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COMMUNITY ORGANIZING'S LEGACY TREASURE v.
THE “FOE OF THE USA”: NO-SHOW FORFEIT OR

FEARLESS FACEOFF!

By Moshe ben Asher, Ph.D. and Khulda Bat Sarah

Optimism has returned to the country,? since last
year’s electoral victories have led to President Biden
signing into law the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan,
families have received sorely needed money from the
federal government, multiple vaccines have tamed the
pandemic, and significant progressive legislation is on
the horizon. But our faith and hope remain subdued.
We’re unsettled by the threats to our democracy: the
disunity on matters of fact and science, partisan circling
of the wagons,? reactionary* sedition, and perhaps most
appalling, legislative assaults on the right to vote and
nonpartisan election administration>—all of which wear
away what ought to be a spirit of safety and confidence.

It’s easy to see, when “. . . access [to the ballot] is
thwarted by connivery, deception, intimidation, or
fraud, the fabric of the nation begins to unravel.”® Yet,
despite the gravity of the threats,” popular movement to
defeat them has been wanting.®

Retreat from the breach that has divided the coun-
try has many twists and turns. Navigating our way to
some semblance of national unity and well-being prom-
ises to demand far more than anything community or-
ganizing (CO) has ever achieved or even contemplated.
This article describes our unsettled thinking about the
tortuous path ahead for our profession.

INTERNAL ENEMIES
OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

The United States has faced existential threats in its
history—say, during the early months of World War II,
when our forces were losing everywhere and thousands
of our young men were dying. But in those fearful days
we were all in it together on the home front. We were
unified to save the country, to protect our families and
ourselves from the aggression of Japan and Germany,
to preserve our democratic way of life. Even Moshe’s
mother, who didn’t have a political bone in her body,
was saving newspapers and flattening cans for the
1940’s war effort. But that unity, bolstered then by the

nation’s shared moral-spiritual infrastructure,® no long-
er exists.

Moral Corruption Erodes Unity

Our political and social fracturing follows from the
decades-long moral corruption of the Republican par-
ty,% led by its billionaire donors and patrons,** and
most recently pumped up by its base of true believers
deluded by Trump and his accomplices. Their mesmer-
ized admirers, whom they have maneuvered!? into ap-
plauding our transition from an electoral democracy to
a fascist oligarchy,® have solidified the disunity of the
nation by their MAGA-plugging of a tissue of lies
about the 2020 election.* The successful strategy has
created a populist constituency aligned with the ruling
oligarchy,®® inspired by reactionary nationalism and
ready to sacrifice all for its leader(s) and the nation,
which, regardless history, facts, and logic, they revere
as one. In this scenario, the oligarchy “. . . feeds [na-
tionalist] populism to the people, delivers special privi-
leges to the rich and well-connected, and rigs politics to
sustain its regime.” 1

Macbeth describes the rhetoric of the Republicans:
“. .. full of sound and fury, Signifying nothing.” The
parsimonious explanation of their anomalous behavior
is that their party has become a cabal of “cool alterna-
tors.”Y” They have gradually morphed into actors not
truly dedicated to the principles they espouse but using
their party’s credibility, such as it is, to achieve their
covert objectives. With cool affect, they alternate be-
tween publicly posturing as patriots and privately de-
voting themselves to amassing institutional power,
wealth, and social prestige. Although, lately, many have
dropped even a pretense of patriotism.

Most Americans recognize the betrayal, the demise
of money-corrupted representative government, and the
dwindling national unity. They see the Republicans
using Trump-hyped white grievance!® to divert their
base from the party’s economic rip-offs, which has
been their slight-of-hand SOP for several decades.®



Most of our fellow citizens are not deaf, dumb, and
blind to these shenanigans, only powerless. They also
understand intuitively that the loss of democracy fore-
shadows the end of the historic struggle to overcome
the country’s legacy of poverty, oppression, and injus-
tice.

But the present internal threats are only now be-
ginning to be understood as far more insidious than any
posed by a foreign power, because our adversaries live
among us, posing as patriots, claiming the same rights
and privileges they have openly dedicated themselves
to cripple.?

Legislative and Judicial Salvation

From what quarter should we expect a countervailing
strategic response? Do we imagine that the rising tide
of fascist oligarchy is going to be reversed by electoral
politics, by the same political processes and personali-
ties—Ileft, right, and center—that thrive on sub rosa
billionaire dollars,? patronage and perks? According to
Choi and Galbraith, economic inequality

... has had two main effects on American po-

litical life. One is the rise of oligarchs and their

designated agents, especially in the Democrat-

ic Party. . . . Oligarchs have long dominated

the Republican Party, so now American poli-

tics has become, to a large degree, a contest

between billionaires of different stripes, medi-
ated by other billionaires in control of the ma-

jor media, both traditional and social.??

The glitch in the illusion that Congress will reverse
the effects of economic inequality is that it fails to see
that billionaire economic power will not be challenged
structurally by either party. Those who make such fu-
tile gestures rarely survive politically.?® Moreover, re-
garding policy, despite leftist hopes that demographic
shifts will lead to the demise of the Republican party on
the national stage, the reliable commitments of billion-
aires?* infuse confidence into right-wing assertions that
“. .. the Democrats’ hold on power is razor thin. Redis-
tricting will narrow it further,?® as will midterm losses
for the party that holds the White House.”?® There’s
evidence that rising diversity will neither be a magic
bullet for the Democrats nor a poison pill for the Re-
publicans.?’

Perhaps it makes sense to tamp down our opti-
mism, to consider that what we’re going through now
may be like the unsustainable hope we had for structur-
al reforms from the Clinton and Obama administrations,
which were also dependent on billionaire support. And
that what happens in rural-dominated, Republican-
controlled state legislatures regarding voting re-
strictions and rights in coming years may be much more
telling than national outcomes.?®

But Democrats remain hopeful, because the House
has passed H.R.1, the For the People Act, which if
signed into law would implement progressive election
reforms to counter Republican voter-suppression initia-

tives and gerrymandering. It would also establish dis-
closure requirements for “dark money” political contri-
butions, mandate paper ballots, create a code of ethics
for SCOTUS justices, and much more.? Yet the Demo-
crats do not have the votes to pass the companion Sen-
ate hill, S.1, nor the support of all their own members to
eliminate the filibuster, to allow passage with a simple
majority. Maybe they will manage to change the rule,
carving out exceptions, like protection of voting rights,
making it more onerous for the minority to throw up
obstacles,*® or even eliminating the filibuster altogether
as unconstitutional.3! But maybe not.

