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Preempting Protest

Over the past month, various 
University administrators and 
their student government sub-
ordinates have sent out emails 

addressing the election of Donald 
Trump. 

At best, these emails infantilize 
Princeton students and obscure the 
ugly and violent side of politics. The 
day after the election, the Class of 
2017 government held a “cookies and 
milk study break,” which they adver-
tised as “an opportunity to reflect, to 
be with others in community, and to 
share thoughts and feelings”—as if 
some kind of apolitical, non-partisan 
hand-holding is the right response to 
the victory of a candidate who has 
explicitly promised to make millions 
of people’s lives miserable. As they 
say, there’s nothing like a little choc-
olate—potentially in the company of 
a Trump supporter or even just your 
run-of-the-mill, ghoulish centrist tech-
nocrat—to make things better.

At their worst, these emails in-
tend to preempt political protest, to 
channel dissent and anger into re-
spectable, “civil” channels and limit 

the potential for disruption and dis-
order. Think of it as the law and or-
der response to “the law and order 
candidate.” 

None of this should be surpris-
ing. After all, the University is a bil-
lion-dollar company, funded by many 
of the same people who supported 
the Trump campaign. There’s an ob-
vious financial interest in making 
sure things stay calm and “construc-
tive,” lest people like Carl Icahn, “a 
close ally of Trump,” begin to wonder 
about where their money is going. 
That many Princeton students cast 
their votes inside the Icahn Center 
symbolized, with particular clarity, 
the country’s slide into oligarchy.  

The administration’s appeals for 
quiet usually come in the form of boil-
erplate rhetoric about openness and 
pluralism. For example, on November 
11, President Eisgruber wrote in an 
email addressed to the entire uni-
versity, “it is essential that we work 
together to promote a culture of 
open discussion where all voices 
are heard and respected.” And on 
November 16, vice President Calhoun 
wrote to remind the campus of our 

“commitment to civil discourse.” 
Princeton, Calhoun wrote, “embraces 
intellectual, political, and ideological 
differences, which we cherish and 
defend.” All of this abstract, non-com-
mittal language (seriously, go back 
and take a good look at the words in 
these emails) functions, intentionally 
or not, to distract from what is actual-
ly at stake under a Trump presidency. 

“A culture of open discussion” at 
Princeton will not mean anything to 
the twenty-two million people who 
will lose their health insurance when 
the House and Senate Republicans re-
peal the Affordable Care Act (howev-
er heterodox his ideas might appear, 
Trump seems unlikely to veto a bill 
overwhelmingly supported by the 
Republican rank-and-file). Embracing 
“intellectual, political, and ideologi-
cal differences” will not do anything 
to prevent millions of immigrants 
from being torn from their families 
and deported (not that Democrats 
put up much protest to this before, 
when Obama was busy deporting 2.5 
million people). No amount of civil 
discourse will stop the police from 
murdering unarmed black people, or 

By JOSHUA LEIFER

Two university deans at the head of a DREAM-organized rally in support of undocumented students and community members / Photo by Jasper Gebhardt
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stop the drones from blowing up wed-
dings in Yemen. 

Protest—and that necessarily 
means incivility—will be imperative 
during the next four years, not be-
cause Trump is uniquely evil, but 
because he is a uniquely clear em-
bodiment of the evilness of the status 
quo. The stewards of American em-
pire, many of them trained at places 
like Princeton, have grown rich de-
stroying the lives of people at home 
and abroad. A Clinton presidency 
would have given the vast American 
carceral state and killing machine 
a kinder face, but it would not have 
changed it all that much. Before there 
were memes, Joe Biden pushed the 
1994 violent Crime Control and Law 
Enforcement Act through the Senate, 
which authorized multi-billion-dollar 
spending on new prisons and hun-
dreds of thousands more police; Bill 
Clinton signed it, Hillary Clinton cam-
paigned for it. Even Clinton’s staffers 
admitted, “the Clinton policies from 
the 90s contributed to mass incarcer-
ation” and “she helped lobby/advo-
cate for them.” And it should be no 
surprise that so many people reject-
ed attempts to portray the Clintons 
as humble public servants, given that 
they made $230 million dollars after 
leaving the White House, largely by 
whispering reassurances to corpo-
rate executives. 

Demonstrations, like the one 
last month in support of making 
Princeton a sanctuary campus, are all 
we can do, as of now, to resist what 
a Trump administration might bring. 
But it would be a mistake to expect 
Princeton University and its admin-
istrators to do anything concrete to 
protect the people whose lives are 
stake. Princeton, a university built 
by slaves, has historically shown 
little concern for the lives of poor 
people or people of color. It took al-
most twenty years of on-and-off pro-
test and mass demonstrations to get 
Princeton to divest from apartheid 
South Africa. Even in the wake of the 
Sandy Hook shooting, the University 
refused to divest from arms manu-
facturing companies. This is a uni-
versity that could not bring itself to 
change the name of a building, out 
of fear of upsetting its donors. Now 
we expect the University to con-
travene federal law? Try imagining 
President Eisgruber standing at the 
FitzRandolph gates to tell the ICE de-
tention force that they can’t come on 
campus. 

In the meantime, the University 
will continue to corral protests, to 
limit their effect, to make them safe 
for Princeton to proceed with busi-
ness as usual. The soft restriction of 
student protest is already happen-
ing; the sanctuary campus rally was 

directed by two deans, who walked at 
the head of the march. These admin-
istrators may have the best intentions 
at heart, but they are paid to maintain 
order, to make things run smoothly, 
to mitigate conflict and confrontation; 
they must, and will, fulfill the roles 
they were hired to do. It was only last 
year, during the sit-in at Nassau Hall, 
that another dean threatened the pro-
testers with disciplinary action. The 
administration will do the same thing 
again when the current wave of pro-
tests seems poised to challenge the 
order of things. 

We must continue to march, to 
sing, to scream in the face of injus-
tice. We must support the groups that 
have—for years even before Obama’s 
presidency—been fighting against 
police brutality, racism, deportation, 
Islamophobia, war, and economic 
inequality. But we must not delude 
ourselves into thinking that an insti-
tution like Princeton, which for so 
much of its history has failed to stand 
up for human rights and dignity, will 
suddenly stand up now. In past mo-
ments of crisis, men and women have 
shaken free from the roles assigned 
to them to defend the lives of those 
threatened by violence and state 
power; all we can do is hope that the 
people of Princeton will find it within 
themselves to do the same. 

