ameli Hajebi. I am eighteen years old and I grew up in Tehran, the capital of Iran, one of the most polluted cities in the world.

When I was little, I never needed to read air quality reports in the newspaper. I knew pollution was bad when I saw my brother straining to breathe and his skin breaking out in rashes.

I didn’t believe my mom when she reminisced about the white cotton clouds dotting the blue skies of her childhood. If you had asked me what color the sky was, I would have told you with conviction it was gray.

One day my mom took my brother and me on a hike. When we reached the summit I looked out over the thick gray canvas that covered my city. Above me, it looked as if someone had melted my bright blue crayons into a clear sky. I felt cool, fresh air fill my lungs and I turned around to see my brother’s chest rising and falling with ease. I wanted those blue skies to surround him forever.

Soon after, we left Iran for the US, saying goodbye to my grandparents and the laughter that rang out every time my family shared a meal of saffron rice and bademjan. We left a city where smog canceled school, where protesters risked their lives for a chance at justice and were met with violence. We left in search of freedom, democracy, and blue skies.

I have now lived in Boston, Massachusetts, for nine years. During my first Sunrise meeting, I learned that Robert DeLeo, the Democratic speaker of the Massachusetts House, had accepted over $40,000 in campaign donations from the fossil fuel industry, and in 2018 his State House watered down an ambitious, comprehensive climate bill our State Senate had passed, producing a compromised bill that was nowhere near what our state and our planet needed. Was threatening my brother’s health only worth a few more dollars in Robert DeLeo’s campaign coffers? I felt angry, but when Varshini Prakash asked if anyone was willing to stand up and speak at Robert DeLeo’s office that day, I hesitated.

I remembered a cool autumn night in elementary school. I was peeking out from behind my bedroom door in Tehran, watching my mother crying. Her voice broke as she explained to my father how she had been arrested for showing too much hair under her hijab. No matter how many times I tried to hug and comfort her, I couldn’t give back what she’d lost that day.

Varshini repeated her question. Who could speak for our movement at the statehouse? I had learned early in life that people who tried to create change would be arrested, humiliated, and sometimes even hanged in Iran… but the image of my brother surrounded by clear skies kept tugging at my sleeve, willing me to raise my hand. I am tired of feeling scared that my brother will struggle to breathe again because the people in power refuse to take action.

The next day, I stood under the statehouse dome surrounded by Sunrisers and said: “Speaker DeLeo, you will either stand with my generation and protect our communities, or we will replace you with someone who will.”

Speaker DeLeo didn’t sign the No Fossil Fuel Money Pledge that day, but we returned to the statehouse again and again, growing from tens to hundreds to thousands in just a few months, until Speaker DeLeo passed a $1.3 billion climate bill. It’s not enough, but now we know we have the power to change politics, and we won’t stop until we win a Green New Deal. We don’t have to fear gray skies anymore.



THIRTEEN A THIRD RECONSTRUCTION FOR OUR COMMON HOME

REV. WILLIAM J. BARBER II

Along the Mississippi River, between Baton Rouge and New Orleans, Louisiana, land where black people were once enslaved on plantations is now being poisoned by petrochemical plants that have given the place a new name: Cancer Alley. In St. James Parish, I have visited with families in which every member has some form of cancer. At the Mt. Calvary Baptist Church in St. John the Baptist Parish, a local resident named Robert Taylor told neighbors in the fall of 2019 about the toll of watching his family and neighbors die. Next door to an elementary school in his predominantly black community, toxins measure 370–700 times the levels that are considered safe. Robert’s daughter has a rare disease that her doctor told her she had a one-in-five-million chance of contracting. She has since learned that three other neighbors are dying of the same disease.

While Cancer Alley is a glaring example of environmental racism, it is also a microcosm of the death-dealing legacy that America’s plantation economy has wrought on the whole planet. Built on stolen labor and stolen land, this system produced unprecedented wealth that allowed America to become a world superpower. But it also established institutional habits that normalized destruction. From the American colonists’ earliest encounters with the Indigenous people of this land—what they call Turtle Island—Native wisdom has warned against the unsustainable practices of exploitation and extraction. “Indigenous peoples have witnessed continual ecosystem and species collapse since the early days of colonial occupation,” Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, an activist and scholar from the Nishnaabeg nation, told Pacific Standard magazine. “We should be thinking of climate change as part of a much longer series of ecological catastrophes caused by colonialism and accumulation-based society.” Indeed, our First Nation sisters and brothers help us see that we cannot save the planet—what Pope Francis rightly calls our “common home”—without first reconstructing the systems that have overlooked and marginalized non-white people from their inception. In short, there is no Green New Deal without a Third Reconstruction that learns from Reconstruction history the kinds of organizing that have been essential to each stride toward a more perfect union.

We cannot separate the question of whether we can survive together on a warming planet from the question of whether we can redeem the promise of liberty and justice for all in this nation. We are, in the powerful image from the biblical story of Noah’s ark, all in the same boat. A future free from the polluting economy of extraction is inextricably tied to a future free from the systemic exploitation of white supremacy, and this future requires reconstruction and transformation. When we are willing to look honestly at our history to understand the foundations of interlocking injustices, we can see in that same history examples of multiracial movements that have worked to reconstruct America from its very beginnings. Indeed, no expansion of democracy that we celebrate today would have been possible without the fusion organizing that brought people together in moral movements to work for abolition, just labor practices, women’s suffrage, civil rights, and LGBTQ+ rights. So in order to look forward to a Third Reconstruction, we need to take time to look back and remember how the systems we have inherited came to be.

THE BIRTH OF A NATION

Four hundred years ago, a Dutch warship, the White Lion, sailed from the Netherlands—under a Dutch flag but with an English captain and crew. Aboard the ship were privateers licensed by their governments to plunder Spanish vessels. They robbed a Portuguese slaver of roughly sixty of its human cargo. The privateers sailed the twice-stolen Africans to the English colony at Jamestown, Virginia. There, reported local leader John Rolphe, the White Lion traded the settlers “20 and odd” Africans in exchange for food and provisions.

The Africans who disembarked at Jamestown landed among colonists who had no cause to regard themselves as “white.” The Africans who arrived on the White Lion may not have been ordinary indentured servants, and they certainly did not fold neatly into an existing institution. Most Europeans in Virginia arrived as indentured servants, bound for seven years, after which the colony granted them a plot of land. If the legal status of the Africans as they clambered from the ship that day remained uncertain, their color was not laden with the meanings of “race” that slavery would inscribe upon the bodies of their descendants.

In Jamestown in the early seventeenth century, unfree labor was both black and white, and had yet to be cleaved by color and clotted into “the peculiar institution” of slavery. But the racial categories that we now take for granted were soon born in this place and for this specific purpose: to justify plantation capitalism and prevent poor black and white people whose labor sustained it from uniting in a fusion coalition that would expand the promises of democracy to them and their families.

The greatest threat to the consolidated power of colonial Virginia was Bacon’s Rebellion, an uprising of disenfranchised descendants of Europe and Africa who banded together to overthrow the plantation owner plutocracy. It took the British navy to put Bacon’s Rebellion down. To prevent such an uprising again, the Virginia colony set about formalizing racial categories and a racial hierarchy.

Legal structures around color and status changed sharply. The Virginia Slave Code of 1705 fully consolidated the system of racial and hereditary bondage. Bad biology, sick sociology, political pathology, evil economics, military madness, and heretical ontology were written into law.

To justify the unfolding robbery of racialized and hereditary slavery, the owning class established the doctrine of white supremacy. White supremacy became both pillar and signpost of these evil arrangements; it grew into both a political program devoted to white dominion and an unconscious array of assumptions of inferiority and superiority that we carry in our heads, whatever their hue. By separating us into inferior and superior, the planter class reinforced their ultimate superiority. The plantation system told the white man that he might be poor, but at least he was better than a black man.

When we do not know this history, we easily fall prey to racism’s lie that insists an exploitative and extractive economy is as normal as the racial categories that were developed to divide people. But we also forget that those categories were developed to blunt the power of fusion movements. From the very beginning of the American story, an extractive economy that exploited labor and land was challenged by the power of a fusion coalition that could unite exploited people to demand that the promises of a representational democracy extend to all people equally.

Americans tend to believe that “race” is something real, an undeniable assignment by the natural world. “Racism,” we assume, stems from this bleak but biological condition. Ta-Nehisi Coates explains that this delusion renders white supremacy “the innocent daughter of Mother Nature.” This confusion leads many to bemoan the death machine of the Atlantic slave trade and lament the Trail of Tears in the same way that we mourn a tornado—without a twinge of remorse. But, Coates reminds us, “race is the child of racism, not the father.”

The father of racism is the need to justify the brutal and hereditary bondage of chattel slavery. The reason was staple crop agriculture—tobacco, rice, sugar, coffee, and cotton. Enslaved labor was the oil of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—a necessary requirement to the false promise of eternal economic growth that still exists today. We cannot free ourselves from our dependence on oil without freeing ourselves from the lies that were used to justify our dependence on stolen land and stolen labor.

Another pernicious lie of white supremacy is that it is to the benefit of white people. In truth, white supremacy is as poisonous to white people as it is to people of color—and nothing highlights this fact more clearly than the climate crisis.

As the Indigenous people of this land have long known and our scientists have more recently confirmed, an extractive and exploitative capitalism can transform the blue-green jewel we inhabit into a cold and empty stone spinning in space. When the waters rise, the fires burn, or the droughts come, the poor always suffer first. But they are told the same racist lie—that the real problem is the brown immigrant, the lazy black mother, or the Muslim neighbor. By continually pitting poor and marginalized people against one another, racism has allowed a political party in the United States to maintain power even as it imperils life on this planet.

White supremacy had a beginning and it will have an end, whether in the eternal silence of an uninhabitable earth or on a planet far more just, loving, free, and peaceful than the one we are trying to save. The judgments of God are just, but they are not always pretty. Our long-delayed day of reckoning has come, and, truth be told, we are both the accused and the jury. We must decide our own fate.

REVIVING THE HEART OF AMERICA

When we are honest about our past, we can see how the idea of liberty has progressed alongside the racist ideas that were used to justify the murderous sin of chattel slavery and our abuses of the earth. Democratic dreams and systemic racism are both our legacy; heroism and hypocrisy our tangled birthright. Visions of universal love and heresies of slaveholder religion walk hand in hand throughout our history. It is increasingly clear, however, that neither democracy nor our common home can endure if we cannot dismantle systemic racism. The paddles lay back on the pier, the canoe lunges toward the falls, all of our children are in this boat, and all we can manage to do much of the time is bicker about who left the rope untied. All that most of us know for sure is that none of it was our fault.

But, as James Baldwin said, “we made the world we’re living in and we have to make it over again.” The legacy of America’s fledgling democracy, the question of whether we have anything more than a trillion tons of plastic to offer the world—all these matters are bound up in our capacity to change.

While the patterns and practices of the plantation economy have plagued our common life, we have also seen powerful movements toward a more perfect union in our shared past. African Americans have joined hands with whites in the North and the South, remembering the potential of the fusion coalition that first shook the plantation system in Bacon’s Rebellion. Within four years of the Civil War’s end, white and black alliances controlled every statehouse in the South. Together, they elected new leaders. Almost all of the southern legislatures were controlled by either a predominantly black alliance or a strong interracial fusion coalition. They hammered out new constitutions from a deeply moral perspective.

What was the agenda of this Reconstruction effort? In order to expand democracy, they knew they had to both expand voting rights and build coalitions across former lines of division. Black Republicans united with white Populists to work together, even though many poor white farmers in the Populist Party still harbored racist ideas. These coalitions built the first public schools in the South and granted all persons a right to public education in new state constitutions. The constitution of North Carolina stated that “beneficent provision for the poor, the unfortunate, and the orphan is one of the first duties of a civilized and a Christian state.” Labor rights and the right to “enjoyment of the fruit of your own labor” were included in 1868, long before the Knights of Labor arrived with their first southern campaign. They knew then—black and white together—from a moral fusion perspective, that labor without a living wage is just a different form of slavery.

But in four years, the experiment of the First Reconstruction faced powerful and immoral opposition. And we must understand that opposition then to understand America right now. Many former Confederates saw black citizenship and interracial alliances—fusion coalitions—as inherently illegitimate. They created the Ku Klux Klan to terrorize white fusionists whom they viewed as race traitors. They attacked black leaders. Conservatives began to rail against taxes and attack government programs, rendering state governments unable to lift up former slaves. They used old racist ideas to instill fear in white Populists and attacked fusion coalitions that sought to extend the rights and opportunities of democracy beyond a privileged few.

Why were they doing all of this—rolling back voting rights, taking away criminal justice reform, and undoing equal protection under the law? They said they wanted to “take back America.” They said, “We came to redeem America.” They distorted this nation’s moral narrative to justify immoral activity. And by the turn of the century, many of the gains of the First Reconstruction had been overturned.

This same pattern of progress and backlash repeated itself during America’s Second Reconstruction—what we often remember as the civil rights movement. When black and white joined together in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, for example, they challenged Jim Crow segregation. But they also organized the Freedom Summer in Mississippi and worked with other civil rights organizations in the Selma campaign to win the Voting Rights Act. As in the First Reconstruction, the expansion of voting rights was central to the Second Reconstruction, and the expanded franchise led to real political power for working people. Black, white, and brown people formed a coalition that transformed immigration policy, increased access to housing, guaranteed environmental protections, and waged a war on poverty. By the late 1960s, dozens of organizations representing African Americans, poor whites, Chicanos from the Southwest, and Native Americans had united in a Poor People’s Campaign led by Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and many others.

Beyond the typical frame of left versus right, Republicans versus Democrats, fusion politics made it possible to work together for moral issues in the public square. We must never forget that a Republican administration initiated the Environmental Protection Agency because an environmental movement emerged from the Second Reconstruction to insist that everyone in public life take seriously our moral obligation to care for the planet.

Of course, America’s Second Reconstruction was also met with an extreme backlash. Political operatives of the New Right developed the “Southern strategy,” using racist dog whistles to play on the fears of white voters and consolidate political power. Corporate interests invested in campaigns to delegitimize government, gut unions, divide fusion coalitions with wedge issues, and deny climate science. These regressive forces had to exert extreme pressure to maintain control precisely because the potential power of black and brown voters forming a fusion alliance with progressive whites presented an enormous threat to the status quo.

The political pathology that undergirded slavery and formed the backlash of the post-Reconstruction periods is still alive in the constant assault on democracy we are witnessing today. Since 2010, twenty-three states have passed racist voter suppression laws, including racist gerrymandering and redistricting laws that make it harder to register; reduced early voting days and hours; purged voter rolls; and passed more restrictive voter ID laws. In the midst of this, Mitch McConnell and his enablers in Congress have refused to restore the Voting Rights Act, since the Supreme Court gutted Section 5 in 2013. November 2016 was the first presidential election in fifty years without the full protections of the Voting Rights Act. If we call Strom Thurmond a segregationist because he filibustered the 1957 Civil Rights Act for over twenty-four hours, what do we call an entire political party that has conspired to block the restoration of voting rights for more than six years?