We may also be overly optimistic to believe that
the passage of S.1 in the Senate will lead to the imple-
mentation of its policies. We have come a long way
down from the high ground of Justice Black’s 1964
opinion in Westberry v. Sanders, which proclaimed:
“No right is more precious in a free country than of
having a voice in the election of those who make the
laws under which, as good citizens we must live. Other
rights, even the most basic, are illusory if the right to
vote is undermined.” Nowadays, if reactionary Repub-
licans and their donors run true to form, we should ex-
pect judicial challenges,® repeatedly appealed up to the
SCOTUS, which will certainly be their modus operandi
given their experience of the last decade:

In the same period, the Supreme Court dis-

mantled much of America’s campaign finance

law; severely weakened the Voting Rights Act;
permitted states to opt out of the Affordable

Care Act’s Medicaid expansion; expanded

new religious liberty rights permitting some

businesses that object to a law on religious
grounds to diminish the rights of third parties;
weakened laws shielding workers from sexual

and racial harassment; expanded the right of

employers to shunt workers with legal griev-

ances into a privatized arbitration system; un-
dercut public sector unions’ ability to raise
funds; and halted Mr. Obama’s Clean Power

Plan.®

The momentum of the SCOTUS and most state
legislatures, based on fictive rationalizations3* and leg-
islative schemes to suppress the franchise, shows no
sign of lessening.® Their advocates have a win-or-die
commitment. (By March 2021, more than 361 bills with
“restrictive provisions” to suppress liberal votes in 47
states had been introduced, most in response to H.R.1.38
By July, 18 states had already passed 30 laws to make
voting more difficult.3” And the Republican domination
of state legislatures shows no signs of weakening.) Giv-
en the 6-to-3 conservative bias of the Court and its re-
cent decisions, why should we expect that progressive
electoral reform will be sustained judicially?3®

The money-corruption of American electoral de-
mocracy is deeply motivated, now as a matter of Re-
publican survival, in state and national representative
government,® and likely to be upheld in the coming



decades by many state supreme courts, by influential
appellate judges,*° and by the SCOTUS.*

Precursors of Diminished Citizenship

Many in our profession may nonetheless believe that
CO, considered as a movement, can help considerably
to restrain the anti-democracy tide—stay dedicated,
fighting and winning issue-campaigns. But no move-
ment is static; it’s either accelerating or decelerating,
the historical effect of its momentum only known when
considered in relation to the strength of its adversaries.
In that regard, there is little doubt. The successes of CO
over recent decades pale next to the growth of reaction-
ary forces, powered up by ballooning economic ine-
quality.*?

If our adversaries were limited to would-be au-
thoritarian officeholders and their billionaire patrons,
that alone would be an unnerving challenge. But they
have indoctrinated a third of the electorate against their
own economic self-interests. For several decades, un-
publicized and unaccountable billionaires have subsi-
dized a veritable army of servitors, including: hide-
bound Republican politicians, so-called populist Repub-
lican associations of activists, right-wing media echo
chambers, reactionary “scholarly” institutes, budget-
starved conservative academic departments,* and, indi-
rectly through the Internet,* white-supremacist mobili-
zations and anti-government militias. The most fertile
seedbed of political perversion, enabled by the com-
mon-interest conspiracy of tech billionaires, may be the
Internet’s social networking sites (SNS). Our strategic
indifference to how SNS foment reactionary politics
and disunity on a large scale, while they simultaneously
sabotage moral values, seems certain to handicap CO
from achieving national impact.

One of the most devastating effects of social media
is that ever fewer individuals follow religious moral
teachings.®® The upshot, humorously ridiculed, is that
“Our new belief system is a blend of left-wing political
orthodoxy, intersectional feminism, self-optimization,
therapy, wellness, astrology, and Dolly Parton.”*¢ Hu-
mor aside, pop-spirituality promotes the replacement of
shared systems of morality with cultural obeisance to
individual, self-regarding autonomy.4’

Peer-reviewed research demonstrates . con-
sistent support for . . . [the] prediction that social media
reduce users’ moral sensitivity.”*® “The basic architec-
ture of SNS and its users are such that they promote
autonomy, control, and the fluidity of (religious) com-
mitments. . . .”%® Their moral and ethical shallowness
shows in that current spiritual enlightenment often dou-
bles as entertainment. For example, the women leading
this trend on Instagram have been dubbed “Instavange-
lists,” the “neo-religious leaders of our era.” In effect,
“The whole economy of Instagram is based on our
thinking about ourselves, posting about ourselves,
working on ourselves”—hardly a basis for moral and
ethical citizenship.®

When socialization venerates personal autonomy as
if sanctified, regardless of the consequences of bound-
less self-entitlement, broad acquisition of moral com-
pass is subverted.5! In the resulting do-as-you-like re-
ligiosity, one is neither tethered by any higher law nor
challenged to consider more than personal comfort,
convenience, and career.> “Citizenship” is not encom-
passed in the vocabulary of the denominations of cyber-
religion. Predictably, the moral-spiritual infrastructure,
which normally reinforces both personal and civic
goodness, based on criteria that go beyond benefits to
individuals, has been dissolving.

Self-Entitlement Runs Amok

How far do the consequences of the amorality of self-
entitlement extend? On the level of mundane personal
experience, Khulda’s stunning encounter with a dog-
walker one morning was both physically threatening
and enlightening. When the dog approached Khulda,
growling and baring its teeth, she stopped in her tracks
and asked the owner to rein in the animal. The owner’s
response: “You’re giving off bad vibes and you have
upset my dog!”