Try imagining 
President Eisgruber 
standing at the 
FitzRandolph gates 
to tell the ICE 
detention force 
they can’t come on 
campus. 

the DreAm-organized rally in support of un-

documented students and community mem-

bers, thursday, november 17/ photo by Jasper 

gebhardt

Immigration Reform in the 
Age of Trump

(*The marked names have been 
changed in order to protect individu-
als’ legal status.)

Not so long ago, Princeton stu-
dent Alicia Melendez* lived in 
the shadows.

She was unable to drive, 
earn a living wage, or even travel to 
other states. She lived a bounded life, 
excelling at school and in her com-
munity while hindered by her vague 
legal status. The prospect of deporta-
tion—being torn away from her fami-
ly and her country—hung above her 
future while she thrived academical-
ly and socially.

Alicia wrestled with these chal-
lenges from childhood to her ear-
ly teenage years, when President 
Barack Obama issued a life-changing 
executive action: Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (DACA).

“Now, it’s hard to imagine my life 
without it,” Alicia said.

DACA granted Alicia and thou-
sands of other law-abiding, undocu-
mented immigrants deferment from 
deportation and a chance to legally 
support themselves and their fam-
ilies. Since 2012, approximately 
800,000 undocumented youth have 
been able to attend college, obtain 
fair wages, and live without the fear 
of deportation.

In the years following that ex-
ecutive action, Congress failed to 
pass comprehensive immigration 
reform. President Obama decided to 
act where it had failed—he expand-
ed DACA, created another defer-
ment program, and, in a primetime 
address, challenged Congress to 

legislate its own reform.
The backlash was immediate. The 

actions were challenged in court, 
which led to a two-year legal battle 
that culminated in nine words:

“The judgment is affirmed by an 
equally divided Court.”

These words ruptured the lives of 
over five million undocumented im-
migrants when the Supreme Court 
issued its opinion in United States v. 
Texas. When asked about the opin-
ion, legal scholar Walter Dellinger 
later said: “Seldom have the hopes 
of so many been crushed by so few 
words.”

These crushed hopes included 
Alicia’s. They included those of her 
brother, an undocumented immigrant 
who possesses two college degrees 
but no work permit. They even in-
cluded those of her mother, a woman 
who left her home behind to provide 
a better life for her children.

The Supreme Court opinion halted 
President Obama’s last bid in office to 
address the hopes of “Dreamers” like 
Alicia. Later this year, prospects grew 
even dimmer when Donald J. Trump 
was elected the 45th President of 
the United States. Running for office 
with anti-immigrant rhetoric, Trump 
promised early on in his campaign to 
completely repeal President Obama’s 
executive actions. As a result, his 
unexpected victory has shaken im-
migrant communities, throwing the 
future of current and potential DACA 
beneficiaries into serious doubt.

However, the Trump administra-
tion should seriously consider pre-
serving DACA and its extensions. 
Despite arguments against the policy, 
there are convincing economic and 

social benefits associated with the 
program in absence of comprehen-
sive immigration reform. Trump him-
self recently backtracked on earlier 
promises for mass deportation, sug-
gesting in an interview that he would 
focus his efforts on “people that are 
criminal and have criminal records.” 
Going forward—especially under a 
Trump administration—DACA may 
provide a useful framework for deal-
ing with the large undocumented im-
migrant community.

The Origins of DACA, DAPA, and 
Immigration Reform 

In 2013, the bipartisan “Gang of 
Eight”, which included Senator 
Bob Menendez of New Jersey, 
shepherded S. 744 through the 

United States Senate. This legislation 
was the most comprehensive over-
haul of the immigration system in 
the past generation, creating a path-
way to citizenship for millions of un-
documented immigrants. However, 
the House of Representatives, led by 
former Speaker John Boehner, ceded 
to the demands of ultra-conservative 
members and refused to even con-
sider the bipartisan legislation, effec-
tively killing any hopes for legislative 
immigration reform.

In November 2014, facing 
Congressional inaction, President 
Barack Obama announced a se-
ries of executive actions to address 
undocumented immigrants. His 
actions expanded DACA and estab-
lished Deferred Action for Parents 
of Americans and Lawful Residents 
(DAPA). The former removed the 
age limit on DACA so that any un-
documented immigrants who were 
brought to the United States as chil-
dren could apply for work authori-
zation and obtain protection from 
deportation; the latter allowed un-
documented parents of citizens or 

Nine words ruptured the lives of over five million 
undocumented immigrants when the Supreme Court 
issued its opininion in United States v. Texas. 

By MAHISHAN GNANASEHARAN
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legal residents to obtain these same 
privileges. Under both programs, el-
igible applicants had to be law-abid-
ing residents who had lived in the 
United States for a certain number of 
years.

These directives, combined with 
the original DACA action, gave over 
five million undocumented immi-
grants the opportunity to apply for 
deferred action from deportation. 
In New Jersey alone, nearly 200,000 
mothers, fathers, and children would 
have been eligible to apply. 

However, legal challenges to 
President Obama’s executive actions 
were launched mere hours after their 
announcement. Led by Texas, 26 
states (including New Jersey) filed 
a case in southern Texas asking the 
federal courts to block the imple-
mentation of the policies. The court 
agreed and the case eventually made 
its way up to the highest court in the 
land. In June 2016, the Supreme Court 
issued a 4-4 split opinion, upholding 
the lower court’s order against the 
implementation of the actions issued 
nearly two years prior. 

The legal and social maelstrom 
that ensued while the case made 
its way through the judicial system 
caused confusion about the true 

legal nature of the case, as well as 
the benefits of the implementation of 
DACA/DAPA.

The Legal Basis of DACA and DAPA

Legal challenges to DAPA and the 
expansion of DACA often portray 
the policies as an abuse of the 
President’s executive discretion. 

“This ruling helps restore the balance 
of power and maintains our system of 
checks and balances with this presi-
dent and all future occupants of the 
White House,” Arkansas Attorney 
General Leslie Rutledge, a respon-
dent in U.S v. Texas, said immediately 
after the opinion’s release. President 
Obama himself makes the same mis-
take of portraying the issue as one 
of constitutional executive authority, 
proudly claiming precedence and le-
gality in his own ability to issue such 
actions.

However, the legal question here 
is not about the nature of the presi-
dency or the application of the “Take 

Care” Clause in the Constitution, 
as many opponents claim. The 
only valid legal question in this 
case is whether or not Secretary of 
Homeland Security Jeh Johnson—
or potential Secretaries McCaul or 
Kato—has the ability to execute 
these policies.