We must begin to think of our present crisis and present task in terms of a Third Reconstruction—an expansion of American democracy to include poor people of every race, creed, and culture, and a strengthening of the social contract to ensure fundamental economic and social rights for all. The project of a Green New Deal must be in lockstep with a Third Reconstruction to revive the heart of America’s democracy.

The Koch brothers and Donald Trump are only the latest expressions of the unholy alliance between capital and white supremacy that has shaped this country since before its founding and brought us to our present peril. As long as hundreds of millions are spent to hijack election results and install racist, antidemocratic, climate-change-denying candidates to all levels of government; as long as elected officials are the mouthpiece and vessel for profit-driven corporations; and as long as young people, people of color, and poor people are systematically excluded from having a voice in our politics, we cannot win the transformative socioeconomic change we need to stop climate change.

We cannot understand how our crises of climate and democracy intersect without also understanding the moral crisis of poverty in America. We know that 140 million people in the United States alone are already poor or at extreme risk of being poor. When you add the impact of the climate crisis, a potential 120 million more people, mostly women and children, could be pushed into poverty across the globe by 2030—a crisis that could result in 1 billion climate refugees, displaced from their homes and mostly from black and brown countries.

As many as five and a half million in this nation can buy unleaded gas but can’t get unleaded water from their faucets at home. The ecological devastation, from our inner cities to Cancer Alley in Louisiana, reveals the remnants of political pathology, evil economics, and the sick sociology that supported slavery. Four hundred years after the first Africans arrived on these shores, 68 percent of African Americans live within thirty miles of a coal-fired power plant—the distance within which the maximum noxious effects of smokestack plumes are expected to be experienced.

African Americans are 79 percent more likely than whites to live where industrial pollution poses the greatest health danger, and they are overrepresented in populations who live within a three-mile radius of the nation’s 1,388 superfund sites. The percentage of African Americans living near the nation’s most dangerous chemical plants is 75 percent greater than for the population of the US as a whole. The sins of our past are with us still.

Thus, while the plutocrats practice their centuries-long tradition of racist division, we—poor people, black people, white people, brown people, Indigenous people, Asian American people, Latino people—we, the multiracial majority, have a duty to breathe new life into the other half of the American story, the proud legacy of fusion politics. From Bacon’s Rebellion to the abolitionist struggle to the civil rights movement to fusion movements today, there have always been people in this land who rejected the divisions of systemic racism in order to work together for the expansion of democracy.

We must never forget that the abolitionists were free blacks and Quakers, the enslaved and the children of enslavers. The fusion that made a Second Reconstruction possible included students from the North and African American veterans in the South; Jewish rabbis and Christian ministers; labor unions and civil rights organizations; gay organizers and straight sharecroppers. Wedge issues have been used to divide Americans by race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, class, and geography, but fusion politics has always defied those divisions to help us see that we move closer to the promise of a government by the people and for the people when we unite to reconstruct the systems of our common life to serve everybody.

If the extremism of our present moral crises feels overwhelming, it is important to remember that those who are defending the broken systems we have inherited would not be fighting so hard if they did not know that movements for reconstruction and genuine transformation have real power in this moment. By 2040 in the United States, white people will be one among many minority groups. This demographic reality is the driving force behind attacks on immigrants, voter suppression, and the corporate and foreign influence campaigns in American public life. From the US to the UK to Brazil, Russia, China, and Israel, a global economy that was built on the sugar and cotton that enslaved people harvested is threatened by the radical democracy of poor people’s movements. Nationalist leaders are responding with a reactionary populism that appeals to racism and xenophobia, deploying the same divide-and-conquer strategies that have been used to resist reconstruction from the beginnings of plantation capitalism.

In this moment, the descendents of those whose hands once picked cotton must join the hands of Latinos, join the hands of progressive whites, join faith hands, join labor hands, join Asian hands, join Native American hands, join poor hands, join wealthy hands, join gay hands and straight hands and trans hands; join Christian hands, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist hands. When all those hands get together—when the rejected join hands—our togetherness becomes the instrument of redemption. When we join hands in fusion coalitions, we make sure that the promise of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness and equal protection under the law and care for the common good will never be taken away or forfeited for anybody, anytime, anywhere.

I choose to believe that the America that has never yet been may nevertheless still be. Together with people from every race, creed, culture, and sexuality, I am committed to building a fusion coalition in the twenty-first century through the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival, which can be a major impetus toward reviving the heart of this democracy. A commitment to name “ecological devastation” as an interlocking injustice with racism, poverty, the war economy, and a distorted moral narrative is a fundamental commitment of this campaign. We cannot revive the heart of democracy without a Green New Deal, and we can’t address the climate crisis without reclaiming democracy and pressing forward together toward a more perfect union.




FOURTEEN THE NEXT ERA OF AMERICAN POLITICS

GUIDO GIRGENTI AND WALEED SHAHID

“The green dream or whatever they call it.” That’s what Democratic House speaker Nancy Pelosi had to say in response to Rep. Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Markey introducing the Green New Deal resolution in Congress.

Many pundits were taken aback by the Democratic Speaker of the House undercutting her own colleague’s proposal to combat climate change, but it’s not surprising that Pelosi thinks the Green New Deal is a fantasy. To borrow the words of Naomi Klein, politicians like Pelosi “have not done the things that are necessary to lower emissions because those things fundamentally conflict with deregulated capitalism, the reigning ideology for the entire period we have been struggling to find a way out of this crisis.” Pelosi came to Congress in 1987, and like many politicians now in the senior leadership of both parties, her entire career has been built within the confines of the Reagan era, a period defined by neoliberal capitalism and an ascendant Republican Party.

Not only have politicians of this era not taken the actions necessary to lower emissions, but many would-be leaders have been unable to even speak aloud, let alone propose and advance, policies that meet the scale of the climate crisis. It’s very difficult to imagine a genuinely changed world from inside the Reagan era, even when social and ecological forces are obviously changing everything at an accelerating pace.

Neoliberalism has led to many record-breaking achievements: inequality higher than at any time since the Gilded Age; the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression; the longest decline in Americans’ life expectancy since World War I; the highest incarceration rate in the industrialized world; the most expensive health care system in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD); the highest levels of student debt; the longest period without an increase in the minimum wage; union membership lower than at any point since the New Deal. And, of course, unprecedented rates of carbon emissions. From the very beginning, racism lay at the heart of this ideology’s path to power, and Trump’s election confirms that racism is more essential than ever to preserving the power of politicians who serve the rich.

Climate and environmental justice leaders have said again and again that stopping the climate crisis will require confronting the forces of greed and racism that fuel it. Now that neoliberals in both parties have delayed the transition from fossil fuels, and now that the right-wing project of dog whistle racism has culminated in the disaster of the Trump presidency, perhaps more people will listen.

The late Detroit-based organizer and writer Grace Lee Boggs challenged her pupils to look beyond the daily squabbles of politics and ask: “What time is it on the clock of the world?” For politicians like Nancy Pelosi, there is no clock. There is no sense of political eras ending and beginning. There is no reckoning with generation-defining crises. There is no grasping of the historic moment, and its critical importance for the next hundred-plus years of human civilization. There is only an endless negotiation between Team Democrat and Team Republican, an infinite game of bipartisan compromises, with no sense of a larger battle taking place.

Still, the clock is ticking, and change is knocking at the door. Hundreds of years of extractive industry, capped by a ruinous forty-year sprint of escalating profit-seeking, have stirred vast environmental forces beyond our control, and these forces are sending shock waves through human societies around the world. The neoliberal common sense that has dominated our politics for a generation makes less sense every day, and the people of this country are ready for an alternative.

So, what does it mean to end the Reagan era, and forge a new common sense that lays the foundation for the decade of the Green New Deal? To answer that, we need to look back at history.

In the past century, the common sense of American politics changed twice: first, after the New Deal; second, after the Reagan revolution. Historians and political scientists refer to these turning points as realignments. In each realignment, politicians and movements forged a new policy agenda that answered pressing unresolved national crises. The leaders of realignments—let’s call them realigners—tie together a majority coalition behind the new agenda, and win power in government to implement that agenda and solidify the new common sense. In building this coalition, realigners link previously unconnected issues and constituencies through a common set of values as they work to establish a new common sense.

We refer to this array of groups and movements that mark a new era as “political alignments,” a term coined by veteran organizer and author Jonathan Matthew Smucker. For those of us who work in politics or movement-building organizations, the term “political alignment” is a helpful distinction from the more commonly used “coalition.” When we hear about the “New Deal coalition,” it’s easy to imagine another meeting of progressive groups and Democrats—just at a slightly longer table. But political alignments can’t fit around one table. They’re so big, according to Smucker, that no single person or group can control their direction; alignments “push the boundaries of what it means to have a cohesive political force” as they work to “mobilize the sympathy and support of a majority.”

The project of era-defining realignment is perhaps the biggest goal a movement can aspire to in American politics. It has only happened twice in the past century. Winning a Green New Deal depends on it happening again.

By and large, Americans are told that politics is simply a back-and-forth between Democrats and Republicans, with each party taking a turn responding to the interests of voters. We look to the past and see only alternating periods of red and blue, and this limits our sense of what’s possible in the future. From this perspective, there’s no hope of sustaining a decade of the Green New Deal; the best we can do is a bit more blue.

It’s hard to work toward something that we cannot imagine, and that we don’t have the words to describe. Looking back at history through the lens of realignment transforms our understanding of what is possible in the future. The overview of the New Deal era and the Reagan revolution in this chapter is not comprehensive but offers an introduction to the power and longevity of realignments, and how they shape policymaking—of both major parties—for a generation.

This history also offers a few lessons to guide us as we organize toward a new alignment for the next era of American politics. First, realigners must thoroughly discredit the ideas of the old alignment, unshackling politics from the conventions of the preceding era before a new common sense can be established. Realigners must demonstrate how the people in power, their vision, and their policy agenda cannot solve persistent, urgent crises.

Second, realignments are messy. A successful alignment is not a coherent, united alliance; it’s broad enough to win national elections, and therefore broad enough to include constituencies with competing and even contradictory interests. Once in power, realigners navigate both the historic opportunity to transform policy and the need to hold together a majority. This tension shapes the priorities and scope of the new governing agenda, surfacing conflicts that can fatally fracture the alignment.

Third, a successful alignment leaves the opposition no choice but to accept the new common sense and accommodate itself to the new policy agenda. In the New Deal era, Republicans governed within the boundaries of the New Deal consensus, even as some of them worked to pull apart the New Deal alignment. In the Reagan era, Democrats have accommodated themselves to the common sense of neoliberalism.

It’s tempting to refer to strategy as a “road map,” but history does not offer straightforward and legible directions. If winning a Green New Deal requires pulling together a broad alignment of allied constituencies and sometimes competing interests, and yoking that alignment to a transformative agenda for a multiracial democracy that safeguards our freedom, dignity, and prosperity in a climate-changed world, it will require language, ideas, and coalitions that cannot be retrieved, ready-made, from the past. Nevertheless, lessons we glean from twentieth-century realigners provide an essential foundation for today’s strategists to build on.

THE NEW DEAL, THE REAGAN ERA, AND THE NEXT REALIGNMENT

The Great Depression of the 1930s was the worst economic crisis the United States and modern capitalism had ever experienced. Almost four full years after the economic crash of 1929, nearly a quarter of Americans remained unemployed. Industrial production had plummeted from $949 million to $74 million in three years. In nearly every major city, Americans with no jobs and no homes set up encampments known as “Hoovervilles,” named after the president who presided over the misery. The GOP had dominated American politics for more than a half century, and President Hoover held firm to his party’s beliefs that markets self-regulate and government intervention would distort the economy and prolong the crisis.

“Economic depression cannot be cured by legislative action or executive pronouncement,” he told Congress at the end of 1930. “The best contribution of government lies in encouragement of… voluntary cooperation in the community.”

Voters were not convinced. FDR’s Democratic Party won by a landslide in 1932, giving Democrats a 196-seat majority in the House of Representatives. A new, broad coalition had come into power, composed of industrial workers, especially Catholic and Jewish immigrants, African Americans, farmers, and the staunchly Democratic South, as well as predominantly middle-class progressive reformers.

Before the New Deal era could begin, the antigovernment agenda of the Gilded Age Republicans had to be publicly discredited. In his first inaugural address, Franklin Delano Roosevelt framed his victory not simply as a rejection of Republicans but as a permanent defeat of the financiers that had caused the crash, and as an end to an economy run by profit-seekers. The Depression persisted, Roosevelt declared, not because of any natural scarcity but “because the rulers of the exchange of mankind’s goods have failed,” leaving “the unscrupulous money changers… indicted in the court of public opinion.”

The “New Deal,” FDR reflected later, explicitly meant “a new order of things… to benefit the great mass” of working Americans and to “replace the old order of special privilege,” which now “thoroughly disgusted” the nation. Free to discard old ideas and compelled by immense suffering, the New Deal took as its starting premise government as the guarantor of security and industrial stability. But beyond this premise—a radical departure from the past half century—FDR lacked a singular “transformative vision,” instead embracing myriad liberal and progressive philosophies in an attempt to rescue the economy and keep the new alignment together.

The ideas that would define “the New Deal era” did not arrive fully formed with Roosevelt; they were forged in the compromises and conflicts of the next decade. In mid-1933, when FDR sought to stimulate industrial production and boost consumer purchasing through a new National Recovery Administration (NRA), his administration placated every necessary constituency. Corporations demanded protection from trust-busting; labor and congressional progressives demanded the right to collectively bargain; Southern Democrats demanded that agricultural and domestic workers—the vast majority of southern blacks worked as farmworkers or domestics—be excluded from the NRA’s jurisdiction, protecting Jim Crow from the threat of enfranchised black workers. Each received a concession, and concessions held the newborn alignment together.

The NRA itself, however, was more than a child of compromise. The keystone of FDR’s recovery program, it combined progressive ideas of regulation and labor rights with the tools of economic planning. The agency signaled a profoundly reconstructed economic order: a government-managed industrial economy built on a foundation of business-labor cooperation.

The NRA’s balancing act—an overhaul of power in the industrial economy, concessions to coax stable labor-business relations—did not endure. Within a year, socialists helmed two general strikes, shutting down San Francisco and Minneapolis, as an extraordinary wave of labor militancy roiled the country before the 1934 midterm elections. The popularity of Roosevelt alongside this vast mobilized radicalism swept an even bigger Democratic majority into Congress, including freshman progressives who stood to the president’s left. FDR’s party won, but “the new Congress threatened to push him in a direction far more radical than any” he had considered, William Leuchtenburg writes.

Realigners prepared to seize on the new radicalism in the streets and in Congress. Harry Hopkins, a left-wing New Deal administrator and Roosevelt’s confidant, galvanized his staff: “We’ve got to get everything we want—a works program, social security, wages and hours, everything—now or never.” Senator Robert Wagner introduced the National Labor Relations Act in February 1935. Roosevelt proposed a Social Security Act that stalled in the House but soon refocused on reviving a besieged NRA and holding together an alignment under strain.