The societal consequences of Internet-endorsed
self-entitlement include the spreading of deadly disease
by tens of millions of anti-maskers and anti-vaxxers,
who prioritize their “personal liberty” over preserving
human life, including that of their own families and
friends. In a 2021 Kaiser Family Foundation poll, 28
percent of Republicans declared they will “definitely
not” submit to COVID-19 vaccination.®® In a 2021
NPR/PBS NewsHour/Marist poll, 47 percent of Trump
2020-voters said they would not get vaccinated.> They
do not opt out quietly, but pose as patriots for the me-
dia, like the delinquents at the Idaho Capitol, the “. . .
children [who] tossed surgical masks into a fire . . . to
protest mask mandates as an affront to their civil liber-
ties,”%® while their parents applauded them. The Repub-
lican politicizing of mask mandates and vaccinations,
popularized on SNS, shows a callous disregard for the
suffering and death and the economic consequences for
millions of families and thousands of small businesses.

But the potential for Internet-nurtured evil doesn’t
end there. SNS and other digital channels serve as thriv-
ing recruiting and training grounds that promote online
racial and ethnic hatred, cyber-terrorism, violence-
prone militias, white supremacists, and physical vio-
lence.®® A March 2021 report from the Director of Na-
tional Intelligence®” confirms our worst fears about
violent extremism. The report was prepared under the
auspices of the AG, DHS, NCTC, FBI, CIA, and DIA.
Some of the key points include:

The IC [intelligence community] assesses
that DVEs [domestic violent extremists] ex-
ploit a variety of popular social media plat-
forms, smaller websites with targeted audienc-
es, and encrypted chat applications to recruit
new adherents, plan and rally support for in-



person actions, and disseminate materials that

contribute to radicalization and mobilization to

violence.
Newer sociopolitical developments—such

as narratives of fraud in the recent general

election, the emboldening impact of the vio-

lent breach of the US Capitol, conditions relat-

ed to the COVID-19 pandemic, and conspiracy

theories promoting violence—will almost cer-

tainly spur some DVESs to try to engage in vio-
lence. . ..

Tristan Harris, a former “design ethicist” at Google
and now president of the Center for Humane Technolo-
gy, has described the effects of the Google social media
model: “. . . to create a society that is addicted, out-
raged, polarized, performative and disinformed.”®

Social Media Roots of Fascism

Optimists on the left may imagine that rewriting Sec-
tion 230 of the 1996 Telecommunications Act will limit
the worst abuses of the Internet and social media sites,
but the likelihood of reform reaching beyond sex traf-
ficking and child abuse seems doubtful.%® Perhaps
Democratic majorities in the Congress can limit blatant
discrimination, harassment that has material conse-
quences, cyberstalking, advocacy of insurrection and
sedition, and wrongful death.®® But opposition by Re-
publicans and Big Tech to any regulation of political
content®® seems likely to generate an all-out judicial
challenge that inevitably will reach the SCOTUS,®
which is far more reactionary now®? than in 2010 when
the Court created the First Amendment rights of corpo-
rations in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commis-
sion.

The Internet’s social media may be destined to
remain a powerful, largely uncontrolled disunifying
force in American political life unless, like it’s distant
cousin, the anti-immigrant Know Nothing movement of
the nineteenth century, it chokes politically and socially
on its own nativist bile.5* But it’s also possible that
white grievance may evolve into nativism, perhaps even
mainstreamed by Republicans in the next few years.® If
so, it may continue to infect American culture for many
decades, as it did in the past.

In any event, the poisonous role of social media in
the promotion of disunity through mendacious reporting
and commentary, magnified by TV and talk radio and
reinforced by the growing private disinformation-for-
hire industry,®” will certainly continue to corrupt our
public discourse. So it’s essential to recognize that the
effect of Internet “Post-truth” is “pre-fascism.”%® The
history of national transitions from democracy to fas-
cism reveals the decimation of truth to be the main har-
binger of disunity, which weakens the national will to
defend democracy.® That the U.S. is on a similar head-
ing has been well-documented.™

Perhaps the most significant take-away for CO is
that, through continued cyber political exposure, largely

uncontradicted by face-to-face relationships in liberal
and progressive settings, the political opinions and par-
tisan commitments of much of the electorate will con-
tinue to be manipulated to serve a growing fascist oli-
garchy.

Potential for Mass Movement

Still, it’s plausible to believe that when conditions get
bad enough, tens of millions of our citizens will rise in
a unified popular movement—not a one-shot mass mo-
bilization but an enduring movement led by seasoned
leaders—to stop the corruption. Yet it’s equally likely
that the human wherewithal needed to sustain such a
movement may have already been enfeebled.

The far-reaching power of corporate consolida-
tions™ that have created Big Food, Big Pharma, Big
Chem, and Big Tech, make it impossible to avoid the
devastating effects of their massive political influence,
unscrupulous advertising, and addictive toxic products.
Market domination of major sectors of the U.S. econo-
my has been achieved by a handful of these global cor-
porations. Through their masterful control of infor-
mation-media, marketing, and manufacturing, they have
become exceptionally profitable by selling products that
induce toxic addiction: they reinforce usage by giving
immediate pleasure, simultaneously building tolerance,
so that greater amounts are required to achieve the same
neural effects, thereby becoming toxic when over-
used.™

The products, wildly popular for their pleasurable
effects, include: sugar,” which has been a major con-
tributor to premature sickness and death, while simulta-
neously creating disabling personal and institutional
debt by driving metabolic syndrome diseases (e.g., dia-
betes and heart disease) to epidemic levels; alcohol and
drugs,” which have been relentless contributors to the
failure of family life and public education, especially
for minorities and the poor; and electronic devices,™
which offer irresistible social networking while they
play a pernicious role in the loss of face-to-face socio-
emotional bonding that now characterizes much of fam-
ily and community life, which in the past were the most
dependable venues to inculcate personal and civic mo-
rality, responsible citizenship, and resistance to corrup-
tion. Simultaneously, the consolidated corporations
have created persistent compelling distractions™ from
the many long-term physical and psychological conse-
guences of abandoning moral boundaries.