Martin Flaherty, a visiting law pro-
fessor at Princeton University, agrees 
that the nature of the legal question 
is misunderstood. “One reason for 
the misconception is that by vocal-
ly supporting the policies, President 
Obama has taken rhetorical own-
ership of them,” he said in an inter-
view. “But he’s [President Obama] 
not the one who’s legally set the pol-
icies—the Department of Homeland 
Security set the statutory scheme.” 

The White House was the pri-
mary agent in creating DAPA and 
DACA; however, President Obama 
is only politically responsible for 
these actions. Under administrative 
law, Secretary of Homeland Security 
Jeh Johnson is the individual who is 

legally responsible. This means that 
if Trump chooses to continue DACA 
and DAPA, he will be primarily re-
sponsible for crafting the political 
message surrounding the policies. 
For example, Obama chose to por-
tray the policies as humane mea-
sures necessary for dealing with 
innocent immigrants; Trump could 
very well choose to portray DACA 
and DAPA as the most effective pol-
icies to prioritize the deportation of 
“criminal” immigrants. 

In addition, Secretary Johnson was 
well within his rights to move for-
ward with these executive policies. 
The Homeland Security Act of 2002 
charges the Secretary of the DHS 
with “establishing national immigra-
tion enforcement policies and priori-
ties.” As an executive agent with the 
best interests of the country in mind, 
Secretary Johnson issued the follow-
ing memo in November 2014:

Due to limited resources, DHS 
and its components cannot re-
spond to all immigration vio-
lations or remove all persons 
illegally in the United States. As is 
true of virtually every other law 
enforcement agency, DHS must ex-
ercise prosecutorial discretion in 
the enforcement of the law. 
Secretary Johnson used his dis-

cretion to focus DHS’ deportation 
efforts only on undocumented immi-
grants who have committed crimes 
or posed an immediate threat to the 
United States—not on the millions 
of law-abiding, hard-working undoc-
umented immigrants who have con-
tributed to their communities for 
several consecutive years. It is im-
portant to note that this course of 
action is nearly identical to Trump’s 
most recently expressed visions 
for immigration policy under his 
administration.

A valid legal challenge to DAPA 
and DACA, if any, is the argument 
that Secretary Johnson should have 
waited to execute the policies until 
he had followed through with the no-
tice-and-comment period, a process 
through which the public is allowed 
to comment on statements of execu-
tive policy. Another valid legal ques-
tion was whether or not Texas had 

standing, or a claim to a concrete 
and individualized injury, in its suit 
against the federal government. Both 
of these arguments were effectively 
rebutted by the federal government.

Essentially, the question of 
whether or not President Obama is 
allowed to issue DACA/DAPA is irrel-
evant. Portraying the implementa-
tion of these policies as an abuse of 
Presidential power does more harm 
than good. Legally speaking, the 
Secretary of the DHS has overseen 
DACA/DAPA and is constitutionally 
entitled to do so going forward.

The Social and Economic Benefits of 
DACA and DAPA

The benefits that President 
Obama’s executive actions pro-
vide are also a matter of simple 
economics; immigrants, unau-

thorized or otherwise, form a crucial 
component of our nation’s economy. 
By allowing undocumented immi-
grants to contribute to the workforce 
while legislating permanent immigra-
tion reform, President-elect Trump 
could fulfill his campaign promises 
to lift wages and improve economic 
conditions.

The economic benefits that per-
manent immigration reform would 

bring to the United States have been 
well documented. The Center for 
American Progress estimates that 
every day the House refuses to pass 
immigration reform costs the nation 
an average of $37 million. In con-
trast, DACA and DAPA would have 
increased the United States GDP 
by over $230 billion in the next 10 
years and increased the incomes of 
all Americans by $123 billion, lifting 
average wages in the process. Giving 
5.2 million individuals the ability to 
work legally wouldn’t harm us—in-
stead, it would increase payroll tax 
revenues and allow undocumented 
immigrants to contribute even more 
to the Social Security Trust Fund. 

More often than not, opponents 
overlook these economic benefits 
and argue that granting undocu-
mented immigrants deferred action 
would encourage others to immi-
grate illegally. This concern arose 
during the summer of 2014, when 
an unprecedented number of un-
accompanied children arrived at 
the southern border from Central 
America. Congressional Republicans 
were quick to claim that the immi-
grants were motivated by the “am-
nesty” that the new DACA policy 
provided for undocumented chil-
dren. However, surveys from the 

The legal question here is not about the nature of the 
presidency or the application of the ‘Take Care’ Clause 
in the Constitution, as many opponents claim.

Vice President-elect Mike Pence and potential attorney general Jeff Sessions: both staunchly anti-immigration.
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United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees and San Diego State 
University later confirmed that few if 
any of the child migrants were aware 
that they were treated differently 
under U.S laws. Rather, immigrants 
were fleeing from humanitarian cri-
ses in their native countries, seeking 
asylum from  atrociously high homi-
cide rates. Despite this finding, oppo-
nents of DACA and DAPA continue to 
mistakenly relate both policies with 
increased immigration rates.

Looking Ahead: Immigration Policy 
Under President Trump

Trump’s early promise to “build a 
wall” on the U.S-Mexico border 
became a defining claim of his 
campaign, catapulting him and 

his unique brand of nationalism to 
the front of the crowded GOP field. 
Shortly after winning the Republican 
nomination, Trump vowed to immedi-
ately repeal all of President Obama’s 

executive actions, including the origi-
nal DACA policy issued in 2012. 

Immigrants and immigrants’ rights 
advocates are rightly concerned 
about the stability of immigration 
policy under the Trump administra-
tion. Immigration policy is one of the 
few areas where Congress has grant-
ed the Executive an extraordinary 
amount of discretion. Obama used 
this authority to institute DACA, but 
Trump will now have unilateral au-
thority to significantly strengthen 
the DHS enforcement mechanism and 
ramp up deportation proceedings. 

But amidst the political and legal 
tension, it’s easy to forget that DACA 
and DAPA ultimately impact peo-
ple like Alicia Melendez. Alicia has a 
hard time imagining life without the 
policy. 

“I wouldn’t have even been able to 
physically get to Princeton without 
it,” she said.

Immigrants like Alicia who are un-
able to receive DAPA or DACA are 

also unable to work legally. As a re-
sult, many of them resort to back-
door, shadow-market jobs that are 
notorious for workplaces violations 
and abuses. Despite these condi-
tions, immigrants’ desires to contrib-
ute to their communities trump all. 