By 1935, the NRA was failing. Consumers complained of corporations artificially inflating prices; the vague collective bargaining rights emboldened workers to strike and organize but did little to reduce industrial conflict or raise wages; small businesses and big firms sparred over pricing and market share. FDR failed to hold business support. The Supreme Court delivered the death blow, striking down the NRA on May 25, 1935.

Roosevelt had discredited the old order and held together a fraying coalition, bringing even larger majorities into Congress in 1934. But when business opposition and the Supreme Court gutted the heart of the first New Deal, it was the strike waves and the relentlessness of progressive realigners in Congress that made possible the era-defining reforms of the second New Deal: the legal enfranchisement of labor unions, and the first national system of social security.

With draft bills for Social Security and labor rights already in hand, progressives urged Roosevelt to oppose business and pass a new program for labor rights, universal security, and equality. Six weeks after the NRA was invalidated, Congress passed the National Labor Relations Act, and the Social Security Act passed a little over a month later. Southern Democrats remained an essential voting bloc, and again New Dealers compromised with Jim Crow, excluding agricultural and domestic workers from the new programs.

Following these victories, the New Deal appeared open to more radical directions, and realigners in the labor movement believed that the moment was ripe for mass unionization and continued expansion of social and economic rights. John L. Lewis and Sidney Hillman, labor leaders frustrated with the refusal of the American Federation of Labor (AFL) to unionize unskilled workers, formed the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in late 1935 to “organize the unorganized.” As Lewis hired dozens of communists and socialists to build militant unions in the steel, auto, and rubber industries, the CIO allied with Roosevelt to keep the New Deal alignment in power. In mid-1936, they formed Labor’s Non-Partisan League and raised an impressive $600,000 for FDR’s presidential campaign.

The CIO not only helped reelect the New Deal alignment by funding Roosevelt, it also shifted the balance of power inside the alignment by unionizing African American workers, who soon became essential Democratic Party constituents. The CIO’s fusion of racial justice and labor rights into the idea of “New Deal liberalism” sowed seeds that would bloom in the midcentury civil rights revolution.

Hillman and Lewis, both realigners seeking to fulfill the New Deal’s transformative potential while maintaining Roosevelt’s governing majority, navigated this balancing act quite differently. In his successful crusade to pass the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, Hillman proved an effective labor representative in government. FDR soon appointed him to represent labor in his growing WWII mobilization apparatus. Hillman believed that labor support for Roosevelt’s wartime program was essential if labor hoped to shape the postwar economy. When strikes threatened wartime production, Hillman negotiated a no-strike pledge with the AFL and CIO and helped establish a National War Labor Board (NWLB), providing a forum where labor could bargain on equal footing with business and government. The next year, Lewis broke the no-strike pledge, mobilizing miners in protest of the NWLB suppressing wages.

Hillman and Lewis both began as radical realigners, pushing the scope of the New Deal to the left while expanding the ranks of its alignment through a multiracial union. Perhaps post–World War II politics would’ve been different, historian Alan Brinkley writes, “if leaders more like Lewis than Hillman had managed to shape” unions during the war. Lewis wasn’t alone in his growing estrangement from the New Deal. By the mid-1940s, progressive reformers and radical labor leaders had largely lost the fight to expand its agenda. Southern Democrats began to fear that “labor organizing… stimulated civil rights activism.” So, alongside a business class that FDR believed he needed on his side to win World War II, they limited the legacy of the New Deal to the management of a growing consumer-driven economy while keeping intact the power of private capital.

By the end of the war, the core of the New Deal consensus, the ideas that defined the common sense of American policymaking until the 1970s, had solidified: the federal government protected people from the brutalities of unfettered capitalism by regulating industry, pursued the goal of full employment, guaranteed economic security through social insurance, and invested public money into public goods. Labor unions and collective bargaining were essential to a stable economy, raising wages and mediating conflict with big business. Though there was opposition—some wealthy businessmen began plotting the death of the New Deal before Roosevelt’s first term had ended—the growth of the postwar economy affirmed that this consensus worked.

The New Deal alignment established a common sense so dominant that its opponents in the GOP were forced to govern within its limits. In 1954, President Eisenhower scolded conservatives who thought that the policies of the New Deal could be dismantled: “Should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unemployment insurance and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history.” Eisenhower made clear that such a proposal had little heft in mainstream conservatism, since the “tiny splinter group” of anti–New Dealers includes only “a few Texas millionaires and an occasional politician… and they are stupid.” But right-wing anti–New Dealers were not deterred.

In his 1960 book The Conscience of a Conservative, Arizona senator Barry Goldwater denounced mainstream Republicans for openly rejecting the “principle of limited government,” singling out an Eisenhower official who conceded that “if a job [must] be done to meet the needs of the people, and no one else can do it, then it is the proper function of the federal government.” Four years later, Goldwater defeated the pro–civil rights moderate Republican Nelson Rockefeller in the 1964 GOP primary. Although Goldwater lost to President Johnson in a landslide, the right-wing operatives from Goldwater’s campaign became pioneering conservative realigners, searching for ways to oust the New Deal alignment from power.

Meanwhile, progressive reforms made possible by the policies and coalitions of the New Deal continued. President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society expanded the social safety net the New Deal first created, establishing Medicare and Medicaid, federal education funding, and a range of federal antipoverty programs. The seeds planted by the CIO’s multiracial organizing in the mid-1930s were growing into a broader Democratic embrace of civil rights. As early as the mid-1940s, “the liberal coalition identified civil rights as a critical front in the battle for economic and social progress… [liberals] understood that defeating southern defenders of Jim Crow was essential for liberalism’s future,” political scientist Eric Schickler writes.

The New Deal era was no golden age. Democrats presided over an expansion of the military and the disaster of the Vietnam War. Discrimination against African Americans in both New Deal and postwar social programs locked in racial inequalities that persist today. Despite this, the movements and policies of the New Deal era moved the nation toward justice and equality. Between 1947 and the early 1970s, the percentage of Americans living in poverty was cut in half. Economic growth benefited the poor more than the rich, as the poorest 20 percent of Americans saw their incomes more than double. The Civil Rights, Voting Rights, and Fair Housing Acts enshrined legal protections against racial discrimination and provided a bulwark against disenfranchisement.

But in the decade following the civil rights victories, the New Deal order unraveled. A conservative counterrevolution seized upon white backlash and economic downturns. Even as President Nixon governed within the limits of New Deal consensus, creating the Environmental Protection Agency and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, he also pioneered the Southern strategy that conservative realigners would fine-tune for decades to come.

The contradiction at the heart of the New Deal alignment was that it both created the conditions for civil rights victories by empowering a pro–civil rights labor left and depended on compromise with the Jim Crow South to secure governing majorities. Realigners in the labor and civil rights movements like Bayard Rustin actively worked to push Southern Democrats out of the party, while Martin Luther King tried to organize impoverished Americans of every race in his Poor People’s Campaign. But the hope of a labor–civil rights coalition at the helm of the Democratic Party was never fully realized, and a fledgling right-wing alignment was gaining ground. Democrats steadily lost the South without solidifying a new majority themselves.

Civil rights did not simply push reactionary voters into a conservative coalition; right-wing realigners seized on fractures in the New Deal alignment, organizing relentlessly to pull constituencies together into a new alignment. Few realigners saw their task more clearly than the organization-builder Paul Weyrich, or executed it as effectively as he did. Two years before the Reagan revolution of 1980, Weyrich understood his historic analog: “We are… very much like the New Dealers of 40 years ago.” “With the old coalition dead… there is a vacuum,” and the task of right-wing realigners, he explained in a 1979 strategy memo, is to “identify the elements of, and form, a new coalition [and] achieve political power through the coalition, which will be guided by the philosophy of individual freedom and personal responsibility.”

Weyrich founded the institutions needed to sustain this coalition. When he thought that the Right’s think tank, the American Enterprise Institute, failed to counter the liberal Brookings Institution with necessary agility and force, he co-founded the Heritage Foundation. When the IRS stripped all-white church-based schools of their tax-exempt status as a means to enforce racial desegregation, Weyrich saw an opportunity to link the religious Right with “the long-held conservative view that government is too powerful.” He told Baptist pastor Jerry Falwell Sr. that “there’s a moral majority” waiting to be organized; the same year, Falwell and Weyrich co-founded the Moral Majority, the preeminent organization of the Christian Right.

While realigners like Weyrich seeded key institutions across issues and groups, others dedicated themselves to tying a specific issue and constituency to the ascendant alignment. Weyrich encouraged this. He believed “coalition politics… need not mean either compromise politics or party politics,” write political scientists Daniel Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld; groups can “mobilize diffuse voter blocs on the single issues that most mattered to them.” These “single issue” realigners, like antifeminist crusader Phyllis Schlafly, were often more accountable to their constituencies and their movement’s values than to national leaders like Ronald Reagan, who prioritized maintaining electoral majorities. The tension realigners like Schlafly navigated was between holding the line on a movement’s demands while cementing their issue as a key priority within the broader alignment’s agenda.

Schlafly became a tribune of social conservatism in the early Reagan alignment, and she balanced supporting Reagan with mobilizing to force her movement’s priorities onto his governing agenda. In the fight to stop the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), Schlafly built the Eagle Forum, a formidable 60,000-plus organization of conservative, pro-family women. Reagan strategists, struck by Schlafly’s talent at activating religious and social conservatives, tuned the rhetoric and policies of their campaign to further link abortion, antifeminism, and school prayer to their free market ideology. Schlafly threw her support to Reagan, believing his candidacy was “vindication… of the conservative movement” that began with Goldwater. Reagan opposed the ERA and abortion on the campaign trail, but to ensure that these positions didn’t cost him the votes of too many moderate women, his campaign announced a Women’s Policy Board helmed by two pro-ERA activists less than two months before the 1980 election. Schlafly sent an “emergency telegram” rallying thousands of Eagle Forum activists to call and write the Reagan campaign, prompting Reagan to personally call Schlafly and announce a Family Policy Advisory Board led by social conservatives.

While Weyrich, Schlafly, and the New Right stitched together a winning alignment, the ideas of the New Deal consensus were already losing credibility. Liberals were unable to resolve or explain the economic stagnation of the 1970s with the Keynesian ideas that defined New Deal policymaking, and their consensus was increasingly under attack by a hostile business class. Corporate profits were in decline, and CEOs rushed to find new allies in the Republican Party.

Free marketeers, foreign policy hardliners, white racist reactionaries, and social conservatives came to power through the landslide victory of Ronald Reagan in 1980. Washington Post columnist David Broder said that the election “certainly had all the appearances of an era ending—and a new one beginning.”

Broder got it right. Reagan, like Roosevelt before him, framed his victory not as a defeat of the opposing party but as a thorough discrediting of the ideas that defined the preceding era. In his first inaugural address, he declared, “In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.” That inauguration, historians Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle write, marked the end of “the New Deal as a dominant order of ideas, public policies, and political alliances.”

The economic common sense of the Reagan era—often called Reaganomics, or neoliberalism—is the common sense that has defined politics for nearly half a century, the too familiar straitjacket of “self-regulating markets,” privatization, deregulation, tax cuts, union-busting, and pull-yourself-up individualism. Woven throughout Reaganism is the coded language of dog-whistle racism, masking the white supremacy at the heart of the right-wing revolution: real Americans are white Americans; real Americans work for what they get and pay taxes; people of color threaten our country and our economy with violence and laziness. Reaganism wove neoliberalism, strategic racism, and the cultural touchstones of the evangelical Right—anti-feminism, opposition to abortion, and a mistrust of secularism—into the single story of limited government. If government is the problem, they said, then trust the marketplace.

Right-wing realigners had prepared for power, sharpening the policies and ideas they wanted to define the antigovernment Reagan revolution. The Heritage Foundation, Weyrich’s brainchild, rushed to deliver a thousand-page neoliberal policy manual, entitled Mandate for Leadership, to the president-elect by inauguration. Heritage later boasted that Reagan implemented nearly two-thirds of the manual’s policies during his two terms. Aided by neoliberals at Heritage and beyond, Reagan’s administration cut taxes, left the minimum wage stuck at $3.35 an hour, and passed broad cuts to public spending. Gunning for the heart of the New Deal alignment, Reagan fired over 11,000 striking air traffic controllers, signaling to employers that the government would do little to enforce existing labor protections. The number of strikes plummeted; reported violations of the Wagner Act skyrocketed. Between 1979 and 1988, the number of Americans living below the poverty line rose from 26 million to 31.5 million. Meanwhile, the incomes of the top 1 percent grew each year, and by the end of the decade, they held 39 percent of the nation’s wealth. In coalition with Wall Street, Reaganites removed New Deal protections that safeguarded families from taking on too much household debt, while removing limits on risky investments big banks could make—setting us on the path that led to the crash of the housing market and the 2008 financial crisis.

Despite all the cuts and deregulation, the “small government” agenda never really meant a weak, unintrusive government; the administration would rewrite the rules of the economy to benefit big corporations and the wealthy, while expanding the US military, prisons, and law enforcement programs targeting people of color. Reagan’s war on drugs, announced in 1982, sparked an explosion in law enforcement spending. Between 1981 and 1991, the Department of Defense’s anti-drug program budget increased from $33 million to $1,042 million; the Drug Enforcement Agency’s anti-drug allocations grew from $86 to $1,026 million. In selling these programs to the public, the dog whistling never stopped. Reagan’s team worked hard to publicize “welfare queens” and the crack cocaine epidemic of the mid-1980s, ensuring the media coverage was blanketed with images of black crack addicts. During Reagan’s presidency, the US prison population doubled from 315,974 to 739,980. It continued to increase, plateauing at around 1.5 million between 2010 and 2020.

Under Reagan, neoliberalism and “tough-on-crime” politics did not placate everyone in the new alignment, and social conservatives continued to fight to ensure that their issues remained a priority in the administration. Again seeking to hold moderate women in his coalition despite his embrace of the anti-ERA movement, Reagan launched a Fifty States Project to identify and repeal “any remaining discriminatory laws” against women “at the state level.” Schlafly opposed this project, pushing the administration to refuse any concession to women’s rights. Reagan did his best to signal that neoliberals and social conservatives had an equal place in the governing alignment: “We do not have a separate social agenda. We have one agenda. Just as surely as we seek to put our financial house in order… so too we seek to protect the unborn.” But his nomination of moderate Sandra Day O’Connor to the Supreme Court, a fulfillment of a campaign promise to nominate a woman, infuriated pro-lifers who’d believed that Reagan-appointed justices would work to strike down Roe v. Wade. “We are a movement in disarray,” one pro-life movement told the New York Times in 1981. Weyrich, always a keen observer of coalition dynamics, noted the competing interests in Reagan’s alignment: “the social issues aren’t big in the Country Clubs.”