The upshot is that on virtually any measure of
sickness and death, the U.S. is at the top of the list of
industrialized nations,”” which limits our potential for
mass political activism.®

No-Show Community Organizing

Despite widespread dispiritedness and demoralization
from physical maladies, base-building CO as a move-
ment has been remarkably unresponsive to the morbidi-
ty and mortality resulting from Big Food’s policies and



products. While CO projects have mounted countless
campaigns against local gangs, illicit drugs, failing
schools, inadequate housing, poverty wages, and every
other kind of oppression and injustice, they have re-
mained unmoved by the diet-driven epidemic of sick-
ness and death in the communities in which they’re
organizing, as if it could be ignored without affecting
citizen-participation in their own campaigns. Surely, if
CO doesn’t take on the battles that ensure the health of
our citizens, allowing them to devote themselves to
more than physical survival, why should we expect that
they will fight to save democracy?

The CO movement, divided by proud, independent,
competing federations, has little or no hope of winning
a campaign to reform the worst abuses of Big Food. Yet
the most pernicious effect of remaining unresponsive to
the mass sickness and death is the commonplace view
that CO doesn’t address vulnerability to integrated-
institutional oppression and injustice, when all the ele-
ments of a consolidated institutional sphere coordinate
to fulfill a shared mission. For instance, we can see that
the vertical and horizontal integration of Big Food—
unified in lobbying, farming, processing, distribution,
advertising, retail sales, and development of future
product profit-centers—silently suffocates hope and
faith in opposition social action for the commonweal.

It’s no surprise, then, that the CO movement
doesn’t combat the epidemic of diabetes by fighting to
remove the thousands of sugar-spiked products from
supermarket shelves. Instead, despite winning countless
local campaigns, the CO of our era has reinforced the
belief that the circumstances of the “ordinary” citizen
make it unthinkable that this kind of institutional pow-
erlessness can be overcome. The lesson learned is that,
while it’s possible to reform a law, policy, or practice
by the costly ad hoc organizing and mobilizing of a
smattering of citizens, the citizenry at large has no
meaningful influence in the gigantic public and private
institutions that monopolize and abuse power.

Hope Springs Eternal or Infernal

Maybe, then, as some believe, our national salvation
hinges on the likes of President Biden’s New Deal-style
initiative, which appears to be an historic force for the
commonweal. Biden began with a one-of-a-kind $1.9
trillion down payment, the American Rescue Plan,
aimed at the coronavirus. He has followed up with a
$3.5 trillion infrastructure bill, and the $1.8 trillion
American Families Plan; and he supports other progres-
sive proposals, such as the For the People Act, immi-
gration reform, gun-control legislation, a minimum-
wage increase, DC statehood, and the Protecting the
Right to Organize (PRO) Act.

The elements of Biden’s initiative add up to com-
prehensive infrastructural revivification. The proposals
reflect awareness that the crisis of American culture and
society calls for reviving not only our physical infra-
structure, but our social and moral-spiritual infrastruc-

ture as well. On the social side, the size of proposed
appropriations for research and training, home-based
care for the elderly and disabled, Civilian Climate
Corps, and the American Families Plan, demonstrates a
commitment beyond simply remediating physical de-
cay. Biden’s commitment to moral-spiritual infrastruc-
ture began with uncommon rhetoric during his presi-
dential campaign, which repeatedly emphasized our
common interests and values as Americans, that we
have much more that unifies us than divides us, and that
we all have a stake in overcoming racial inequity, pov-
erty, and voter suppression. The signature theme of his
campaign was the restoration of American ideals in the
face of renewed racism, nativism, and anti-Semitism.
Biden didn’t shrink from proclaiming that the soul of
the nation hangs in the balance.”

We can’t calculate the effects of the opposition to
Biden’s proposals, or know how well the legislation, if
passed, will spread timely benefits, or how many ad-
ministrative hurdles will arise in newly created pro-
grams. We might reasonably suppose that the success
of the Biden initiative may come down to the size and
substance of the proposed legislation, the extent of
popular and Congressional support, the timing of im-
plementation, the competency of benefit-delivery, and
the practical effects of the benefits in the lives of the
people.

It’s certainly possible that Biden’s proposals will
ultimately produce outcomes comparable to Roose-
velt’s New Deal.® In effect, that comprehensive infra-
structure spending within a compelling timeframe, care-
fully targeted to create millions of new green jobs, to
reduce unemployment to historic lows, to jump-start
capitalist innovation and new markets, and to unify the
citizenry in the belief that government can play a pro-
ductive role in the well-being of the nation, stimulating
an economic boom—that all this will derail for decades
the reactionary nationalist populism that energizes the
momentum toward fascist oligarchy. It may bury cul-
tural Trumpism, reshape the Republican Party, and in-
centivize a strategic retreat of the billionaires. Whereas
Roosevelt’s success deflated the far-left of that era,
Biden’s success may deflate the far-right.

But it’s also possible that in relation to the vulnera-
bility of our democracy, Biden’s initiative may be for
naught. The denouement of the Big Lie, that the 2020
election was “stolen” from Trump, resembles the de-
bunking of the Obama “birther” conspiracy: both
claims have served as hooks on which to hang one’s
reactionary MAGA hat; yet delegitimizing them has not
quenched one iota of vehement white grievance, which
is driven by resentment and the fear of racial, cultural,
economic, and political disempowerment.8! Professor
Johanna Ray Vollhardt describes “. . . the psychology
of grievance or imagined victimhood among dominant
group members, who are driven by a sense of status
loss and entitlement as well as resentment of minority
groups that are viewed as a threat.”%2



As Robert Jones, CEO and Founder of the Public
Religion Research Institute, has observed, the *
sense of ownership of America just runs so deep in
white evangelical circles [feeding the legitimacy and
energy of white grievance and nativism],” to which
Michelle Goldberg adds, “The feeling that it’s slipping
away has created an atmosphere of rage, resentment
and paranoia.”® Each day it grows more acute and re-
ceptive to conspiracy theories, as the makeup of Ameri-
ca’s celebrated racial, ethnic, and cultural demography
becomes more diverse and assertive.