“What frustrates [undocument-
ed] immigrants the most is that 
they know they have something to 
contribute to their communities but 
are just not allowed to,” Alicia said. 
“These are people who have lived in 
here for six or seven years.”

Alicia has also known families in 
her community who have been sep-
arated by deportation proceedings. 
“Deportation is one of the most inhu-
mane processes you can go through,” 
she said. “You’re always living in fear, 
constantly looking over your shoul-
der and asking yourself if this is the 
day when you get separated from 
your children and your spouse.” 

Yet, this fear hasn’t stopped Alicia 
and her family. “My mom came here 
because she knew that I could have a 
better life, that I could be the person 
I wanted to be and that I could have 
the greatest opportunity to give back 
to others,” she said.

It is time to let 5 million others do 
the same. 

In the wake of Donald Trump’s 
widely unanticipated victory over 
Hillary Clinton, many liberal com-
mentators have speculated that 

Bernie Sanders would have fared bet-
ter in the general election than she 
did, had he been the one to receive 
the Democratic nomination. It is im-
possible for them to make this asser-
tion with any certainty, but polling 
on the matter agrees with them and 
has since long before the end of the 
primaries. The RealClearPolitics av-
erage of the last available polls (from 
May) for a general election between 
Sanders and Trump had Sanders 
ahead by 10.4%; an average of anal-
ogous polls had Clinton ahead only 
3.5% over Trump. Moreover, a poll 
conducted two days before election 
day by Gravis found that Sanders 
would have received 56% of the vote 
compared to Trump’s 44%.

I believe Sanders would have won 
the general election against any 
Republican candidate, and especial-
ly Trump. I was, and continue to be, 
furious at how the Democratic party 
conducted their primaries. However, I 

also recognize that Sanders is partial-
ly to blame for Clinton’s loss.

During the primaries, Sanders’s 
supporters fought for him with a zeal 
unparalleled in Democratic politics. 
This feature of the Sanders campaign 
explains why he utterly dominated in 
caucuses, which tend to favor can-
didates with staunch, energetic bas-
es, while struggling in other primary 
formats. The intense loyalty that 
Sanders inculcated in his followers 
eventually gave rise to the “Bernie-or-
Bust” movement: a sizable number of 
his proponents, largely comprised of 
millennials, explicitly refused to sup-
port anyone other than him in the 
general election. To them, Sanders 
was unique among all the presidential 
candidates of both major parties in 
terms of the authenticity of his ideals, 
raging against a political establish-
ment which was beset by corporate 
America’s corrupting influence and to 

which his rival candidates belonged.
The Bernie-or-Bust movement 

culminated in the shocking moment 
when, at a Philadelphia rally on July 
25, just hours prior to the Democratic 
convention, a crowd of his devotees 
loudly booed in response to his ap-
peal that they vote for Clinton. This 
historic spectacle serves as the ba-
sis for two key judgments. First, the 
only source of greater passion for the 
Bernie-or-Busters than their admira-
tion for their eponymous leader was 
their contempt for Clinton and the 
dishonest brand of politics that they 
believed she represented. Second, 
and more importantly, Sanders’s pop-
ularity among even his most steadfast 
supporters did not equate to control 
over them as a voting bloc.

Sanders consciously ignored the 
danger posed by the protest-minded 
faction of his supporters—the dan-
ger of electing Donald Trump, which 

Bernie Busted

By DEVIN PLUMB
Alicia has a hard time imagining life without 
the policy. “I would not have even been able 
to get to Princeton without it,” she said.

Did the Sanders campaign hurt Hillary’s chances?

Sanders consciously ignored the danger 
posed by the protest-minded faction of his 
supporters. 
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has now been realized—when it was 
strategically advantageous for him 
to do so and despite vehemently dis-
agreeing with their refusal to vote for 
Clinton in the general election. He did 
this for noble reasons and to great 
effect, ultimately forcing Clinton to 
embrace a more progressive policy 
agenda. But by cutting the brakes of 
his supporters and failing to nudge 
them early on to vote for Clinton, 
Sanders gave up control of the move-
ment which he had started, contrib-
uting to the low liberal turnout that 
undermined the Democratic Party’s 
“blue wall” and therefore ultimately 
to Trump’s victory.

During the heat of the primaries, 
and particularly from March until the 
convention, Sanders made fewer pos-
itive statements about Clinton than 
at the start of his campaign, focusing 
more on highlighting their differenc-
es. One could argue that a candidate 
should be expected to eventually 
make such an adjustment during the 
inherently competitive primary sea-
son. Yet it appears that Sanders 
changed strategy halfway through 
his campaign in a way that went over 
and beyond this standard rhetorical 
shift. He realized that he could gain 
leverage over Clinton by failing to dis-
tinguish between her and Republican 
candidates—by even equating 
Clinton with them—in a way that ul-
timately led some of his enthusiasts 
to consider her flaws equivalent to 
those of her conservative opponents.

For instance, at a rally in 
Philadelphia on April 6, Sanders said 
of Clinton: “I don’t believe that she is 
qualified if she is through her super 
PAC taking tens of millions of dollars 
in special-interest funds.” In an NBC 
interview with Clinton days later, 
Matt Lauer read this comment aloud 
and followed up with the question: “Is 
he qualified to be President?” Clinton 
responded that she would “take 
Bernie Sanders over Donald Trump 
or Ted Cruz any time.”

Sanders, in fairness, expressed 
similar thoughts about Clinton early 
in his campaign. Back in November 
2015, during an ABC interview, 
Sanders stated without prompt that, 
“Hillary Clinton will be an infinitely 
better candidate and President than 
the Republican candidate on his best 
day.” Similarly, when he endorsed 
Clinton in July, he spoke glowingly 
of her qualifications, principles, and 
ability to lead the country. He contin-
ued to do so up until November 8, but 
the damage was already done: many 
of Sanders’ supporters considered 
Clinton too moderate—that is, too 
conservative—to vote for.

Sanders’s failure to neutralize the 
Bernie-or-Bust crusade at its genesis 
did not come from a place of oblivi-
ousness or hostility. On the contrary, 
during a critical period of the gener-
al election season, Sanders chose his 
words and actions rather carefully, 
neither pacifying nor aggravating the 
concerns that this group had with 
Clinton. In this timeframe, Sanders 
leveraged this group to push a more 
progressive Democratic platform on 
Clinton and force her to concede on 
certain policy disagreements that she 
had with him.