Right-wing realigners, like New Dealers before them, navigated the tensions of coalition-building and transformative changes in policy. They successfully “reshaped the national agenda,” as the New York Times said at the end of Reagan’s first term. Shrinking the government, freeing the market, cracking down on crime, defending traditional family values—these were the goals that defined sensible politics. The center of gravity that both parties orbited had moved far to the right, and Reagan knew it. In his farewell address, he said that while pundits referred to his administration’s accomplishments as the Reagan revolution, for him “it always seemed more like the Great Rediscovery: a rediscovery of our values and our common sense.”

This common sense endured: “Each of Reagan’s successors has been subject to political expectations that he set,” wrote political scientist Stephen Skowronek two decades after Reagan’s victory. “Politically speaking, America is still working its way through the Reagan era.”

After Jimmy Carter lost all but four states to Reagan in 1980, Democrats needed to decide what path they would take in Reagan’s America. A faction of Democrats began working on a strategy that would break with the principles and allegiances of the New Deal era. Some of the intellectual leaders of this movement embraced the moniker of neoliberalism. In a widely read 1982 op-ed entitled “A Neo-Liberal’s Manifesto,” magazine editor Charles Peters stated that “we no longer automatically favor unions and big government or oppose the military and big business.” These ideas found a home in the Democratic Leadership Conference, chaired by Bill Clinton in the late 1980s. Progressives balked, and, in campaigns like Jesse Jackson’s “Rainbow Coalition,” sought to win power with the multiracial fusion politics that had animated labor and civil rights in the New Deal alignment. Progressives like Jackson lost the fight inside the Democratic Party, and, soon enough, the neoliberals were calling themselves New Democrats, seeking a “third way” between progressive and conservative policymaking.

With Bill Clinton as their standard-bearer, the New Democrats took the White House in 1992—and like Eisenhower after the New Deal, they accepted the common sense of the new era. This Third Way would adopt the Right’s “tough on crime” dog whistles. Before the New Hampshire primary in 1992, Governor Bill Clinton oversaw the execution of Ricky Ray Rector, a mentally impaired black man who, legal scholar Michelle Alexander writes, “had so little conception of what was about to happen to him that he asked for the dessert from his last meal to be saved for him for later.” Following the execution, Clinton said, “No one can say I’m soft on crime.” Two years later, President Clinton signed the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act, mandating life sentences for three-time offenders. Over his two terms, the US prison population rose nearly 60 percent.

Clinton’s Third Way also continued Reagan’s work of repealing New Deal consumer and financial protections and rolling back social programs. In his 1996 State of the Union address, President Clinton declared that “the era of big government is over.” Seven months later he dismantled the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program created by FDR’s Social Security Act and replaced it with limited welfare benefits tied to strict work requirements. Three years after his pledge to “end welfare as we know it,” Clinton approved the repeal of the Glass-Steagall firewall between commercial and investment banking that FDR had passed in 1933, leading to the rise of even bigger banks and making the 2008 crisis “broader, deeper and more dangerous.”

In the following decade, Reaganism, now carried forward by the tax-cutting, warmongering George W. Bush, was threatened by its own failures. The criminally negligent and racist government response to Hurricane Katrina, the disastrous Iraq War, his failed attempt to privatize Social Security, and the 2008 financial crisis made one thing clear: the people in charge and their commitment to “small government,” imperial military intervention, and “free markets” were driving the country to ruin.

Elected in the wake of these disasters, President Barack Obama elicited talk of generation-defining change—a “New Deal”: “Everywhere these days, the comparison is being made: Barack Obama in 2009 and Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1933,” said journalist Adam Cohen. But Obama did not intend to undo the Reagan consensus and replace it with something new; his approach hewed much closer to Clinton. Obama praised Clinton’s Third Way for trying to transcend ideological conflict and for recognizing “how markets and fiscal discipline could help promote social justice… that not only societal responsibility but personal responsibility was needed to combat poverty.” He told 60 Minutes soon after his victory that he hoped not to “get bottled up in a lot of ideology and ‘is this conservative or liberal?,’ ” saying that whether an idea came “from FDR… or from Ronald Reagan, if [it’s] right for the times then we’re going to apply it.”

Coming into office amid the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, with Wall Street on its knees, Obama had an opportunity to remake the American economy, with Democrats controlling both the House and the Senate. But his team, led by Clinton administration veteran and economist Larry Summers, intended to restore the economic and financial system as it had been pre-crisis, and not stray too far outside the norms of Reagan-Clinton economic policy. The goals of the stimulus, as an internal administration memo reveals, were to remain committed “to a responsible budget,” stabilize the banks, and end the recession without the risk of “an excessive recovery package… spook[ing] markets.”

When Christy Romer, an economist on the transition team, proposed a $1.7 trillion stimulus—big enough to bring employment back up to pre-crisis levels—Summers made clear he would not present such a high figure to Obama. When Romer cut her proposal down to $1.2 trillion—in her mind a sensible middle ground between what Obama’s team believed was politically realistic and what the economy needed to recover—Summers again removed the proposal from the memo Obama ultimately received. All trillion-dollar proposals were not practical, in his mind. When a member of the transition team proposed chartering new green banks to finance clean energy development and energy efficiency projects, Summers demurred: “the problem is that you are talking about creating more debt.” When Obama—searching for a big moonshot to boost the public reception of the stimulus—proposed overhauling the nation’s power grid to expand renewable energy, Summers spurned meddling in the market structure. “The government’s job is to remove regulatory obstacles,” not fund and direct overhauls, Summers advised. When Obama kicked off the transition team’s economic work, Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner set guidelines for his policymaking: he would not want to punish bankers, or even put their bonuses in jeopardy.

With the moonshots set aside, the 2009 stimulus, totaling $831 billion, expanded antipoverty programs, invested $90 billion in clean energy—a genuinely massive boost to US solar and wind at the time—and gave out $288 billion in tax cuts to individuals and businesses. Over 30 million Americans would lose their jobs in the course of the Great Recession; 9.3 million Americans lost their homes.

While rescuing the economy from depression, the Obama administration, like Clinton’s before him, largely accepted the boundaries of Reaganism, especially in his first term, even as it occasionally reflected the spirit of a new progressive era. The stimulus itself is a metaphor for an administration caught between two eras. Forced to manage a crisis caused by deregulation and corporate fraud, the stimulus expanded welfare programs and invested in green jobs, yet refused to stray too far from the Reagan consensus: don’t spook the markets, don’t increase the deficit too much, stabilize the banks but don’t restructure them, and cut taxes. Likewise, when Obama’s Democratic Party pursued health-care reform, they expanded Medicaid, a signature program of the Great Society, while also creating more marketplaces for insurance companies to sell to individuals, a policy idea borrowed from the right-wing Heritage Foundation.

Liberals can argue until the end of time about whether the Affordable Care Act and the stimulus were as progressive as they could’ve been, given Republican obstruction in Congress and the Clintonite centrists in Obama’s own party. However, we won’t know, because Obama’s approach was not to fight against the Reaganites and Clintonites for progressive, transformational change. His goal was not to end the Reagan era but to transcend partisanship. Regardless of his intent, there was no big social movement or caucus of rowdy progressive legislators to back him up. To use Sunrise’s language, progressives to the left of Obama had little people power or political power in 2009. Meanwhile, the right-wing still had Fox News, armies of corporate lobbyists, a network of conservative think tanks, and soon a Tea Party movement, all arrayed against the president.

Following health-care reform and the successful stonewalling of climate legislation by right-wing and corporate opposition, Obama turned to a central goal of the Reagan revolution: deficit reduction and “entitlement reform.” In 2010, he created a National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform, which recommended cutting social programs and raising the retirement age. During a grand bargain over the budget in July 2011, he offered Republicans cuts to Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid in exchange for raising taxes on the wealthy. In August, less than three years after Wall Street crashed the economy, Obama called for “shared sacrifice” to reduce the debt. Despite his efforts, the national mood would not remain focused on balanced budgets and bipartisan compromise.

That same summer, over a thousand activists got arrested outside the White House, demanding that Obama reject the Keystone XL oil pipeline. A month later, Occupy Wall Street changed the national conversation from “cut the debt” to “tax the 1 percent.” The following year, mass marches sprang up to protest the murder of Trayvon Martin, demanding justice for black lives. Undocumented Dreamers sat in at Obama campaign offices until the president announced protections for undocumented Americans who immigrated as children. Workers went on strike demanding a $15 minimum wage. The Black Lives Matter movement grew as the epidemic of police killing unarmed black Americans continued unabated.

In the protest movements of the Obama era, we saw the seeds of a new progressive force in American politics. By mid-2013, journalist Peter Beinart was already noting the “rise of a new New Left”—a millennial generation shaped by the financial crisis, less supportive of capitalism than any other generation, and set to become the biggest voting bloc in America. “The door is closing on the Reagan-Clinton era,” Beinart predicted.

Three years later, a seventysomething democratic socialist won 43 percent of the Democratic vote in the 2016 Democratic presidential primary. Meanwhile, a racist former television personality won the Republican nomination—and his path to that nomination revealed a potential fracture in the Reagan coalition. The free marketeers want unjust free trade agreements and cuts to entitlements, but Trump railed against NAFTA and vowed to protect Medicare and Social Security; the foreign policy hawks want to preserve America’s right to intervene abroad, but Trump, unlike his fellow Republican candidates, criticized the Iraq War vehemently. While rejecting Reaganite economic and foreign policies, he turned the dog whistles of the Reagan era into a bullhorn of xenophobic, racist nationalism.

Political scientists wondered if his nomination meant that Trump might “realign” the parties, as the Reagan alignment’s fusion of big business and racist populism split apart. “Trump’s presidency signals the end of the Reagan era,” wrote political scientist Julia Azari after the 2016 election. In office, however, Trump has not bucked the Republican establishment or forged a new common sense to replace Reaganism. Despite that, Reaganism appears weaker than ever.

Since Reagan’s landslide victory in 1980, every subsequent GOP president has won a smaller share of the popular vote, concluding with Trump at 46 percent—losing the popular vote to Hillary Clinton. Trump, and the GOP as a whole, could only clinch this second-place finish by refusing to make neoliberalism the center of his campaign. With control of the House, Senate, and White House in 2017, the GOP had no broad popular agenda to advance, just one more deeply unpopular tax cut and one more unpopular failed attempt to repeal Obamacare. Their vision is exhausted, in large part because they’ve implemented much of it these past four decades. With the labor movement in decline, curtailed abortion rights, the deregulation of multiple industries, economic inequality reminiscent of the Gilded Age, and racial resegregation, the Reaganites have little left to offer.

Meanwhile, the Democratic Party is in the midst of a battle for its soul. Bernie’s “radical” ideas—Medicare for All, free college, a Green New Deal–sized climate plan—are no longer just Bernie’s but define the agenda of a rising progressive faction in Congress and are increasingly the center of gravity in national Democratic politics. Every 2020 Democratic presidential candidate was expected to respond to Bernie’s ideas; no one was asked if they supported Bill Clinton’s Third Way. Two out of three leading candidates for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination called for a break from the Reagan era, either through “big, structural change” or “political revolution.” It’s also revealing that the front-runner, Joe Biden—whose political career epitomized Clinton’s Third Way—is not defining his candidacy with an embrace of free markets, fiscal discipline, and government downsizing. Rather, Biden’s platform has moved far leftward, embracing policies like a robust public option and a $17 trillion clean energy investment.

The retreat from the Reagan consensus on the national stage reflects a leftward-moving electorate. “Public support for big government—more regulation, higher taxes, and more social services—has reached the highest level on record,” reported journalist Matt Yglesias, after a new study that measures public opinion on core economic questions—size of government, taxes, regulation—found the most liberal national mood since 1961. Millennials, in particular, remain a starkly progressive generation and will be an indispensable bloc of voters in years to come. In 1984, Reagan handily won the youth vote; today, young Americans like us are voting for socialists and progressives, and we love the Green New Deal.

The Democratic Party establishment is still powerful, cautioning “moderation” and dictating much of what happens in the House of Representatives. However, some neoliberals have begun to concede that a new era and a new politics is necessary. Brad DeLong, a Clinton administration economist who worked on the neoliberal reforms of the 1990s, lamented the failure of the Third Way’s accommodation with Reaganism: “Over the past 25 years, we failed to attract Republican coalition partners, we failed to energize our own base, and we failed to produce enough large-scale obvious policy wins to cement the center into a durable governing coalition.” Though the media and dishonest Republicans deserve some blame, “shared responsibility is not diminished responsibility,” DeLong wrote. “And so the baton rightly passes to our colleagues on our left. We are still here, but it is not our time to lead.” Ed Kilgore, a former vice president at the Democratic Leadership Council—the birthplace of Clintonism’s Third Way in the late 1980s—echoed DeLong in a piece headlined “A New Role for Democratic Centrists: Helping the Left Win.” Journalist George Packer underscored the point in The Atlantic, wondering whether Americans, no longer satisfied with “fine-tuning a grossly unjust economy and a corrupt political system,” are “ready to hear radical solutions.” If so, he wrote, “perhaps this means a realignment of the party and the country to the left.”

While these shifts in American politics began to quicken, the world’s leading scientists were sounding the alarm: “rapid and far-reaching transitions… unprecedented in terms of scale” across major sectors will be required to keep the world below 2 degrees of warming. Another report, another call for massive transformation: “Global greenhouse gas emissions must begin falling by 7.6 percent each year beginning 2020—a rate currently nowhere in sight” if we want a chance at staying below 1.5 degrees of warming. A few months before this report was released, a young democratic socialist from Queens ousted a Wall Street–friendly Democrat and soon, alongside a burgeoning youth movement, brought the Green New Deal onto the national agenda.

What happens next?

BECOMING REALIGNERS

What happens next depends on who forges a new alignment that can win power with a vision that responds to the crises of our time.

Reaganism seems unable to revive itself. As political scientist and constitutional law scholar Jack Balkin wrote in 2019, “The [Reagan] regime is now dying, but a new regime has yet to be born. What the new regime will look like is still unclear.” The climate crisis demands massive government-led transformations, but that does not mean that a progressive realignment is inevitable. In Europe, far-right parties acknowledge the climate crisis and use it to argue that EU nations should focus only on protecting people of European descent and keep out everyone else. “Borders are the environment’s greatest ally,” a young member of France’s far-right National Rally declared in April 2019. This is the terrifying alternative to progressive realignment, a competent Trumpism that reformulates plutocracy, white supremacy, and imperialism for a world of heat waves and rising tides. Balkin notes that a right-wing alignment mustering a “second wind” is not unprecedented: Gilded Age Republicans did exactly that when they defeated the populist progressive insurgency of William Jennings Bryan and sustained their dominance for another three decades, until Hoover’s defeat in 1932.

Winning a Green New Deal requires replacing the dying Reagan regime with a progressive alignment. Realignments are messy, rare, and big. No single person or group has their hand entirely on the rudder, and there’s no step-by-step method to succeeding.