Carefully considered in all its ramifications, includ-
ing the potential for violence,® carried out in the desire
to restore what is believed to be the rightful moral or-
der, the potency and longevity of white grievance can
hardly be exaggerated.® Many of the aggrieved still
carry the flag of the secessionist Confederacy,® and
they may yet take the country to a very dark place of
disunity, one which few of us can imagine but which
the National Security Council has contemplated with
foreboding.®

If the optimism regarding the restorative effects of
Biden’s comprehensive initiative turns out to have been
unjustified, we will continue to be confronted by the
fact that the CO movement has been AWOL from the
struggle to save our democracy.

FASCIST OLIGARCHS’ PLAYBOOK

The precondition that has allowed the transition of
our democratic republic to a fascist oligarchic empire
(FOE) has been the powerlessness of the demos, the
political infirmity of the so-called common people of
this democracy. It has happened with the acquiescence
if not active cooperation of both Republican and Demo-
cratic administrations,® which oppose more direct
forms of democracy as limitations on their partisan
power.® At the partisan extremes, the radical left would
prefer a state with only their one political party, to be
rid of the right altogether; the reactionary right would
prefer a state entirely without parties, to allow them-
selves completely unhindered authoritarian command
of state power. Both malign dreams have the not-so-
incidental effect of entirely disempowering the demos.

During the transition to fascist oligarchy, the ideal
of commonweal has disappeared from our national con-
sciousness; it no longer defines the well-spring of our
representative governments, since they have ceased to
be our governments. Those of us committed to serve
the commonweal have been steamrolled politically and
economically by the bloated power of reactionary ide-
ology and interests, the naked oligarchic fascism that
now reigns at the expense of the commonweal in nearly
half of the country. As Michael Gerson, a Republican
evangelical no less, has reckoned, “The 45th president
and a significant proportion of his supporters have em-
braced American fascism.”%

It may nevertheless seem impossible that in the

next few years, perhaps in a decade or two at most,
while we will secure progressive legislation, a reaction-
ary institutional take-over will follow.®* But, given the
trends noted above, even a cursory reading of history
reveals the potential for that outcome. The primer on
the subject is historian Timothy Snyder’s On Tyranny:
Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century. We urge
organizers to read his history of the road to tyranny and
to recalibrate their estimates of the existential threat to
our democracy. Those still in doubt should also read the
recent five-alarm-fire statement of 200 scholars of de-
mocracy. %

Fascist Oligarchic Takeover

While many may regard the threat we face as sui gene-

ris, the failure of modern democracies is so common as

to be considered virtually inevitable. As Snyder notes,

“The bad news is that the history of modern democracy

is also one of decline and fall.”%

It’s easy to see the parallels between the political
developments in this country and the fascist-oligarchic
takeovers of other democracies.® We should recognize
the fascist playbook: the brazen appeals to nativism and
white grievance that revel in the power of will over
reason and the denial of objective truth in favor of pre-
posterous lies,*® repeated ad nauseum by elected office-
holders® who fatuously claim to be patriotic champions
of the people.®” Unsurprisingly, the Republican drive to
pass history-denying “memory laws” in their authoritar-
ian pursuit—pandering to white grievance by denying
our racial history and the legitimacy of Critical Race
Theory, in effect to “. . . protect the legacy of racism”%
(which reinforces voter suppression)—has its anteced-
ents in Russia and other totalitarian regimes.°

We have reputable studies of would-be authoritari-
ans openly declaring their intentions to use democratic
institutions to gain the powers that enable them to de-
stroy those institutions.'® “The mistake is to assume
that rulers who came to power through institutions can-
not change or destroy those very institutions—even
when they have announced their intention to do so.”%

The depth and breadth of the attack on the founda-
tional institutions of American democracy cannot be
fully grasped without knowing that it has been pro-
duced and directed by a brotherhood of billionaires. %
They have financially sponsored and ideologically in-
flamed a vast army of politicized and corporatized syc-
ophants and hirelings, who have numerous triumphs to
their discredit:

e They have destroyed the vision and path of public
education as the backbone of informed and respon-
sible citizenship.

e They have transformed the judiciary, so that it is
extensively monetized, largely a tool of the
wealthy; racialized, meting out blatantly biased
verdicts against organized minorities; ' and econ-
omized, routinely denying justice to the impover-
ished.




e As already noted, they have vandalized the univer-
sal franchise with every conceivable stratagem,
most not even thinly disguised, to both suppress
and override the votes of minorities, students, ex-
convicts, and the poor.

e They have corrupted a significant proportion of
state and federal legislators, both Democratic and
Republican, with unaccountable financial contribu-
tions and the promise of future position, posses-
sions, privileges, and power as their reward for
supporting legislation, especially the economic va-
riety, that betrays the commonweal.

e They have transformed the fourth estate into a ca-
cophony of ideological fact-bashing that leaves the
citizenry distrustful of the media*®* and highly po-
larized or disgusted to the point of chronic disinter-
est in public affairs, with much of the mainstream
media barely recognizable, having become purvey-
ors of this-one-said, that-one-said fake journalism
and the worst neoliberal policies.%

Their transformation of the SCOTUS to a 6-t0-3
conservative majority will enable the Court to acceler-
ate the transition to fascist oligarchy by upholding voter
suppression and partisan electoral administration legis-
lated by the states. % The rush by Republican state leg-
islatures to enact such legislation, likely to be appealed
soon, will demonstrate the extent to which the reaction-
ary inclined justices show themselves willing to pervert
the doctrine of states’ rights in the guise of “electoral
integrity.” We have had a preview of the Court’s com-
ing decisions in Brnovich v. Democratic National
Committee, 1% in which the majority ruled that Arizo-
na’s ignoring some requirements of the Voting Rights
Act of 1965, specifically by imposing restrictive new
voting rules that disproportionately impact nonwhite
voters, “. .. was justified . . . to preserve the integrity of
election results.”1%®