From late April until early July, for 
example, when it was inevitable that 
Clinton would be the Democratic 
nominee, Sanders withheld his en-
dorsement. By comparison, in the 
2008 Democratic primaries, Clinton 
endorsed Obama in early June, as 

soon as it was clear he would be 
the party’s nominee. Think of the 
2016 primaries as a game of chick-
en, in which both candidates wanted 
Clinton to have the full voting power 
of the party behind her, but disagreed 
about which policies she should 
take. For Clinton, the “swerve” in this 
game-theoretic model would have 
been to move toward a more progres-
sive stance on certain policies; for 
Sanders, it would have been to en-
dorse her without having any of his 
demands for more progressive poli-
cies met. Neither of them preferred to 
swerve, but would have rather done 
that than have her simply not receive 
his endorsement.

In an MSNBC interview on April 
25, Sanders suggested that it was 
Clinton’s responsibility to win over 
his supporters. He responded rather 
deliberately to a question regarding 
whether his campaign would sup-
port whoever clinched the nomina-
tion, saying: “We are not a movement 
where I can snap my fingers and say 
to you or to anybody else what you 
should do, because you won’t listen 
to me. You shouldn’t. You’ll make 
these decisions yourself.” By em-
powering voters to make their own 
decisions, he forced Clinton to chase 
after their votes by shifting her poli-
cies, as opposed to simply securing 
his endorsement. He forced Hillary 
to swerve—to the left, instead of the 
usual rightward turn to the center 
that the Democratic candidate pur-
sues after securing the nomination.

Working in conjunction with the 
Sanders campaign, Clinton budged 
on multiple issues in the last few 
months of the primaries. In May, she 

“The neoliberal era in the United 
States ended with a neofas-
cist bang,” Professor Cornel 
West wrote in an article for- the 

Guardian titled, “Goodbye, American 
neoliberalism. A new era is here”. 

Just four days following this “neo-
fascist bang,” I had the opportunity 
to chat with Professor West at the 
Nassau St. Starbucks. As a student in 
his freshman seminar, I was couldn’t 
have known we would be discussing 
Donald Trump, the President Elect, 
when, three weeks earlier, I asked 
in all my Midwestern shyness if he 
might, during his few free hours on 
campus per week, have time to talk 
over coffee. 

During our hour-long conversation, 
we did not speculate about cabinet 
appointments, polling failures, voter 
turnout, or all the artificial analyses 
conjured by a reeling mainstream me-
dia. Instead, we talked much closer to 
home, as a professor to a student, as 
a ‘prominent and provocative dem-
ocratic intellectual’ to an intellectu-
al-in-formation, as an experienced 
advocate to a young (aspiring) pro-
gressive activist. At the core of our 
conversation were the questions: 
what does it mean to be here now? 
What does it mean to be a student, 
a Princeton student, a progressive 
Princeton student, and a nineteen-
year-old in ‘catastrophic’ times?

In the public media, you are given 
the titles of philosopher, academic, 
professor, social activist, author, and 
“public intellectual.” Is there one of 
these identities to which you feel 
more strongly tied or that you came to 
first?

“At an early age, I fell in love with 
the life of the mind, but I also felt a 
powerful need to be a force for good 
on the ground. I could spend all the 
day in the library, but to be a force 
for good I need to be on the streets, 
in the churches, in the mosques, in 
the public spaces. I need to live a 
life in creative tension, and there is a 
tension there. But I can’t do without 
either. 

I try to learn from those towering 
figures who came before: Emerson, 
John Dewey, Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Ralph Nader. I read their biographies. 

I ask - how did they negotiate these 
roles? But, in the end, I, like you and 
everyone else, must find my own 
voice. I’ve been lucky enough to 
find myself in places like Princeton 
that allow me to live in that creative 
tension.” 

Have you ever felt a pull to retreat? 
That is, a desire to live just that intel-
lectual life, in the libraries or class-
rooms, away from the crowds and the 
streets? 

“I write books. When I’m writing, 
there’s that sense of being glad to be 
in a quiet, still space. But when I’m 
in that kind of space I feel the pull of 
the public work, pulling me back to 
the streets. It goes the other way too. 
When I’m in jail, in a church, I think, ‘I 
wish I had time to reread that Plato or 
that Chekhov.’ It cuts both ways, and 

Finding 
Courage in 

Catastrophic 
Times:

An Interivew 
with Cornel 

West
By EMMA COLEY

By cutting the brakes of his supporters and failing to 
nudge them early on to vote for Clinton, Sanders gave 
up control of the movement, which he had started.

The game theory “game of chicken” matrix.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 14
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that’s a good thing. That’s what it is 
to live a life in creative tension.”

Do you think intellectuals or aca-
demics have a responsibility to make 
their work accessible to a wider au-
dience, available outside of college 
campuses, or, specifically, outside the 
Fitz Randolph gates?  

“I think most in academia feel an 
obligation to engage in a quest for 
truth, a quest for knowledge at the 
highest level. To preserve the integ-
rity of that quest and to try to make 
it available universities publish – 
Princeton University Press is one of 
the best. Some things that it publish-
es have wide accessibility and some 
don’t. And that’s okay. I think most 
academics feel a commitment to ex-
cellence in the realm of ideas, and 
that’s a kind of integrity.” 

The election left many students 
shocked and asking what we can do, 
how we can navigate the concurrent 
roles of citizen and student. How does 
Princeton as a university and commu-
nity encourage students to be demo-
cratically engaged?

“Well, Princeton gives a week off 
prior to elections. Whether students 
use it for that sort of stuff or not, that 
shows, as an institution, Princeton 
wants students involved in the dem-
ocratic process. However, Princeton 
is still subject to same forces as any 
university – market forces, the com-
modification of everything, commer-
cialization, everything and everybody 
for sale. 

As a community it must create 
some countercultural options for in-
tegrity not just cupidity, for seeking 
love of truth, love of good, and love 
of beauty, not just money, status, and 
power. At its best, Princeton will al-
ways be cutting against that grain. 
And this is not just one political ide-
ology doing the talking. You can be 
conservative and against commodifi-
cation and commercialization – that’s 
what brings both parties together. 
Individuals can be committed to the 
quests for truth and knowledge and 
still have different ideological views. 
Integrity doesn’t have one specific 
ideology.”

As a Princeton graduate, a social 
leader, and an educator, what tools or 
skills would you hope a student devel-
ops by the time they walk across the 
stage at graduation?