Lacking a road map for realignment, we can take a few lessons from history. First, we cannot avoid the battle of ideas. Both major realignments of the past century began with a direct and public rejection of ideas that dominated the preceding era. Progressive realigners in Congress and mobilized workers, through draft legislation and mass strikes, brought the ideas of labor rights and universal social insurance to President Roosevelt when his administration was floundering after the death of the National Recovery Administration. Paul Weyrich seeded a vast right-wing coalition without accepting the terms of the New Deal, instead building institutions like the Heritage Foundation to define the next era.

Second, there is no avoiding the question of race and racism in American politics. The New Deal alignment was undone by its contradictions on the issue of civil rights. Right-wing realigners understood that race would remain central to American politics—and they wielded racism as a tool of mobilization, coalition-building, and coalition-breaking. Winning a Green New Deal requires a political common sense and an alignment that cannot be torn apart by the Right’s strategic racism. Defeating the Right’s racism requires a renewal of social solidarity across all forms of difference. Solidarity is the bond that holds us together and gives us a sense of shared fate, in particular against the forces of racial division. If a new, progressive alignment contains some leaders who question the importance of racial justice, we should follow the example of the realigners in the CIO and the leaders of the civil rights movement: organize a bigger multiracial movement, build institutions of multiracial working-class power, and change the balance of power inside the alignment.

Lastly, we will need to navigate the tension previous realigners faced: seizing the opportunity for transformative policy change while keeping the alignment big enough to win governing power; adhering to our highest principles while persuading new allies. But, to borrow Weyrich’s insight, we should not assume that coalition politics automatically leads to compromise. Weyrich broadened the alignment by weaving the demands of broad movements and recently activated constituencies, like the newly politicized evangelicals in the Moral Majority, into a coherent right-wing agenda centered on limited government. However, both Reagan and Roosevelt disappointed the leaders of grassroots movements, compromising on certain promises or stalling specific policies out of fear that their electoral coalition would fall apart. Movements are always needed to widen the possibilities of the political agenda and make certain compromises unacceptable.

Different organizations and leaders will play different roles. Like Phyllis Schlafly and the Eagle Forum, or John L. Lewis and the CIO, some realigners will focus relentlessly on organizing the biggest grassroots constituencies possible. They will mobilize those constituencies both to elect allied politicians and to push the policy agenda toward their demands, sometimes threatening national politicians like Roosevelt and Reagan with strikes, boycotts, and bad press. Some may choose the path of Sidney Hillman in the early 1940s, resolving conflicts between groups with the hope of protecting a movement’s place inside the governing alignment. We may find ourselves cursing the choices our fellow realigners make in navigating these quandaries, as John L. Lewis cursed Sidney Hillman. We should hope to have these kinds of problems, because these are the problems of an alignment that has won power.




FIFTEEN FROM PROTEST TO PRIMARIES

The Movement in the Democratic Party

ALEXANDRA ROJAS AND WALEED SHAHID

BUILDING JUSTICE DEMOCRATS: ALEXANDRA

My grandparents, who immigrated to the US from Peru and Colombia, raised me in East Hartford, Connecticut. One of my earliest memories is traveling to visit my family in Lima. I remember walking up to the family home, a thin concrete building that wasn’t fully finished. The bedroom where my cousin slept was covered by a tarp, and I couldn’t help but feel guilty. What makes me so different from my cousins? I wondered. I knew my grandparents were working hard to provide a security that they never experienced growing up.

After high school, I moved to California and took three jobs so I could pay for community college—two jobs selling clothes that I couldn’t afford at fancy retail stores (a pair of tights cost $89!) and a third organizing legal documents for an attorney. My goal was to maintain a 4.0 GPA, qualify for in-state tuition at UC Berkeley or UCLA after working in California for a few years, and make my family proud.

In fall 2015, a friend sent me the Bernie Sanders campaign announcement video. Standing on the shore of Lake Champlain in Vermont, Bernie said things I had never heard a politician say in this country. I’d seen my friends go into crippling student debt and still struggle to provide for their families, despite their degrees. I’d felt powerless when my own family members were struck by illness and couldn’t afford treatment. I felt like this was more than a campaign for president—it was about resetting the direction of our politics to change the lives of working people like my family.

Over the next few weeks, I started volunteering as much as I could for Bernie. I set up tables at other colleges in Orange County to get the word out. I learned what the word “barnstorm” means.

Then one day I found out I wasn’t eligible for in-state tuition at UCLA or Berkeley. Being a dependent of a parent in another state disqualified me—and now I was on the hook to pay twice as much as I’d budgeted in out-of-state tuition.

So I left. In January 2016, I quit my jobs, put university on hold, and moved to Burlington, Vermont, to work full-time for the Bernie campaign.

Luckily, I was far from alone in dropping everything to fight alongside Bernie. Leaders emerged by the thousands from bars and restaurants, from community college classrooms, from factories and big-box stores across America. I was stunned by how many people were ready to organize for an old democratic socialist.

Bernie’s historic grassroots campaign, nearly winning the Democratic primary against all expectations, showed what is possible when working people stand up and fight. Talking to supporters from around the country, I realized that people were deeply concerned about what came next. The question was always: “No matter who becomes president, how are they going to get anything done in Congress?” Not only would they be legislating with Republicans and playing defense against Fox News, the establishment wing of the Democratic Party would not push for a progressive agenda. A group of us from the Sanders campaign saw an opportunity to unite people around a movement like Bernie’s, focused on electing a brand-new Congress to win a progressive agenda.

If we could build a diverse slate of candidates that truly represented all parts of our society and economy from communities across America, we could transform the Democratic Party.

This is why we created Justice Democrats (JD). The only way we can build a Democratic Party that works for all people, not just wealthy corporate donors, is by investing in women, people of color, and working-class leaders who actually face the problems they would be trying to solve in Congress. These candidates represent the voters who are increasingly becoming the base of the Democratic Party. Their politics and commitments to a progressive agenda come from their communities and movements, which give life to their campaigns.

Initially we thought that quantity was the key to inspiring people. We set our aims high, trying to raise millions of dollars to challenge hundreds of incumbents. Everyone said we were crazy—“You’re not going to elect dozens of people to Congress!” Turns out they were right.

Not only is it hard to convince working-class people, especially women of color, that they can run for Congress, but it’s incredibly difficult to recruit, support, and manage multiple congressional campaigns simultaneously.

Then Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a twenty-seven-year-old Latina bartender from a working-class family in the Bronx, was nominated by her brother through the Justice Democrats nomination form in 2016. I still remember reading his letter. Our team could see how much she cared for her family, how dedicated she was to building an America for all of us.

Alexandria had incredible grassroots energy, both online and in her district. She was running against Joe Crowley, a twenty-year incumbent and the fourth most powerful Democrat in the House. Not only was Crowley bought out by big corporations and real estate developers that hurt working families like Alexandria’s in the Bronx and Queens, he didn’t reflect the diversity of his district or the urgency of the moment. Alexandria was the ideal candidate, someone who could both mobilize the progressive base of the Democratic Party and reach voters not expected to turn out for a typical midterm primary.

Similar to Bernie’s campaign, this primary felt like a referendum on the soul of the Democratic Party and, in turn, the soul of America. We had recruited a millennial, working-class challenger to run against a career politician whose apathy and corporate-backed politics directly affected her family and her community. Alexandria knew what was at stake for her district, and she had nothing to lose.

Her win set off an earthquake that shook our party and our country. It was unimaginable until it happened. With no ties to the Democratic Party, she took on and defeated one of the most powerful senior Democratic leaders in the country.

Three more Justice Democrats were elected that cycle. Ayanna Pressley defeated another white male incumbent in a diverse district, and Ilhan Omar and Rashida Tlaib became the first two Muslim women ever to be elected to Congress. The #Squad was headed to Washington, DC. They weren’t supposed to win. But the Democratic Party is changing, from the bottom up.

There is a new, diverse, working-class generation of leadership that is coming to Congress. As Alexandria has said herself, for one of us to make it, one hundred of us have to try. It will take a multiracial, multigenerational mass movement of working people in districts across America to get it done. But now we see what is possible. We won, and we will do it again.

THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY WE NEED: WALEED

We’re a generation in a hurry—looking to make change, and make change fast. In the Obama era—from Occupy to the fight against the Keystone XL pipeline and the rise of movements like the Dreamers and Black Lives Matter—it felt like our movements were winning battles here and there but losing the war. We were winning over public opinion on a range of issues but were failing to translate public opinion into legislation and lasting political power.

On issue after issue, we found ourselves fighting the same entrenched Democratic Party establishment that took money from Wall Street, wanted to build more pipelines, promoted trade deals that labor unions opposed, looked the other way when it came to record levels of deportations, and were afraid to take on corrupt police departments.

If Democrats were so often the party of the status quo, then where was our party?

I came to realize the importance of an inside-outside strategy—the blending of protest and electoral politics—after personally witnessing the power of such an approach at my first job after college. After a dozen or so job rejections during my final semester, I joined AmeriCorps and worked at a legal and social services nonprofit serving low-income immigrants.

Twice a week, our organization held “open office hours” in the evenings so that immigrants could receive a free consultation regarding their legal issues. I would run through a questionnaire with them, asking: “When did you arrive in the United States? How did you get here? Where do you work? Do you have any family here? What languages do you speak?”

I’ve been here for ten years. I overstayed my visa because I started a life here. I work on a farm—chickens, mushrooms. My only family is my wife and kids. I speak Kiche, an indigenous language, and Spanish.

By the end of checking off boxes on my clipboard, I would eventually have to deliver the line I had been trained to give to about 80 percent of the immigrants who walked through our doors. “I’m sorry. There’s not much we can do here. There’s no pathway for you to receive relief or documentation under the current law. Please watch CNN. President Obama may pass a new law this year.”

Increasingly polarized political parties working in a gridlocked Congress would decide whether there would be a pathway to legal status for 11 million undocumented immigrants. In June 2013, an immigration reform bill finally passed in the Senate, with fourteen Republicans joining Democrats. House Speaker John Boehner, facing pressure from conservatives aligned with the Tea Party movement, refused to bring the Senate bill to a vote.

“Too many members worried that potential Tea Party primary opponents, or Democrats in November, could use their votes on immigration against them,” said Time magazine.

Despite all the gains that the movement of Dreamers—undocumented youth brought to the United States by their parents—had made since 2008, comprehensive immigration reform was hanging by a thread.

Near the end of my time at the nonprofit, the debate on immigration reform came to a swift end. Tea Party activists were backing a primary challenger to House Majority Leader Eric Cantor. Fox News anchor and talk show radio host Laura Ingraham tweeted: “#VA07 Congressional race is ground zero to stop #amnesty. Dave Brat fights to protect your job and wages.” On June 10, 2014, Dave Brat defeated Eric Cantor in a stunning upset in which the challenger was outspent nearly 25 to 1.

“Cantor Loss Kills Immigration Reform,” read the Politico headline the next morning.

Cantor spent $5 million and had twenty-three paid staff members. Brat spent less than $200,000 and his campaign manager was just twenty-three years old. One small race had changed the entire political calculus on immigration in the Republican Party and in the nation. None of the families I had told to keep watching CNN would probably ever know about Dave Brat. But they would feel the effects.

The conservative movement had successfully created an inside-outside strategy to achieve its goal of killing immigration reform and opposing President Obama’s agenda. A combination of targeted protest and a handful of successful primary challengers made it increasingly painful for Republican politicians to break with their party’s base.

A year later, the Democratic Party was experiencing its own earthquake. A wiry-haired senator from Vermont who called himself a democratic socialist launched his campaign. I was one of the thousands of people in my generation who was inspired by Sanders’s call for a “political revolution” and joined his campaign.

During our door-knocking trainings, I would ask our volunteers why they were supporting such a long-shot campaign.


	I’m for Bernie because I support the Fight for $15.

	I’m against the Keystone XL pipeline.

	I support Black Lives Matter and am appalled by Hillary Clinton’s “superpredator” comments.

	I think President Obama deported too many immigrants, and I’m with the Dreamers.

	I’m with Bernie because he doesn’t take Wall Street money.



Something massive was happening. These volunteers had been inspired by the social movements that had grown during the Obama era and were now bringing that energy into an electoral campaign.

But, movement-sparked inspiration aside, virtually none of the volunteers I worked with on the Sanders campaign belonged to any social movement organization. Instead, they were part of the thousands of ordinary people who get involved in electoral politics whether through voting or volunteering for a campaign. My parents, for instance, would probably never participate in a confrontational sit-in, but they were part of the wave of new immigrant and Muslim voters who helped propel Barack Obama to victory over Hillary Clinton in the 2008 presidential primaries.

If we could bring the coalition that Sanders helped ignite in 2016 into Democratic primaries in down-ballot races and expand it, we could create a Democratic Party that reflected its voters, not big corporate donors.

This was looking like what the Tea Party had successfully done within the Republican Party: bring the movement’s outside protests and ideas inside the party by running movement-aligned candidates in primaries. For progressives, the biggest lesson to be learned from the Tea Party’s playbook is that they didn’t work for the Republicans—they made the Republicans work for them.

While the Tea Party had brought out the worst aspects of the Republican Party’s racism and corporate greed, the Sanders campaign was attempting to restore the Democratic Party to some of its redistributive roots in the New Deal and the Great Society. For decades, a “neoliberal consensus” had taken hold in the Democratic Party, most famously embodied in President Bill Clinton’s claim that “the era of big government is over.” Sanders’s campaign represented a renewed faith in the ability of government—not big corporations—to solve problems in America. As Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez later put it, “When people try to accuse us of going too far left—we’re not pushing the party left. We are bringing the party home.”

On the national stage, running for president, Sanders revealed a constituency of voters that Occupy never could. There are only so many people who will show up for a sit-in. There are many more people who will show up to vote, let alone knock on doors or phone-bank, for a candidate aligned with the issues that sit-ins might call attention to. And by the end of the campaign, nearly 43 percent of voters who participated in the Democratic primaries supported the democratic socialist calling for a revival of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “Second Bill of Rights,” including the rights to health care, housing, education, a living wage, and more.

But his campaign did not represent the ceiling of what was possible in transforming the Democratic Party into a vehicle for lasting social change. Sanders, a septuagenarian from one of the whitest states in the country, won more votes from millennials than Trump and Clinton combined, including a majority of women and people of color under forty-five years old. If Sanders could do that without having changed his message over the past four decades, how popular could this progressive vision be if it was taken up by young leaders who represented the growing base of the Democratic Party: people of color, women, and downwardly mobile millennials?

As the campaign continued through the spring of 2016, Sanders struggled to earn the support of key constituencies in the Democratic Party, namely older African American voters. In his 2020 campaign, Sanders made enormous strides in tackling these vulnerabilities, but as the Democratic Party was becoming younger and more diverse, organizers began to see an opportunity for electing a new generation of leaders who represented the growing progressive portion of the party’s base both ideologically and demographically.

WHO’S MOVING THE PARTY?