Cynicism of Fascist Oligarchs
As we assess the take-down of our democracy, do we
imagine that Republicans, who have opposed almost
every means to suppress the pandemic,*%® did not make
the connection between the disproportionate COVID-19
deaths of African American and Latin American voters
and the improvement of their own electoral prospects?
The pandemic may have appeared ideal to them, be-
cause considered casually it may be thought to produce
the same effect as their voter suppression tactics—more
control of the “public powers”''® of all three branches
of government. This would be consistent with the re-
cent history in which Republicans have promoted poli-
cies that caused thousands of deaths!! to enrich and
empower themselves. Their callousness has been visi-
ble more times than we want to recall, so we may fairly
suppose that privately they have been delighted in the
belief the pandemic disproportionately Kkills liberal-
voting minorities.'?

Ironically, however, since Trump operatives initial-

ly thought the pandemic would mostly affect big cities,
especially in states with Democratic-voting majorities,
they positioned themselves as doubters of the vaccines
and vaccinations.!*® That political calculation became
baked into the Trump loyalty test, still promoted by the
former president. It was exampled recently by the gro-
tesque behavior of attendees at the July 10, 2021 CPAC
get-together, when they cheered the news that fewer
Americans are getting vaccinated than public health
officials had projected. Captivated by Trump’s lies and
threats, they have become boosters of the right-wing
anti-vaccination campaign that disproportionately in-
creases coronavirus among their own Republican vot-
ers, who have refused vaccination in record numbers.4
Schadenfreude might be a temptation were it not for the
predictable surge in needless suffering and death we
expect in the coming weeks and months. This kind of
Trump-modeled indifference to human pain and loss of
life has been aptly described as “necropolitics.” 1

We may also suppose the Trump minions wax en-
thusiastic knowing that in the past year, the pandemic
has been a $360 billion bonanza for the richest nine of
them.® Yet, despite widespread publicizing of this
eye-catching news, it’s doubtful most Americans imag-
ine that a ruling class of oligarchs regards the pandemic
as their generation’s opportunity to transform our elec-
toral democracy into the Fascist Oligarchic Empire of
the United States of America (FOE of the USA) with
themselves as its leaders.

Like other moguls before them, they may not hesi-
tate to bring on an era of darkness.''” They have reason
to believe that as their wealth and power grow, so too
will the quality of their health care, the luxury of their
homes, automobiles, and yachts, the value of the educa-
tion received by their children, the acumen and ethical
indifference of their lawyers, and their favorable treat-
ment by leaders, courts, and legislatures wherever they
settle. They can choose to live on the Riviera or in
Switzerland, Paris, London, Tokyo, or Hong Kong. To
see the potential outcomes of their evil, we need only
look to the Syrian and North Korean regimes, which
have ordered the physical devastation of entire cities,
unconscionable denial of human rights, secret detention
without trial, and mass murder.

If it seems wildly improbable that Republicans
would promote the disintegration of the nation’s physi-
cal health and infrastructure, consider that every Repub-
lican in Congress opposed Biden’s coronavirus legisla-
tion and they oppose his planned infrastructure spend-
ing to create green jobs, fix VA hospitals, and remove
lead water pipes from schools.

Magnifying these circumstances that threaten our
democracy, the toxic addictions noted above entail vul-
nerability of the citizenry to political and economic
tyranny. It’s the modern version of Rome’s appeasing
the plebeians with “bread and circuses.” But now alco-
hol, recreational drugs, prescription anti-depressants,
pornography, food-obsession, big-league sports, and



endless cyber-based entertainment divert the attention
of the people, not only from the enervation of their
democratic institutions, but from their personal disem-
powerment, sickness and death.

It seems reasonable to conclude that, given the
totality of these circumstances, the constituent organi-
zations, alliances, and federations of the CO movement,
as now divided, will not unite and respond as one to the
FOE of the USA. It also seems likely that the organiz-
ing model of the last half-century, unreconstructed, will
not meet the challenge but will instead fail tragically in
the coming decades. If that’s true, we may reasonably
expect that CO, as we have known it, will continue to
marginally improve the lives of all those it touches; but
we should not be surprised if it has no discernible effect
on the downfall of American democracy.

THE LEGACY TREASURE
OF COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

Do organizers in our base-building tradition—
community, faith-based, and labor—now have an un-
precedented calling? Do we who have built grassroots
organizations by recruiting members one-by-one, face-
to-face, now have a previously unimagined mission? Is
our potential contribution in the present crisis some-
thing more than what will ease the pain of the people as
they encounter the coming catastrophic loss of democ-
racy? If so, then surely our mission calls for more than
our theoretical knowledge, methodological know-how,
and power-building tactics. Because those characteris-
tics are not our professional job requirements alone.

Restoring Faith and Hope

If we are called to do more, the priority must be to undo
the people’s loss of faith and hope, which they will
need to respond to the historic threat.

What we profess to the people can puncture the
cyber-reality, that the world in which they live is a
maelstrom, that they can only briefly avoid its cruelty;
that there is no effective remedy, because the political
condition of life is to be unvalued and vulnerable; and
that it’s only sensible to “take care of humber one” and
“do unto others before they do unto you.”

Our calling now ought to be obvious, because our
one-to-ones with people in their neighborhoods, their
faith communities, and their workplaces constitute the
most powerful antidote to the alienation and anomie of
the Internet culture that props up oligarchic fascism.
The prospect of restored democracy can be achieved
when each citizen comes to have faith and hope that the
threat can be crushed. It begins with their individual
faith and hope, because without it they lack the confi-
dence to take on their obligations as citizens.