 “One, the cultivation of critical in-
telligence. The shattering of parochi-
al and provincial ways of looking at 
the world. 

Two, compassion and courage. A 
willingness to expand the scope of 
empathy, to cut against the grain and 
the temptation to be well-adjusted to 
injustice. 

Three, a historical humility. That 
students recognize that all parts of 
the history of the species are shot 
through with fallibility. That they rec-
ognize that we are all falling short in a 
real way. 

I don’t know if these are tools or 
just wise ways of being, of being forc-
es for good in the world. They are 
the raw stuff for any democratic ex-
periment—and the United States is a 
fragile democratic experiment. This 
election will be a major, major chal-
lenge. We can lose rights so quickly, 

rights that took decades to acquire 
and preserve.”

How should we as college “progres-
sives” respond? 

“Shatter complacency. Shatter ap-
athy. We do not want denial of any 
of the challenges. We need a robust 
Socratic dialogue, a critical exchange 
between students of different ideo-
logical perspectives. Learn and lis-
ten; learn how to listen. Learn how 
to argue. Learn how to articulate vi-
sion. That’s what democracies are, 
they are very messy affairs in which 
persons are arguing over the pub-
lic life, good, and destiny of a social 
experiment. 

As a progressive - well I think I’m 
more than a progressive, I’m a revo-
lutionary Christian and that cuts it 
even deeper. [Progressives should 
be] very concerned with how to cre-
ate multiracial coalitions that are 
concerned about global warming, 
inequality, different forms of domi-
nation – and how to enact resistance 
to all these forms of denomination. 
I’m talking about white and male 

supremacy, racism, anti-Semitism. 
We need to be morally consistent. 
Domination is domination. You have 
to be willing to go into places you are 
not used to because you can’t just 
be a one issue or a two-issue person. 
This is a challenge to progressives. 
A lot of times want to be concerned 
with income inequality and not deal 
with outcomes of U.S. foreign policy. 
But, the truth is the poor white per-
son in Cleveland is just as precious 
as the peasant in Bolivia, as the poor 
woman in Tel Aviv, or poor black per-
son in Trenton. We must have that in-
ternational perspective of justice.

But, all that being said, I want 
to stress this for students here at 
Princeton: you need to learn how to 
find joy not just pleasure. The plea-
sures available in our society are al-
most infinite, but the sources of joy 
are drying up. Joy is really about how 
you are able to have a quality con-
nection with other people, not just 
stimulation. You must learn how to 
receive care and give the same. So 
much of United States culture is a joy-
less quest for pleasure. I’m thinking 
of the blues, John Coltrane, Mahalia 
Jackson; students need to be in con-
tact with those dimensions, those 
creative, soulful depths in order to 
not be overcome with despair and de-
pression. Joy is what sustains you in 
face of catastrophe.”

How do you balance that, the sen-
sitivity to injustice and the joy? As an 
activist and as an educator, how do 
you balance challenge and comfort for 
both yourself and your students? 

“We confront the great voices of 
the past who are part of this lega-
cy, people like Martin Luther King, 
Jr. and [Rabbi A.J.] Heschel, and we 
wrestle with their challenge to us. We 
must read them critically and in sub-
tle and nuanced ways, ways in which 
they push us—and we must have a 
response. We must be responsive and 
responsible readers who take their 
examples seriously, who engage in 
counter arguments and take responsi-
bility for our counterarguments. And 
we must hope that process makes us 
better persons, not just persons who 
can gain access to good grades, but 

access to more compassionate lives. 
However, we must acknowledge 

that all exemplary figures have short-
comings. Not any one has a monopo-
ly on truth. All of us are involved in 
an endless quest for truth. At same 
time, because these figures have 
spent so much time wrestling with 
these issues, more than we have, we 
must acknowledge they have a cer-
tain kind of authority. When Heschel 
is wrestling with what it means to be 
prophetic, he has something to say. 
He has something to say we just ha-
ven’t thought about. We can be open 
to their tremendous power and in-
sight and wisdom and still have some 
critiques. But we acknowledge them 
as canonical texts, not because their 
authority doesn’t need to be argued, 
but because, once you do, you can 
see in their thinking and in their ac-
tion why they are authoritative.” 

How can we be unified as a stu-
dent and campus community in our re-
sponse to the election? 

“There are certain basic things we 
should all agree on. Each and every 
one of us has a significance and a sta-
tus that requires respect. We cannot 
enter into a dialogue with those who 
think there’s a certain group of peo-
ple for whom we ought to have no 
respect at all. A Socratic dialogue still 
requires some certain basic assump-
tions that we all hold; I think for the 
most part that is true at Princeton. I 
don’t think there are people who are 
misogynistic to the core. We have 
sexist, patriarchic folk, but not to-
tally sexist, patriarchic folk. I don’t 
encounter that at Princeton at all. 
Racism and sexism are different than 
a kind of fascist perception in which 
some persons have no significance 
whatsoever. We can acknowledge in 
that regard some of the progress that 
we’ve made. In a Socratic dialogue, 
we will have conflict, but that’s good. 
We need to have a challenging discus-
sion about income inequality, taxes, 
abortion, TPP, foreign trade, all the 
different issues.

Progressive folk cannot be in de-
nial about our relative defeat – and 
for Sanders to lose the primary, for 
Trump to win over Clinton is, in fact, 

a major defeat. What we do is we 
learn from this defeat and preserve 
our integrity and hope and willing-
ness to fight and argue so we don’t 
cave in and don’t give up. We have to 
be long distance runners in struggle 
for truth and justice. I recall in 1980 
I felt the same thing when Reagan 
won. Here we are, thirty-six years lat-
er, with the triumph of Trump. It was 
different here in the eighties, the ear-
ly nineties; it was a different moment 
here, then. Reagan unleashed unbe-
lievable conservative forces among 
young people on campuses. When 
I was here in the early seventies, we 
were very much a liberal leftist gen-
eration in the sixties and seventies. 
We were anti-war, racism, and sexism. 
This shifted in eighties and nineties. 
It’s my generation [that] produced 
Trump. 

Since [the eighties, we] have had 
some breakthroughs and some set-
backs: this is a major one. The beau-
tiful thing is if the only people who 
could vote were those young folk, 
those under thirty, Sanders would 
be president. That puts a smile on 
my face.  That’s a tremendous sign of 
hope.”