The death of immigration reform at the hands of the Tea Party rebellion revealed, as journalist Mehdi Hasan likes to say, Democrats bringing a knife to a gunfight while Republicans bring a rocket launcher. In fact, over the past two decades, conservatives have conducted far more primary challenges than the progressive Left. This is one cause of what scholars have called asymmetric polarization: why Republicans in Congress have moved much more dramatically rightward than Democrats have moved left.

“Despite the widespread belief that both parties have moved to the extremes, the movement of the Republican Party to the right accounts for most of the divergence between the two parties,” wrote Princeton political scientist Nolan McCarty.

Tea Party–aligned candidates failed in the vast majority of their primary challenges to incumbent Republicans. But the perception scared moderate Republicans to death. And when a challenger could eat into the incumbent’s share of the vote—say, from 100 percent to 60 percent—they would reveal that 40 percent of the primary electorate wanted more conservative representation. Today many Republicans are more afraid of a primary challenge than a general election, while most Democrats, before Ocasio-Cortez’s victory, haven’t been afraid of primaries at all.

The Tea Party movement pressured and provided political cover for Republican leaders to make more unreasonable demands and use more aggressive tactics in opposing President Obama. But the political dynamic led to Democratic leaders sometimes bending over backward to assuage the concerns of the far-right insurgency. Feeling the intensity of the Tea Party inside-outside strategy, President Obama even put forward Republican-style proposals to cut Social Security and Medicare by $200, to $380 billion in 2013.

Progressive social movements capturing the hearts and minds of the nation needed to create a counterweight to the Tea Party and needed to move the Democratic Party toward a commonsense agenda to fix our country’s major problems. But how should young people and progressives seeking to influence the Democratic Party get their voices heard in a system corrupted by big money and establishment gatekeepers?

WHAT IS THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY, REALLY?

You might think that the best way to influence the Democratic Party would be to join the College Democrats on your campus or become involved in your local party. But power in the Democratic Party doesn’t fully reside within any “official” Democratic Party organization.

In fact, we need to first challenge the assumption that the Democratic Party is a singular, coherent thing. It’s not a team, it’s the arena.

Who controls and sets the direction of the Democratic Party? Is it Barack Obama? Is it House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer? Is it Democratic National Committee chairman Tom Perez? Is it major donors like Tom Steyer and George Soros? Is it major institutions like labor unions and Planned Parenthood? High-profile consultants like David Axelrod and James Carville? Think tanks like the Center for American Progress?

The truth is that there is no singular organization or individual that controls the Democratic Party. Politicians, organizations, and donors all jostle with one another to exert influence over the direction of the party on a number of any given issues. This is often referred to by political scientists as a weak party system, meaning that the official party apparatus has a limited amount of control over the direction of the party. Political parties are the field on which the game is being played. The players, on the other hand, are the organizations, movements, donors, and politicians all competing to be in the starting lineup.

WHY PRIMARIES MATTER

Party politics in the United States is quite unlike party politics in many other countries. Our parties don’t really have “members” who come together and decide the direction that everyone who is a Democrat or a Republican will be expected to move in. While politicians representing the British Labour Party or Brazil’s Workers’ Party are expected to adhere to a platform in order to receive the party’s endorsement, politicians in the United States can call themselves Democrats or Republicans as long as they win their party’s primary election.

That’s why primaries are critical in influencing the direction of both major parties: as renowned political scientist E. E. Schattschneider said, “He who can make the nominations is the owner of the party.” Primaries are the venue in which members of the Democratic Party get to debate and decide who can receive the official nomination and call themselves “the Democrat.” Once you’re a “Democratic nominee for office,” your policies and proposals are part of the party.

Primaries also provide another way to leverage the people power that movements build. Movements push for change from the outside and are often focused on changing public opinion and forcing an issue onto the national agenda; then parties translate those changes into law. But parties can choose to ignore the protests and public opinion or dilute the movement’s demands with compromises.

But if the movement’s demands are popular with the base of the party, and now the politicians who chose inaction are facing primary challengers, suddenly the politicians might start singing a different tune. And if a few of those politicians get ousted by movement-aligned challengers, suddenly there are champions in the halls of power ready to translate the public sentiment and protest of movements into law.

These champions who run in primaries don’t only give the movement power inside Congress; they also expand the base of the movement itself. Think about how many more thousands of people participated in Bernie Sanders’s campaign than participated in Occupy Wall Street. Primaries can also lend movements more political force. Elections uniquely allow candidates to weave the multiple constituencies and demands of social movements into a governing vision that is greater than the sum of its parts. And by putting that vision on the ballot, candidates “politicize” the demands of movements and create consequences—losing a primary election—for opposing the movement.

My experience of Dave Brat’s primary upset over Eric Cantor taught me that the candidate who can unseat an incumbent in his or her own party ends up receiving an enormous amount of influence over articulating the direction of the Democratic Party. With Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s victory over Rep. Joe Crowley, that’s exactly what happened.

I first met AOC a few weeks after joining Justice Democrats, at a Thai restaurant a few blocks away from the restaurant where she was bartending. AOC was challenging Crowley, a party veteran widely reported to be the next Speaker of the House after Nancy Pelosi. She knew that it was going to be hard, probably impossible, but she was willing to give it a shot. Out of all the candidates that the organization had recruited to run, I felt that she had the best shot of actually winning and creating the kind of earthquake that the Tea Party had created by unseating Eric Cantor.

While Crowley wasn’t a Republican-in-disguise who voted with the GOP on issues like guns or abortion, he was a white male ten-term incumbent who received millions of dollars from big corporate donors on Wall Street despite representing a diverse, working-class district. Crowley weakened financial regulations in the Dodd-Frank bill by introducing provisions directly written by the big banks. He accepted campaign contributions from the same people bankrupting Puerto Rico, and he had little to say about mass deportation and the growing grassroots demands to #AbolishICE. Despite representing a district that voted for Barack Obama over Mitt Romney by nearly 90 points, Crowley had never led on any of the issues electrifying progressives in the era of millennial movements and Bernie Sanders’s campaign. Throughout the campaign, AOC hammered Crowley with the motto of Justice Democrats: It’s time for a Democratic Party that fights for its voters, not corporate donors.

“I’m not running ‘from the left,’ I’m running from the bottom,” AOC wrote on Twitter shortly after defeating her opponent.

While Sanders represented many of the movements pushing the Democratic Party ideologically, AOC also represented them demographically. She was a millennial woman of color and skilled at communicating a populist call for multiracial democracy in one of the most diverse districts in America.

Within a few months after her victory, Ocasio-Cortez had teamed up with Justice Democrats and the Sunrise Movement to launch the campaign for the Green New Deal outside Nancy Pelosi’s office. And because she, like Dave Brat, had both unseated a longtime incumbent Democrat and was picking an open fight with the leadership of her party, Ocasio-Cortez and the movement she aligned herself with received a platform to talk about what direction the Democratic Party needed to go.

For a generation in a hurry, the hypothesis that primary challenges could make change fast has been proven correct.

Unseating incumbents is the clearest way our movements can demonstrate our political power in terms of sheer votes—and occasionally elect a game-changing champion to Congress. Increasingly in primary elections across the country, younger progressive insurgents aligned with social movements have drawn lines against incumbents aligned with big corporate donors and establishment networks of patronage.

AOC’s campaign against Crowley wasn’t a fluke. Our movements were joining the fight over the soul of the Democratic Party.

In March 2016, Kim Foxx defeated Anita Alvarez in Cook County, Illinois, by aligning herself with the Black Lives Matter movement. In early 2017, Tom Perriello challenged Ralph Northam and Virginia’s Democratic Party establishment from the left in an ultimately unsuccessful bid for governor. Larry Krasner (Philadelphia), Rachael Rollins (Suffolk County, Massachusetts), and Chesa Boudin (San Francisco) became the most progressive district attorneys in America, often by working alongside organizers from social movements and the Sanders campaign.

And throughout the 2018 primary season, grassroots, progressive candidates took on party-backed candidates. Some were victorious, most notably Ocasio-Cortez, Ayanna Pressley, Ilhan Omar, and Rashida Tlaib—otherwise known as “the Squad.” Others, like Tiffany Cabán and Abdul El-Sayed, were unsuccessful but galvanized a network of loyal supporters and pushed the party in a progressive direction on criminal justice reform and health-care policy, respectively.

FACTIONS DRIVE THE BATTLE FOR THE SOUL OF THE PARTY

There’s a fight for the soul of the Democratic Party because American parties are so big. Different ideologies fit into these big tents, and factions inside the party need to fight it out to decide the direction of their agenda. In other countries with a multiparty system, you would have more than two political parties. Typically, the breakdown in a multiparty system looks something like this: a nativist party, a business-aligned conservative party, a liberal party, a social democratic party, and a democratic socialist party. But in the American two-party system, these competing ideologies are all collapsed within the broad coalitions that make up the Republican and Democratic parties. This means that the Republican Party coalition contains factions of neoconservative hawks, free marketeers, the religious Right, and Trumpist xenophobes.

What’s emerging in today’s Democratic Party is an ideological faction that is aligned with both social movements and the increasingly young, multiracial base of the party, and its flexing its muscle in primary fights across the country. The other faction? The Democratic Party establishment—some of whom have no core beliefs and just follow the directives of big donors and party leaders, and others of whom adopted Third Way Clintonism during the Reagan era.

As political scientist Daniel DiSalvo argues, factions are the “engines of change that develop new ideas, refine them into workable policies, and move them through the halls of government.”

American political parties are “big tents” that often lack a clear, singular position on any given issue. That’s why it’s nearly impossible to answer the question: What is the Democratic Party’s policy on climate change? Health care? Tackling inequality? If you ask the establishment, you’ll typically get vague answers focusing on “values” and “access to opportunities” alongside criticisms of the Republican Party from the highest levels of Democratic Party leadership. If you ask the rising progressive faction, you’ll hear something different—the Green New Deal, Medicare for All, a wealth tax, free public college and universities, and more.

Democrats are hungry for a party that campaigns not just on what we’re against but on what we stand for. The Wild West openness of America’s political system gives factions an opportunity to significantly tilt the direction of their party if they’re united around a clear vision and willing to pick some fights.

In a political system where presidents and party leaders are incentivized to suppress their policy positions so that they can bargain with “centrists” in order to achieve majorities necessary to pass legislation, factions always have leverage—if they choose to use it.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: PRIMARIES AND THE INSIDE-OUTSIDE STRATEGY

While it may not be noticeable to most Americans, social movements aligned with ideological factions determine the direction of our political parties. Factions shape the direction of a party through primary fights—which determine what the party is and what it stands for. Political scientist Daniel Schlozman argues that successful social movements “anchor” parties: “They deploy resources to favored candidates, forcing politicians to respond to these alternative bases of authorities… [they are] polarizers with troops.”

If successful, it works like this:


	Movement Begins.
Sunrise Movement launches, as many Democratic voters have become disgruntled with their party’s positions on the economy and climate change, particularly after Occupy Wall Street and the fights around the Keystone and Dakota Access pipelines.


	Movement Brings Attention to Issue.
Through organizing and protest, Sunrise brings greater attention to the climate crisis and amplifies stories of millennials who are watching elected officials rob them of a safe, livable future.


	A Faction Takes Up the Movement’s Cause—by Winning a Primary Challenge.
Justice Democrats recruit and elect Ocasio-Cortez, who beats Rep. Crowley. A new faction grows in the Democratic Party. Ocasio-Cortez teams up with Sunrise at the November sit-in and later introduces a resolution, pushing Nancy Pelosi and Democratic Party leaders to respond to a new force and new ideas in the party.


	Movement’s Issue Becomes Party Priority.
Sunrise and Justice Democrats pressure Democrats to support the Green New Deal. Many incumbents are afraid of primary challenges and don’t want to feel like they’re out of step with the party’s base. Climate change ascends as a top-three concern among Democratic primary voters. Nearly all the major Democratic presidential contenders say they support the Green New Deal, and over one hundred members of Congress have co-sponsored the resolution.


	We Win.
Factions energize new constituencies of voters that help defeat Republicans to win Congress and the White House. The movement prepares to pressure the party to force the issue into legislative action. See you in 2021!




This isn’t a new strategy.

Factions have emerged throughout our country’s history in times of political or economic crisis. The Freedom Caucus aligned with the Tea Party’s xenophobia and pushed the Republican Party to play constitutional hardball against President Obama. The New Democrats of the 1980s and 1990s, headquartered in Bill Clinton’s Democratic Leadership Council, moved the Democratic Party away from “big government” New Deal and Great Society programs and toward more “market-friendly” ideas like cutting welfare programs and deregulating Wall Street. In the 1970s, evangelicals moved the Republican Party toward unabashed social conservatism. In the 1930s, the Congress of Industrial Organizations allied with staunch New Dealers in Congress, such as Senator Robert Wagner, who pushed their party to strengthen labor unions and invest in public infrastructure projects.

The most famous faction in American history was the Radical Republicans. Aligned with the growing abolitionist movement in America, they sought to abolish slavery and reconstruct the South, while President Lincoln and many Republicans were more inclined toward a moderate approach.

They discovered not only that their faction was unable to succeed without compromising with President Lincoln’s incrementalism but that it was their responsibility to point out the contradictions within Lincoln’s own approach to emancipation and seek policy and personnel concessions from his administration.

When Lincoln proposed a bipartisan bill that would provide federal compensation to the governments of border states in exchange for the gradual abolition of slavery, Thaddeus Stevens—an outspoken Radical Republican leader—retorted, “It is about the most diluted, milk and water gruel proposition that was ever given to the American nation.”

The Radicals “are nearer to me than the other side, in thought and sentiment, though bitterly hostile personally,” Lincoln said in 1863. “They are utterly lawless—the unhandiest devils in the world to deal with—but after all their faces are set Zionwards.”

While the faction of Radical Republicans wasn’t always unified, this group of legislators often understood their role and came together around shared goals.

Radicals flexed their political power in primary contests within the Republican Party. When radical abolitionist Owen Lovejoy defeated a moderate Republican in an Illinois party primary, Lincoln remarked, “It turned me blind… seeing the people there, their great enthusiasm for Lovejoy, considering the activity they will carry into the [general election] contest with him.”

When factions rise, it’s important to pay attention to how people outside the faction react. There are people like Bernie Sanders and the Squad, who represent the faction in its purest ideological form. But there are also people like Senator Ed Markey, party veterans with seniority who feel the winds changing and choose to side with the growing movement at the base of the party. Leaders like Markey know that the solutions that match the scale of the climate crisis aren’t winnable unless there is activist energy demanding more from their own party, expanding the bounds of what’s considered possible.

As with the Radical Republicans of the 1850s and 1860s and the New Right in the 1970s, the progressive faction today aspires to define the next generation of American politics and win a majority to its cause. “They are wisely acting as if they represent the demographic and political majority that their generation will become,” historian Barbara Ransby wrote about the Squad. “They are not only the future of the Democratic Party. They are the future.”