It takes faith and hope to accept that our rights as
citizens come with the duty to defend them and to pass
them on to the next generation. We take it as unassaila-
ble wisdom that there is no legitimate right without

duty. Faith and hope hearten us to fulfill our duties and
thus meet our obligations as citizens: to support and
defend the Constitution, to serve the country when our
government calls, including taking up arms, performing
non-combat military service, and carrying out “work of
national importance under civilian direction when re-
quired by the law”; to support causes and political cam-
paigns; to obey federal, state, and local laws; to respect
the rights, beliefs, and opinions of others; to participate
in one’s local community; to stay informed on issues
that affect one’s community and country; and to pay
taxes honestly and on time.?® And certainly, our obli-
gations as citizens must include active opposition to the
fascist oligarchy threatening our democracy.

Community organizers can fortify the effects of
those obligations by strengthening the faith and hope of
the people, which happens when we connect them with
others in reenergized citizenhood and true fellowship.
As base-building organizers, we have the means to
counteract the cyber-dreck of the Internet and SNS.
When we’re present in response to the suffering and
struggles of the people, we create an opening to revive
their belief in the possibility of breaking free from pov-
erty, oppression, and injustice.

When we look through the annals of dedicated or-
ganizers, we’re inspired by the faith and hope that they,
grinding away day after day, decade after decade, raised
in thousands. Those who found their raison d'étre in
organizing, whatever the challenges and conditions of
the job, refused to abandon their version of a moral
vision of democracy, one that demands the unending
pursuit of righteousness, truth, justice, freedom, peace,
and compassion.

For those of us who cling to that vision, how do we
understand our own faith and hope, what we want to
pass on to others? Faith need not be of any religious
variety, although of course it may be strengthened by
religion. Our faith amounts to an irrepressible belief in
the possibility of creating ever greater goodness among
humankind, for which we use up the days and decades
of our lives. When we allow our faith to enrich our
lives, its realization in our action is the most important
source of our hopefulness. Every act for the good that
we experience through our own initiative gives us
greater hope that more goodness will emerge in the
world. When we engage others to act for the good, chal-
lenging those who are not, we reinforce their hopeful-
ness and our own. All of this we pass on to those who
have lost their faith and hope, which is the legacy treas-
ure of our community organizing.

It’s our privilege and honor to bring faith and hope
to the powerless, many of whom languish in despair.
We can help them to empower their citizenhood, to
truly believe in and trust their God, themselves, and one
another. Perhaps that’s why they have trusted us in the
past, risked so much in reliance on our faith and hope in
a universal moral vision of a far better world than the
one we know now. This is our legacy to the communi-
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ties that took us in although we were strangers, and our
endowment to the organizers who come after us and
possess that faith and hope. It’s the distinction of our
profession, which allows to us to share the sorrows and
fears, the joys and laughter of the people; but it’s a dis-
tinction that comes with unending demands, which ask
much of us.

CO Faith and Hope in the Future

It now asks, what’s to become of the CO treasure of
faith and hope? Shall we leave it inert as an historical
remembrance, that we passed this way in these times
but were bereft of vision and valor at some of the very
darkest moments in the history of our country? That we
only knew how to do what we had always done, boxed
in by boxes of our own making? That we were too
proud or proprietary to join forces to fight for this de-
mocracy, deciding instead to forsake our faith and hope
and all those who might yet rely on it?

Are we fated to remain myopically fixated on un-
just and oppressive policies and practices while the
fabric of our democratic institutions comes to be com-
mandeered by fascist oligarchs, who will inevitably end
any democratic policy or practice obstacle to their own
enrichment and empowerment?

If instead, however, we choose a more promising
future, how shall we begin to respond to the slow-
motion collapse of the nation’s democratic institutions?

We must first acknowledge the prevailing strategic
situation: the fascist oligarchs play a long game. Unlike
community organizing’s two- to five-year campaign
and funding cycles, they build on multi-generation ob-
jectives—how long they can continue extracting energy
from the earth, how long they can dominate the appel-
late courts and the SCOTUS, how long they can hold
majorities in state legislatures, how long they can delay
environmental protections, etc. Over decades they make
thousands of investments to achieve those ends, so they
won’t be defeated by our standard, poorly funded, con-
spicuously short game.

Surely, countervailing the oncoming menace de-
mands a visionary strategy for the empowerment of the
demos, one that enables the people to rise together, en
masse against the betrayal of the nation by those who
raise themselves up in that treachery. Surely, the threat
requires that our citizens begin to exercise their power
not only through representatives but directly, according
to their collective wisdom, knowledge, and experience.
Surely, they must hold accountable all other exercise of
power by representatives who belittle their power and
seek to make them pawns of a fascist oligarchy.

If we fail to ally ourselves to that cause, whatever
treasure we leave to the people may eventually be re-
ported like many ancient chronicles of defeat. Thank-
fully, it may only faintly convey to future generations
that our response to the impending death of American
democracy was measly.

NULLIFYING THE “FOE OF THE USA”

The alternative requires us to admit that it’s exis-
tentially dangerous to delay the development of a uni-
fied, strategic CO response to the growth of the fascist
oligarchy, because the window of opportunity to re-
spond will not stay open indefinitely.

Any hope of future success demands recognition
that we have entered the first century of the FOE of the
USA. It’s no longer a theoretical possibility. No un-
tainted institutional force remains to counteract the bil-
lionaire brotherhood’s continued strengthening of their
fascist oligarchy. We should no longer expect the mon-
ey-corrupted Congress!® or the power-grasping Presi-
dency*?! to structurally undo the economic inequality
that powers the evil.*?> The best we have any reason to
anticipate is progressive legislation from time to time.

The most demoralizing aspect of the transfigura-
tion from electoral democracy to fascist oligarchy,
chewing up the faith and hope of the nation as it goes,
persists in the judicial endorsement and the bipartisan
legislative and executive buy-in that has made it all
possible if not inevitable.