I left our conversation remind-
ed of the simple fact that we are 
surrounded not just by textbook 
knowledge but by wisdom. Just 

as Professor West looks back and up 
to Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rabbi 
Heschel, to the traditions of the past 
that point to more just possibilities 
for the future, we, too, have the op-
portunity to find our role models, our 
imperfect exemplars. 

In our traditions, we encounter 
those who have witnessed the rise 
and fall moments as, and even more, 
critical than our own. Their voices 
remind us that we are the products 
of a long histories of complacency 
and resistance, and that there will be 
times after “Brother Donald.” They 
remind us that our historical moment 
demands that we, as students in this 
moment and citizens of this nation, 
engage in more than just “education.” 
It is calling us, as Professor West of-
ten says, to undertake the art of “soul 
craft.” 

“Students need to be in contact with those dimensions, 
those creative, souful depths in order to not be 
overcome with despair and depression. Joy is what 
sustains you in the face of catastrophe.”
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On October 11th, with the class-
room of McCosh 62 full well 
beyond its seating capacity. 
Graduate students represent-

ing departments from Astrophysical 
Sciences to the Woodrow Wilson 
School gathered in the first open 
town-hall meeting to discuss union-
ization. Many, unsure of how a union 
would affect them, hoped the meet-
ing would ease their worries. Others, 
ready to dive into resolving the griev-
ances they had with the University, 
asked about how their specific wants 
could be negotiated with a union. 
One graduate student and father 
stood up and asked about improving 
childcare subsidies—as it stands, the 
University offers a childcare subsidy 
that awards, at most, less than half 
the average cost of childcare in New 
Jersey. An older graduate student ar-
gued for retirement packages; doctor-
al students can spend more than half 
a decade of their working life without 
accruing any significant funds to-
wards their retirement. One doctoral 
student in the history department 
listed housing and cost of living as 
primary concerns that the University 
has failed to meet. As an example, 
graduate students on the base sti-
pend qualify for public housing in 

Mercer County, although long wait-
lists make this an impractical solu-
tion. In an interview following the 
meeting, a grad student noted that al-
though a studio apartment is the sin-
gle most-requested option, there are 
only 34 in the entire graduate housing 
system. Another, from Europe, men-
tioned the exclusion of dental and 
vision care from the regular health 
plan—on top of which, graduate stu-
dents pay twice the deductible cost 
of regular faculty. The sentiments 
voiced at the town hall were not 
spontaneous outbursts; they indicate 
more deeper-running currents. In this 
time of change, they reëmerged at 
this meeting, itself many years in the 
making.

I.

The National Labor Relations Act 
became law in 1935, as part of 
FDR’s Second New Deal. The 
US beginning to emrge from the 

Great Depression; the already pre-
carious conditions of employment 

for laborers in the early 20th centu-
ry, which had spawned an economic 
leftism not seen since in this country, 
were further stressed by recession 
and a swollen pool of unemployed 
labor. It was in this context that the 
NLRA, also known as the Wagner 
Act, sought offer a legal framework 
for unions and for the collective bar-
gaining process, which had long been 
a chaotic (and sometimes violent) 
affair. 

The Wagner Act established the 
National Labor Relations Board, 
comprised of Senate-approved 
Presidential appointees, to enforce la-
bor law and both oversee and set the 
terms of union elections. Importantly, 
the NLRB rules on what comprises a 
“bargaining unit”—a group of workers 
that can be adequately represented 
by a single union. Regional Offices of 
the NLRB receive workers’ petitions 
and supervise the process of union 
elections directly. If, through the elec-
tion, a union is formed, “the employ-
er and union are obligated by law to 

came out in favor of the Medicare 
public option, which would have al-
lowed middle-aged citizens to secure 
healthcare coverage from the gov-
ernment at a relatively low cost. She 
announced a proposal in early July to 
make universities more affordable for 
low-to-middle income families, specif-
ically by covering tuition at certain 
public colleges for families with in-
comes below $125,000. By the time of 
the Democratic National Convention 
(DNC) in July, in what was her larg-
est policy concession to Sanders, 
she even backed a $12.50 national 
minimum wage. The Democratic plat-
form minted at that convention was 
ultimately hailed by Sanders, Clinton, 
and countless other Democratic pol-
iticians and liberal commentators as 
the “most progressive platform in 
history.”

But Sanders’s strategy, though ef-
fective, was not without downsides. 

In a normal election, the mere fact 
that Clinton was dragged to the left 
would have been a significant dis-
advantage. During this election sea-
son, however, the number of votes 
that she lost from being dragged to 
the left and therefore failing to cap-
ture moderates was dwarfed by the 
number lost from the dissatisfaction 
of Sanders supporters. Sanders had 
failed to realize that his tactic was 
irreversible. Ultimately, Clinton was 
not hurt by Sanders forcing her to 
adopt a more progressive agenda, but 
rather by him lambasting her for not 
already being there did.

“Given, frankly, some of the criti-
cism that he made, I think it will take 
work to get all of [Sanders’s backers] 
there,” said former Massachusetts 
Democratic Representative Barney 
Frank when Sanders first endorsed 
Clinton. Data on the matter—which, 
to be sure, was inaccurate and vol-
atile—suggested that he was right. 
A Bloomberg poll indicated that, as 
of June, as little as 55% of those that 

still supported Sanders would vote 
for Clinton in the general election. 
In polling done by CNN, Fox News, 
Marist, and YouGov that accounted 
for third-party candidates, that num-
ber only rose to 63% after Sanders 
announced his support for Clinton 
in July. Back-of-the-envelope calcu-
lations based on these polls suggest 
that Clinton may have lost up to 4.9 
million votes in the general election 
to the resilience of Bernie-or-Busters.

Since Clinton won the popular vote 
by more than 2 million votes, the 
sheer number of votes lost national-
ly to the Bernie-or-Bust movement 
was not the reason that she lost to 
Trump. Rather, many of the votes that 
Clinton lost may well have come from 
Sanders’ most steadfast supporters 
in the Rust Belt, a historically blue re-
gion in which Trump and Sanders had 
a similar anti-establishment appeal, 
particularly to elderly white males. 
Simply put, Trump won Michigan and 

Wisconsin, which Sanders won in the 
Democratic primaries, due to low vot-
er turn-out.