They are offering Democrats a multiracial, social democratic vision through their advocacy of the Green New Deal and other solutions that match the scale of the crises we face. For too long, the Democratic Party thought they could win by moving toward Republicans and giving their voters half measures that were approved by their corporate donors. Now, Democrats are learning that the way to win is by fighting for policies that take money and power from the elite and give it to working people of all backgrounds.

To win, we will need to hold fast to that vision of an America for all of us.

A CODA: PASSING A GREEN NEW DEAL

We’re not naive. It’s clear that simply electing more Justice Democrats like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez to Congress won’t be a silver bullet in helping pass a Green New Deal. It’s even more evident that Republicans won’t come to some epiphany and decide to work with Democrats on climate legislation. We need major structural reforms to our democracy in order to break the gridlock in order to create a government that can actually pass a Green New Deal.

Some might argue that by electing more leaders like the Squad to Congress, we’re creating more polarization and gridlock. That’s wrong. First, the polarization already exists between our political parties. It began with Republicans. Members of the Squad are simply providing a countervailing force. They aren’t afraid to highlight the polarization for what it is, two fundamentally different visions for our country, an America for the few or an America for all of us. Second, parties are supposed to stand for a clear vision. In most other countries, parties usually aren’t expected to “reach across the aisle” and whittle down their values to pass something that activists in both parties despise.

The divisions in our country aren’t going to go away, and Green New Dealers are going to have to jump through the Overton window one day.




SIXTEEN REVIVING LABOR, IN NEW DEALS OLD AND GREEN

BOB MASTER

After some forty years of ideological and legislative abuse and neglect, the idea of the New Deal has been unexpectedly revived by the burgeoning youth-led climate movement. The call for a Green New Deal invokes memories of the original New Deal’s unprecedented deployment of federal resources and power to revive the economy, rein in unfettered corporate power, and begin weaving a social safety net during the worst economic crisis in the nation’s history. This development ought to be welcomed with open arms by the American labor movement.

After all, it was the 1930s New Deal that gave birth to the modern labor movement, when a handful of insurgent unions broke from the conservative American Federation of Labor to form the Congress of Industrial Organizations, signed up millions of auto, steel, rubber, and electrical workers, and transformed labor relations in the industrial heart of America’s economy. It was the moment when, after seventy years of often militarized hostility, the American government at last put its thumb, however tentatively, on the workers’ side of the scale and decreed, in the words of the National Labor Relations Act, that the “practice and procedure of collective bargaining” and the workers’ right to “full freedom of association [and] self-organization” would be “the policy of the United States.”

But more than nostalgia for the golden era of industrial organization should inspire labor to embrace the Green New Deal. We need a Green New Deal, first and foremost, because with each 500-year flood, each catastrophic fire season, every instance of coastal flooding or arctic ice shear, the terrifying immediacy of the climate crisis has become increasingly clear. The primary mission of workers and their unions is to wage the unending battle for economic justice and dignity in the workplace. But we—and our children and grandchildren—need a habitable planet on which to carry on that struggle, and the Green New Deal, with its ambitious proposals for a thorough transformation of the US economy, is singular in its call for a collective response commensurate with the urgent crisis we confront. The Green New Deal reminds us that our nation has grappled with massive social and economic crises in the past and that we can do it again, if we are willing to shed ideological constraints and undertake the massive social mobilization needed to preserve the planet.

But there is another critical, though perhaps less apparent, reason for labor to embrace the Green New Deal, and it lies in a lesson drawn from the original New Deal as well. The New Deal of the 1930s represented not only an abandonment of past habits of governmental inaction in the face of economic crises, along with a vast expansion of the role played by the federal government in addressing the day-to-day needs of ordinary Americans. It also embodied a decisive ideological shift, a break from the Social Darwinist, laissez-faire philosophy that, but for a brief interlude during the Progressive Era, marked the limits of government engagement in American society since the end of Reconstruction. During the New Deal, the very idea of American freedom was transformed, as “freedom from want” eclipsed “freedom of contract,” and a new regime of “industrial democracy” was counterposed to the ruthless entrepreneurial individualism of the Gilded Age. This shift played an indispensable role in seeding the soil of industrial unionism; it provided the emergent labor movement with the ideological rationale and confidence to mount its audacious challenge to the barons of industry. The new labor movement was so closely synchronized with the ethos of the New Deal that historian Michael Denning has labeled the era “the age of the CIO”; the “ ‘industrial unionism’ ” of the 1930s, he writes, “was not simply a kind of unionism, but a vision of social reconstruction.”

Today’s labor movement desperately needs a comparable revolution of ideas and values; despite potentially significant signs of revival in recent years, two generations of ideological battering have taken a heavy toll, contributing to labor’s long-term marginalization and delegitimization. Here is the second crucial rationale for labor to support the Green New Deal. The GND is not just a framework for climate action. It is also a needed intervention in the nation’s political discourse, an attempt to provoke an ideological U-turn on the scale of what took place eighty years ago. The Green New Deal calls for building a new, green economy in which unionized workers will play a central role, and where the interests of workers and communities will take priority over the greed and self-interest of the 1 percent.

To their great credit, this vision reflects the lengths to which the young organizers behind the Green New Deal have gone to build a bridge to labor. The GND resolution places union workers at the forefront of a green economic future and proposes to guarantee wage and benefit parity to workers who transition out of high-carbon sectors. It explicitly makes workers’ rights central to any plan to address the climate crisis and commits to “ensuring that the Green New Deal mobilization creates high-quality union jobs that pay prevailing wages, hires local workers, offers training and advancement opportunities, and guarantees wage and benefit parity for workers affected by the transition.” And it states that “strengthening and protecting the right of all workers to organize, unionize, and collectively bargain free of coercion, intimidation, and harassment” will be a central objective of any climate mobilization. Green New Dealers know that the climate crisis is just one consequence of a broader corporate offensive that has produced profound crises of racial and economic justice as well. Deregulation, free trade, slashing social programs, tax cuts for the wealthy, and the attack on workers and their unions have been the building blocks of a comprehensive ruling class agenda since the mid-1970s. Yes, these policies endanger the planet, according to Green New Deal proponents, but they are also inseparable from the assault on poor and working people and their unions.

As a union staffer and activist for more than four decades, most of that time in the leadership of the northeast region of the Communications Workers of America, I have had a front-row seat to corporate America’s escalating attack on workers. President Reagan’s firing of over 11,000 striking federal air traffic controllers in 1981 heralded an era of private sector strike-breaking that left our movement littered with defeated strikes and broken unions. The bargaining and organizing rights of workers have been steadily eroded by hostile courts and Republican appointees to the National Labor Relations Board. Conservative legal activists spent decades successfully plotting to undermine public sector unionism, and Republican governors put dismantling public sector bargaining rights at the top of their agendas after the 2010 election cycle. The Democratic Party was, at best, ambivalent about these developments. In power, it repeatedly failed to prioritize strengthening labor law, sacrificing the opportunity to stanch the hemorrhaging of labor’s ranks, not to mention preserve a crucial section of the party’s electoral base. And its succession of neoliberal presidents, from Carter to Clinton to Obama, supported “race-to-the-bottom” free trade agreements, as well as the deregulation of industries like telecommunications, transportation, and airlines, which severely undermined union power. Campaign season rhetoric about the needs of working men and women rarely translated into pro-labor governance.

The economic consequences of this “one-sided class war,” as UAW president Doug Fraser dubbed it back in 1978, are by now familiar: stagnant incomes, soaring inequality, crushing levels of debt, persistent racial and gender disparities in income and opportunity, and the proliferation of precarious employment. These trends are both symptom and cause of the decline of private sector union density to 6.4 percent, a level not seen since the decade prior to World War I.

This forty-year assault on unions was also embedded in a sophisticated intellectual project, a multifaceted campaign to destroy the ideological foundations of the New Deal. In 1971, a Virginia-based corporate lawyer named Lewis Powell, soon to be nominated to the Supreme Court by President Nixon, wrote a now infamous memo for the US Chamber of Commerce, outlining how the business community should respond to what was perceived as the dire threat posed by the anticorporate New Left. Warning that the “survival of what we call the free enterprise system” was at stake, Powell’s memo offered a blueprint for corporate America’s plan to transform political discourse. Think tanks, university faculties, coordinated legislative initiatives, and the mass media would all be weaponized against the aging New Deal consensus. Corporate mouthpieces like Fortune, Business Week, and the Wall Street Journal pinned US economic malaise in the 1970s and 1980s on restrictive union work rules and overly generous contractual wages and benefits.

These attacks on labor complemented hand-wringing over the “middle-class” tax burden and incentive-killing “death taxes,” as well as denunciations of Cadillac-driving “welfare queens,” and “law and order” appeals to the “silent majority.” “White supremacy” and “property supremacy” went hand in hand in the corporate offensive against the New Deal, historian Nancy MacLean has pointed out, and as Ian Haney López describes elsewhere in this volume, the dog whistle racism of the New Right served to distract working-class attention from corporate attacks on labor and the social programs upon which working people depend. In the decades of Reagan, Thatcher, Clinton, and Blair, neoliberalism grew into “the most successful ideology in world history,” as one observer put it, and the exaltation of markets and individual enterprise left little space in the public imagination for unions.

Amid this wreckage, labor has debated strategies for reviving the movement and reversing its decline in membership for the better part of two decades. Any revival will require a greater willingness to take risks, break laws, walk picket lines, and innovate new organizing strategies. But ultimately the labor movement is as much a political and ideological project as an organizational one. It flourishes when its mission resonates with broader aspirations stirring in society, when worker organization helps to answer fundamental social and political questions that transcend any individual workplace. For example, the explosion of public sector organizing in the 1960s channeled the civil rights consciousness of the Black Freedom and women’s movements into government workplaces—where a heavily of-color and female workforce demanded access to the “middle-class” living standards and on-the-job protections that (mostly) white male workers had won in the 1940s and 1950s.

Labor’s revival requires a shift in the dominant ideas of politics and the economy, a shift that endows unions with social, political, and moral authority and purpose. It is in this context that we can begin to appreciate the potential significance of the Green New Deal to the fortunes of the labor movement. The GND presents a generational opportunity for labor to participate in building a movement that can put an end to the dominance of anti-labor ideas and right-wing coalitions, and to assume a leading role in building a green economy that puts workers and their unions at the center of national life once again. The climate movement is the future of grassroots insurgency; it promises to grow in size and influence as the crisis intensifies. Labor can restore its own sense of mission and relevancy by joining arms with climate activists.

The history of the New Deal demonstrates that ideas matter, and that movements do not triumph on the strength of militancy alone. It took a complex interplay of worker insurgency, shifting hegemonic views of politics and economics, and the leveraging of government power to enable labor to win the establishment of permanent industrial unions. The explosion of militancy among rank-and-file workers across the economy in response to the economic devastation of the early Depression years was unarguably the indispensable precondition for the rise of the CIO. From Gastonia, North Carolina, to Biddeford, Maine, from the coalfields of eastern Kentucky to the docks of San Francisco, in industrial centers like Toledo, Akron, Detroit, Chicago, and Cleveland, fury at wage cuts and mass layoffs ignited militant confrontations between workers and authorities. But the militancy of the early Depression years alone did not suffice to win the establishment of permanent, powerful unions across industry.

Industrial insurgency did throw fear into the hearts of corporate elites and opinion makers, and created pressure on Congress to act to contain the growing workplace conflict. And the 1934 election produced lopsided congressional majorities for the Democrats, setting the stage for the New Deal’s progressive high-water mark of 1935. The Congress elected in 1934 was perhaps the most radical in American history, before or since. “This is our hour,” said Harry Hopkins, one of the most progressive members of FDR’s “brain trust.” “We’ve got to get everything we want—a works program, social security, wages and hours, everything—now or never.”

The National Labor Relations Act, sponsored by New York senator Robert F. Wagner, was a central plank in the remarkable legislative agenda of 1935, the so-called Second Hundred Days, along with Social Security, rural electrification, progressive taxation, and the antimonopoly Public Utility Holding Company Act. Later developments—the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947, restrictive court rulings, as well as the emergence of a vicious union-busting industry in the 1970s and 1980s—would eventually hollow out the NLRA, leaving it a flimsy scaffold for the protection of workers’ organizing rights. But at the moment of passage, the enshrinement of the workers’ right to self-organization, and the imposition on American capitalists of a statutory duty to engage in collective bargaining, left the business community aghast and enraged. One business publication labeled the act “one of the most objectionable, as well as one of the most revolutionary pieces of legislation ever presented to Congress,” and an Oklahoma business association objected that the Wagner Act would “out-SOVIET the Russian Soviets.” “When passed,” legal scholar Karl Klare has written, “the National Labor Relations (Wagner) Act was perhaps the most radical piece of legislation ever enacted by the United States Congress.”

But even this stunning legislative achievement did not overnight translate into the massive organizing campaigns we associate with the rise of the CIO. As historian Steve Fraser has written, it took FDR’s landslide victory in the 1936 election, one of the most class-polarized contests in the country’s history, to “unleash a mass movement of unprecedented militance and tactical boldness.” Fraser, along with other leading New Left historians of the CIO like Nelson Lichtenstein, Ronald Schatz, and Peter Friedlander, have compellingly argued that it was the cultural and political transformation of millions of first- and second-generation semiskilled industrial workers during the historic election campaign of 1936 that ultimately endowed the industrial working class with the confidence to challenge the corporate tyranny of basic industry. This analysis adds important texture to an often simplified account of how rank-and-file militancy and mass strikes alone provided the keys to labor’s resurgence.

As Roosevelt barnstormed the Midwest in the fall of 1936, hundreds of thousands of autoworkers—mostly southern and eastern European immigrants, and none of them yet members of the fledgling UAW—rallied in auto manufacturing centers like Flint, Pontiac, and Detroit to cheer on the president. As Lichtenstein writes, “It slowly dawned on activists like [Walter] Reuther that the pro-Roosevelt excitement sweeping the working-class wards of the city might provide the key to the breakthrough that had so long eluded them… The 1936 election mobilized the ethnic working class as no other, decisively confirming the power of the emergent Roosevelt coalition.” After the president’s triumphant victory, the CIO moved quickly to transmit this sense of empowerment from the ballot box to the workplace. “ ‘You voted New Deal at the polls and defeated the Auto Barons,’ union organizers [had] told Michigan workers late in 1936. ‘Now get a New Deal in the shop.’ ”

The emergence of the CIO was the result of multiple intersecting developments. Rank-and-file militancy disrupted production, created unsustainable tension in workplaces across the country, terrified elites, and generated irresistible pressure on Congress to address the industrial crisis. The Wagner Act provided government sanction for workers’ bargaining and organizing rights. Left-wing activists, communists and socialists of every description, worked tirelessly to educate workers, build shop-floor committees, and plot strike strategy. And the watershed election of 1936 shifted the consciousness of millions of workers and created an unprecedented sense that the leadership of the US government stood on the side of workers. “As one millworker in the South noted,” according to Lichtenstein, “Roosevelt ‘is the first man in the White House to understand that my boss is a son of a bitch.’ ” These developments coalesced to produce the enormous achievements of the CIO—“one of the greatest chapters in the historic struggle for human liberties in this country,” in the words of David Montgomery.