Base-Building Strategic Vision

Even so, it’s not naive to take courage, because we have
inherited the outline of a promising strategic vision.
Our era is similar in kind and needed response to what
labor organizing faced in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century. Then the robber barons of industrializa-
tion were hell-bent on imposing their version of oligar-
chic empire on the citizenry. They, too, were adept in
the use of electoral-manipulation, company and gov-
ernment spies, police violence, kangaroo courts, mental
and physical torture, and blatant political corruption.i?3

What was labor’s response in that era, when the
SCOTUS and every branch of government marched in
reactionary lockstep? Labor’s multi-generation strategic
vision was to build a base of face-to-face member-
organizations from the bottom up, which eventually
were to wield institutional power nationally. The model
was “union.” The movement’s power originated in
countless “locals,” established over a half-century, at
the cost of face-to-face workplace organizing, which
was not deterred by unrelenting oppression and physi-
cal violence.

They eventually unified nationally in an institu-
tionalized structure that combined the might of the CIO
industrial unions and the AFL craft unions, which was
potentiated by the power-leverage of the strike. What
they achieved after a half-century of intense struggle
came to be called “social development” by academics,
because it empowered and uplifted tens of millions of
lives throughout the society.?*

Although we support the labor movement, espe-
cially those of us who have been union members or
organizers, it’s more than a stretch to imagine a restora-
tion of labor’s heyday. We find it unimaginable that the



empowerment of the demos can be achieved by a revi-
talized union movement,? given the present corporate
options to reposition their political influence, manufac-
turing assets, and labor force from one country to an-
other;*% especially when coupled with the anti-union
bias of the growing number of authoritarian regimes
overseas*?” and conservative courts in the U.S.% Un-
ion-based campaigns aimed to achieve accountability of
global corporations and the federal government may be
doomed before they’re launched. They face the likeli-
hood that the workers will be cut off at the knees with
every conceivable tactic, legal and illegal,'?® if they
threaten corporate power and the oligarchs of the ad-
vancing FOE.**°

Efforts to strengthen the union movement appear
likely to improve distribution of income, but not to ef-
fect a downward redistribution of wealth and the politi-
cal power it generates. Democratic efforts to bolster
union power, through the PRO Act,*3! will test the
movement’s ability to hold its ground.**? Solid Repub-
lican opposition to the bill in the Senate undoubtedly
indicates corporate unanimity to defeat the bill at all
costs. We won’t be surprised if the bill dies in the Sen-
ate, killed by a Republican filibuster,’*® but we will
celebrate if the Democrats end-run that obstacle.

Community Organizing’s Banner

Although, evidently, unions will not be the means, we
believe that the threat to our democracy will only end
when our democratic institutions are redirected by the
demos: when the people at-large, mindful of their citi-
zenship, reclaim their inalienable rights, roles, and re-
sources; when they come together in-person to discuss
and decide how to use the public powers, which in a
democracy derive from them, to reshape the governance
of their neighborhoods, their cities, their states, and
their nation.

Every one of our citizens has a part to play. No one
can represent their individuality, because no one can
stand in for their love of their God, family, community,
and nation. And representatives can’t take their place
when they join with others, since the essential founda-
tion of their unity is built on the equal worth and digni-
ty of each individual’s humanity and citizenhood.

Thus the banner of base-building CO must neces-
sarily proclaim the right of every citizen to exercise
public powers directly. It’s ironic that we can begin to
secure those powers not through some mass mobiliza-
tion or legislative victory, but in one-to-ones in neigh-
borhoods, faith communities, and workplaces.

The public powers become accessible by way of a
self-fulfilling prophecy, because we uphold the promise
of a future in which all those we reach, uplifted by faith
and hope, see that it’s within their reach as aroused citi-
zens. As extravagant as it may sound, faith and hope
can raise the poor from despair, lift the oppressed from
resignation, and inspire the disillusioned to reclaim
their democracy.
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It is possible to countervail the corruption of repre-
sentative government, if our citizens acquire the confi-
dence to take direct control of the most accessible pub-
lic powers, which must be at the heart of their institu-
tionalized empowerment. The political miasma will end
when we nullify fascist oligarchic power with public
power exercised by the demos—not by partisan parties,
themselves in hock to the oligarchs, not by mass
demonstrations that momentarily engage the populace
like shooting stars, and not by the short-term, self-
interest-dominated model of CO.*** Democratic forces
must join together in a long struggle for institutional-
ized directly democratic control of public powers, the
as-yet untapped power-leverage of the demos that will
benchmark long overdue structural change.

Directing Democracy from the Bottom Up

A corresponding strategic vision must define a path to
remake the governance of the cities, to secure directly
democratic institutional power in the government juris-
dictions in which most of our citizens live and work,
and which have an ever-greater, pivotal role in the
global economy,?® by the establishment of popular
assemblies with public powers throughout our metro-
politan areas.

The assemblies would not replace other urban gov-
ernments, but operate as powerful institutions in their
own right, able to use their powers to hold accountable
and negotiate with municipal, state and federal officials
on provision of services, regulation of economic enter-
prise, and political rule.'® As Pitkin and Shumer note,
“Face to face democracy [is] the foundation—not a
substitute—for representative institutions, federalism,
and national democracy.”**” By our combined efforts to
build that foundation, CO can shape the institutional-
ized uprising, solidarity, and empowerment of the de-
mos that will mark the beginning of the end of oligar-
chic fascism.

What we face may yet dwarf all our history of dis-
unity and destructive outcomes, except for the Civil
War. If it comes to pass, our choice may be to exist as
consumer-ciphers of a fascist oligarchy or to live as
activist-citizens of a vigorous democracy.

If we forego the struggle, the future of the United
States may already be foretold in the histories of all the
powerful nations that were defeated not by external
forces but by their own internal corruption. Knowing as
much, we might ask ourselves: In the modern histories
of Argentina, Brazil, China, Germany, Hungary, India,
Italy, the Philippines, Poland, Russia, Spain, Turkey,
and other nations taken over or threatened now by fas-
cist oligarchs, when, if at all, did the citizens recognize
that, “If none of us is prepared to die [i.e., use up our
lives in the cause] for freedom, then all of us will die
under tyranny”?138 But the threat will begin to dissipate
when we pledge our lives, our reputations, and our re-
sources to the revitalization of the structure of our de-
mocracy by championing public powers to the people.
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