This account of the New Deal suggests lessons for Green New Dealers and labor activists alike. First, we can clearly see the importance of ideas and ideological shifts in the chain of events that set the stage for the triumph of the CIO. In just a few short years, longstanding dogma about limited government and individual responsibility was replaced by a vision of expansive government rooted in a newfound sense of social solidarity. The Green New Deal is contributing to an analogous process today, with its explicit emphasis on workers’ rights, and by merging the agendas of climate, racial, and workplace justice. By placing the questions of labor and economic inequality at the center of their vision for a new, green economy, proponents of the Green New Deal offer the labor movement a potential sense of social mission that is necessary for its revival.

The GND is by no means the only factor prying open this ideological space, as the New York Times noted in mid-October 2019. In the early months of the 2020 Democratic primary campaign, most of the leading candidates had embraced far-reaching pro-labor platforms that include strengthening organizing rights, restricting the definition of independent contractors, and restoring union rights to engage in secondary boycotts. These shifts reflect the growing acknowledgment in academic and elite circles that the decline of unionism has been a major contributor to soaring income inequality over the last forty years. “The increased openness to unions and collective bargaining… reflects a broader ideological shift in the country away from the market-friendly policy approach of the 1980s and ’90s,” wrote Times correspondent Noam Scheiber, “which has lost credibility as inequality has widened.”

The decade following the financial crisis of 2008 gave rise to two important social movements, Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter. It also saw political breakthroughs such as the Bernie Sanders campaign in 2016, the Sanders and Elizabeth Warren campaigns in 2020, and numerous state and local campaigns that explicitly challenged a bankrupt neoliberal consensus. This shifting political discourse has already had a beneficial impact on the labor movement. In 2016, when over 36,000 workers struck against Verizon for seven weeks, Sanders was omnipresent on the picket line, and he denounced the company’s CEO during the nationally televised New York Democratic presidential primary debate. The years 2018 and 2019 saw a sharp uptick in strikes, putting more workers on the picket line than at any time in the last thirty years. There has been an upsurge in organizing activity, particularly among young workers, at newspapers, in digital media, and, more recently, among digital game programmers. In 2019, both the United Teachers of Los Angeles and the Chicago Teachers Union waged remarkable strikes “for the common good,” demanding not just raises and smaller class sizes but improved school-based social services, limits on charter schools, and, in Chicago’s case, increased investment in housing for both students and teachers.

It is premature to predict a decisive turnaround in labor’s fortunes or organizing upsurges on the scale of the 1930s and 1940s. But there is no doubt that significant leftward shifts in the ideological climate have provided a shot in the arm to the labor movement, not nearly on the scale of the Wagner Act in 1935 and Roosevelt’s reelection of 1936 but significant nonetheless.

A second lesson from the New Deal era for both climate and labor activists is the decisive role of politics and the government. Agitation and mass mobilization are undoubtedly critical in shifting the boundaries of what is considered governmentally possible in any struggle for structural reform. We have seen this again and again in struggles for social justice, from abolitionism to the labor movement, from the Black Freedom struggle of the 1960s to Black Lives Matter, from the Fight for $15 to the climate justice movement, from gay liberation to the standoff at Standing Rock. But the corollary is also true: absent governing power, victory has historically remained beyond the reach of social movements.

When the abolitionists launched their campaign to end slavery in the mid-1830s, most were moral crusaders who abjured the very act of voting as complicity with a constitutionally sanctioned slave system. But ultimately, leading abolitionists like Frederick Douglass, Wendell Phillips, and William Lloyd Garrison needed Radical Republican legislators like Thaddeus Stevens, Charles Sumner, and Salmon Chase—and ultimately President Abraham Lincoln—to complete the crusade to end slavery. Likewise, the CIO needed Senator Wagner and his congressional allies to create a new framework for collective bargaining, and Martin Luther King Jr. needed President Johnson to wield his legendary legislative prowess to win passage of the Civil Rights, Voting Rights, and Fair Housing Acts of the mid-1960s.

Demonstrations alone will not produce the regulatory changes needed to stem the climate crisis. We must win governing power. That is the breakthrough significance of the Green New Deal resolution—an effort to translate the agitation of the street into a public policy initiative equal to the ambition of the original New Deal.

The Green New Deal resolution has drawn fire from some quarters for being overly vague and unrealistically ambitious. But a third lesson from the 1930s is that the New Deal did not spring forth upon FDR’s inauguration as a fully realized progressive program to resurrect the shattered US economy. The policies of the New Deal were contingent and contradictory, scarred by unavoidable legislative compromises with the entrenched congressional power brokers of the Bourbon South. Roosevelt himself was no progressive ideologue. He campaigned in 1932 as a fiscal conservative, pledging to slash government spending by 25 percent. This wasn’t mere campaign rhetoric, either. Just six days after his inauguration, he sent the Economy Act to Capitol Hill, authorizing a 15 percent cut in the salaries of federal workers and hundreds of millions of dollars more in cuts to pensions for veterans. It was adopted the next day. The legislation was the work of Roosevelt’s budget director, Lewis Douglas, the fiercely anti-union and fiscally conservative nephew of the CEO of the Phelps Dodge mining company, Walter Douglas, who was notorious for having deported a trainload of over a thousand striking members of the Industrial Workers of the World into the searing Arizona desert in 1917.

Roosevelt was a pragmatist, surrounded by an eclectic set of advisers, who quickly turned to more progressive responses to the Depression crisis, including the Agricultural Adjustment Act, the Civilian Conservation Corps, the National Industrial Recovery Act, the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Federal Trade Commission, and the Glass-Steagall Act—the alphabet soup of agencies and initiatives that we associate today with the period referred to as the First Hundred Days. But the contours of his program were always subject to struggle, both inside and outside the administration. It was the intensifying mobilization of workers, farmers, and senior citizens in 1934 that made possible America’s social democratic moment in 1935, when the Wagner Act and the second New Deal passed. Likewise, the substance of any Green New Deal will be shaped by continuing struggle, in the streets, at the ballot box, and in the halls of the legislature. The powerful impact of growing youth movements on the climate debate is already apparent, but much, much more will be needed to define and bring into reality a Green New Deal.

Steve Fraser has written that in the first decades of the twentieth century, the “labor question”—the fortunes of a growing and increasingly exploited working class in the “new industrial order”—was the “constitutive moral, political, and social dilemma” of the era. The New Deal of the 1930s provided the capitalist system’s answer to that question. Like the “labor question” during the first third of the twentieth century, the climate crisis is the defining issue of our time. The labor movement cannot stand aloof from the fight to preserve the planet. Indeed, a labor movement that fails to take up the question of climate risks consigning itself to social irrelevancy.

Here the appropriate New Deal analogy may be the behavior of the American Federation of Labor during the 1930s. The leadership of the AFL failed to grasp the changing mind-set of many American workers and the upending of the class system in the Depression era. They disdained efforts to organize immigrant workers and fiercely opposed the enactment of the Wagner Act. Most AFL unions, representatives of skilled workers who usually exerted tight control over both work practices and hiring, had long practiced racial exclusion. Access to the skilled trades was determined by who one knew, and nepotism and racism defined the boundaries of opportunity. Indeed, as late as the mid-1940s, seventeen out of a hundred AFL affiliates and independent unions “still had a [constitutional] clause expressly limiting membership to ‘whites’ or ‘Caucasians.’ ”

As a consequence, the AFL was marginal to the emergence of the transformational, progressive array of ideas and institutions that arose during the New Deal era. Today’s labor movement risks a similar marginalization if we act only as a defensive veto player, narrowly focused on the interests of short-term job protection, and against popular initiatives like the Green New Deal. There must be a green transition, and it must account for those whose jobs in the carbon economy are at risk. The key is to focus on the tens of millions of new jobs—in green manufacturing, solar panel installation, and building retrofits—that will be created.

At the same time, the labor movement must recognize that young people are among the most pro-union in generations. They represent the best hope for sustaining a progressive movement that can create the conditions for a revival of the labor movement. They are also existentially terrified by climate change. If the labor movement fails to seize the opportunity opened up by the GND, we risk permanent marginalization and irrelevance within an emergent Left coalition, something that may doom both labor and the Left.

Like the Great Depression, the climate crisis demands a sweeping mobilization of all the resources and ingenuity at our disposal. The Green New Deal invokes the nation’s experience of such a mobilization in the 1930s. Flawed and limited as it may have been, the New Deal nevertheless transformed the role of government in American society, dramatically expanded the scope of social provision, and produced the country’s first permanent industrial labor movement. Central to its success was the establishment of workers’ legal right to organize and bargain collectively.

The Green New Deal has made workers’ rights, along with racial justice, integral to the social transformation that will be needed to contain and reverse the effects of climate change. In so doing, it signifies both an ideological repudiation of the forty-year attack on working people and a practical call for a massive campaign against climate change. It augments ideological changes already underway that recenter the importance of building working-class power in society. It holds the promise of contributing to the growth of a broad progressive movement that can create the conditions under which the labor movement may rise again. For all these reasons, labor must embrace the Green New Deal.



ORGANIZE. VOTE. STRIKE.

VARSHINI PRAKASH

When I was a kid, I set out to repair the harm being done to our planet. Fourteen-year-old Varshini believed recycling could save the world, so I joined my school recycling club. It didn’t seem to add up, so I got involved with social movements, joining with hundreds and thousands more to demand change with a united voice. But the changes we won weren’t the changes we needed to prevent a full-blown crisis. We realized we had to erode the economic power of the fossil fuel industry, build the might of our movements, and take the fight into the political arena. I grew up with a strong distaste for politics, wanting nothing to do with it. But once I came to terms with the enormity of the crisis before us, I understood. For humankind to survive, we need nothing less than a once-in-a-century upheaval of our political, social, and economic institutions.

So here you are, with a book about climate change, social movements, social justice, economics, and politics. When trying to figure out one, we have to look at the whole.

If I’m being truthful, we still haven’t figured it out. Movements made leaps and bounds in the 2010s, but the opposition is still in power, and we’re still on the outside. But there are a few things I’m sure of, lessons that I’m glad to be able to lift up through the incredible contributors to this book.

First: The climate crisis is worse than you think, and the Green New Deal is the commonsense solution. Tepid price signals or changes to your individual lifestyle will never get the job done. Now is the time for bold federal action—a guaranteed job for every person, to power the transition to renewable energy, sustainable agriculture, and low-carbon transit. The federal government can directly coordinate industrial activity while punishing corporations that shirk their responsibilities, just as it would in a wartime scenario.

Second: Our aim must be governing power. Not just the presidency, not just Congress, not just statehouses and city halls across the country, but all of the above, plus independent social movements to keep pushing the envelope and hold officials accountable. Power is the ability to act, and only with true governing power can we enact a Green New Deal.

Third: The more success we have as movements, the more those with money and power will attempt to stop us. They’ll use every tool they have to divide our ranks and pit us against each other, because we’re weaker apart than we are together. The greatest fault lines among us are race and class. When we decide that what unites us is more than what divides, and we make powerful efforts to include one another with integrity and true solidarity across differences, we take away the most effective weapon of the fossil fuel billionaires and the Donald Trumps of the world: divide and conquer. We have to build a multiracial, cross-class movement. It’s the only way.

These are the things I know. But there’s more that I don’t know. I want you to pick up where I’ve left off and pick up the torch from here. Take this movement and run with it. Take these policies and design better ones. Learn from both success and failure to build more powerful campaigns.

The waters of our lives are choppier by the day, and the horizon full of storms. As we race to submit the final draft of this book, COVID-19 is claiming lives by the tens of thousands, sending people into social isolation to slow the spread of the virus, and making a mockery of my and everybody else’s 2020 plans.

For this page, I had drafted a call for a massive youth uprising later this year, millions in the streets, to deliver an unmistakable mandate for the Green New Deal. That plan is now called into question, to say the least. While our theory of change—people power and political power—holds true, the details of how we get there are all under evaluation.

In the pandemic, we see laid bare the absolute necessity of competent government in times of crisis. We see the difference between a government using industrial policy to organize the production of ventilators and not doing so. The difference is measured in lives saved or lost. The same will be true—no, is already true—for climate change.

The pandemic demonstrates our fundamental interdependence. Looking out my window on Sumner Street, I see people dropping off food for neighbors under quarantine. I think of the nurses and doctors risking their lives daily, without question, for people they have never met. And I’m aware of the billions of people around the world who are making the strange sacrifice of staying away from others. At least for the moment, this is a time of unprecedented global cooperation. Maybe we can learn a few lessons to take with us after the outbreak is over.

As we were finishing the proofread of this book, we witnessed an uprising for black lives across America following the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and countless other black Americans. In the backlash to these historic mobilizations, we also saw disturbing, unjust violence wielded by police armed with weapons of war and funded with billions of dollars of public money. In their violence we see an America where justice and a livable future are not possible, where cries for freedom can be silenced by agents of the state and by a greedy few who cling to power and privilege on the basis of race.

But we’ve also seen an unprecedented demonstration of popular power and resistance. As protests spread across the nation, Derek Chauvin, the officer who killed George Floyd, was charged with second-degree murder, and a veto-proof majority of the Minneapolis City Council vowed to dismantle their police department and establish a new system of public safety. Again, just as history taught us, we see that if movements bring masses of people into intense, sustained action, we can win. These victories are the direct result of black communities engaging in collective struggle for decades.

These victories also affirm that a different future is possible. We are told so many things cannot be done. But we see billions invested into prisons, police, and weaponry—we see how government-constructed institutions of mass incarceration can rob communities of life and livelihood for decades. We know the question is not whether our country has the power to transform our society and our economy. The question is how will we wield the immense powers and resources of government, and whose lives will our laws serve and protect.

Things are changing so fast. By the time this even goes to print, these reflections may seem sorely outdated. But that’s the point, actually. We cannot identify with certainty the turning points of history ahead of us, but if anything is certain, it is that we are not returning to the economy or the politics we had before 2020. I can’t tell you how the story ends, any more than you can tell me. We have to live it, and shape it, together.

But I know, in that story, that the victors are the ones who refuse to let dreams be dampened. The victors are the ones who refuse to let hearts harden and visions evaporate and their fierce love for justice erode. In the immortal words of poet Aurora Levins Morales’s “V’ahavta”:


Don’t waver. Don’t let despair sink its sharp teeth

Into the throat with which you sing. Escalate your dreams.

Make them burn so fiercely that you can follow them down

any dark alleyway of history and not lose your way.

Make them burn clear as a starry drinking gourd

Over the grim fog of exhaustion, and keep walking.

Hold hands. Share water. Keep imagining.

So that we, and the children of our children’s children

may live.



A new economy, a new world, a new way of being is possible, if each and every one of us escalates our dreams.
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