Whatever the other factors that 
contributed to Hillary Clinton’s loss 
to Donald Trump, including the many 
strategic failures of the DNC and 
Clinton herself, the Bernie-or-Bust 
movement was certainly one of them. 
Bernie Sanders harnessed voters’ 
dissatisfaction with the Democratic 
establishment to criticize Clinton 
and reinforce his influence over the 
party’s progressive base, through his 
mobilization of which he was able to 
pull Clinton to the left in the general 
election even after his loss to her in 
the primaries. The effect of the crit-
icisms that he leveled against her 
did not evaporate when their pri-
mary battles ended. In his quest to 
offer Americans a more progressive 
Democratic candidate and platform, 
which he strategically secured from 
Clinton and the DNC, he inadver-
tently weakened liberal turnout and 
helped Trump secure victory.  

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 10

The number of votes Clinton lost from being dragged 
to the left was dwarfed by the number lost from the 
dissatisfaction of Sanders supporters.
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Learned are the Unionized

Inside the struggle for a graduate student union.

One doctoral student in the history department listed 
housing and cost of living as the primary concerns that 
the University has failed to meet.

By TAJIN ROGERS AND SEYITCAN UCIN
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by the NLRB. Efforts for unionization 
at here at the “Southern Ivy” have 
lagged behind, as one might expect. 
But the history of graduate organiza-
tion hasn’t always been so tepid. 

II. 

The very first Princeton graduate 
student union was actually the 
Princeton Graduate Draft Union, 
formed in April 1967. While de-

ferments continued to be given to 
undergraduates, in early 1968 the 
Johnson administration abolished 
the deferment for most graduate stu-
dents (medical, dental, and divinity 
students excepted). There had been 
some earlier organization by the SDS 
on campus, but grad student orga-
nizers had called any active grad 
student resistance “latent”. In the 
late-sixties heyday of political organi-
zation on campus (it was in 1968 that 
students from the University’s SDS 
chapter carried the “Even Princeton” 
at the March on Washington, counter-
ing Princeton’s already-established 
reputation as a bastion of staid post-
war conservatism), the Graduate 
Draft Union found some traction. 
The Daily Princetonian reported in 
May 1968 that it “attracted over 350 
anxious graduate students to its first 
open meeting.” Still, the union shied 
away from the more direct and Left-
affiliated politics of the undergradu-
ate Princeton Draft Resistance Union, 
which focused on vietnam as an un-
just, neo-imperialist conflict: “The 
graduate union aims to reform the 
draft laws. Failing that it will try to 
find a way out for anyone who doesn’t 
want to go in to [sic] the Army,” 
the article concluded. So while this 
grad union student overlapped with 
the formation of the Council of the 
Princeton University Community in 
1969, it eventually disappeared; by 
the time the US had pulled out of di-
rect ground engagement, in 1973, it 

had become obsolete.  
Graduate student unionization 

emerged again in 1988. “Strife Over 
Substance and Style Tests Princeton’s 
Leader”, read a December New York 
Times headline, tucked back in the 
N.Y./Region section, detailing the sit-
uation. Two years prior, Dr. Harold 
T. Shapiro GS ‘64 had succeeded the 
(late) well-liked William Bowen GS ‘58 
as University President. In the spring, 
the University had projected a not-in-
considerable $3.5 million dollar defi-
cit, out of a then-$400 million annual 
budget. While the University was still 
far from broke (in 1989, the endow-
ment was a paltry $2.7 billion for 6200 
students), President Shapiro oversaw 
some tightening of the purse-strings; 
“We are terribly well-financed, but 
we are not immune from choices,” 
he told the Times. Among the budget 
items offered up for cuts were grad-
uate students’ access to counseling, 
security services, and weekend meals 
at the graduate college, prompting 
pushback. In an interview with the 
Prince, a grad student was quoted 
saying, “there is an aggressive policy 
being waged by Nassau Hall against 
us,” while another declared, “These 
cuts are symbolic of our marginal 
status at the University.” The disap-
pointment and frustration was com-
pounded by the previous elevation of 
grad students’ hopes: Dr. Shapiro had 
been the first (and remains the only) 
president to be a graduate alumnus of 
the University—all the previous had 
been undergraduate alumni. Grad stu-
dents who hoped that this would lead 
to greater understanding and sym-
pathy for the issues that they faced 
were let down. “I remember being in-
credibly disappointed that having a 
grad alum as president made so little 
difference,” one then-grad student re-
calls. “It was crazy, actually.” 

The nucleus of a graduate student 
union, formed from meetings over 

the summer of ’88, consolidated its 
position in the fall of that year, when 
three-quarters of the grad student 
body responded to a survey on a 
whether they wanted a graduate orga-
nization. The decision was made with 
enthusiasm—97% of respondents 
were in favor of organization. Even 
at the time, some felt that the orga-
nization was “long overdue”. As one 
survey response read, “I have been to 
four different universities, and I have 
never before seen a graduate student 
body as demoralized and disenfran-
chised as Princeton’s.” various ad 
hoc committees were formed, one of 
which was dedicated to establishing 
the structure and makeup of a larg-
er assembly. In the end, the assem-
bly was formed with representatives 
from different departments, residenc-
es, and identity groups. 

When the Graduate Student Union 
first formed in 1989, previous NLRB 
rulings meant that collective bar-
gaining wasn’t a viable option for the 
graduate students, though “we did in-
deed talk about that possibility in the 
abstract,” a grad student recalls.  Its 
motivation was nevertheless union-
like, demonstrating to the Princeton 
community that graduate students 
“wanted to band together”; indeed, 
the decision to call it a “union” had 
“intentionally combative” tones.  
In 1999, however, the Graduate 
Student Union was renamed to be the 
Graduate Student Government—and 
the changes went beyond the organi-
zation’s name. For example, the GSG’s 
constitution states that one of its 
purposes is “to provide a forum for 
free and open discussion of matters 
affecting [graduate students], and to 
provide financial and organizational 
support for social events within this 
community.” In contrast, the original 
constitution of the GSU focused on its 
role as a “representative organization 
to advocate the interests of graduate 
students at Princeton University.” An 
organization that was meant to repre-
sent graduate students’ interests to 
the University became one through 
which the University shapes graduate 
student life at Princeton.

bargain in good faith with each other 
over terms and conditions of employ-
ment”; the NLRB is charged with en-
forcing this law. 

While graduate students at public 
universities usually fall under state 
regulations on the status of public 
employees’ unions, and thus escape 
the jurisdiction of the NLRB, private 
graduate students’ legal ability to 
unionize traces back to a petition 
brought before the NLRB by students 
at Adelphi University in 1972. Directly 
following the precedent set by 
Cornell just two years prior—which 
held that private universities were 
under the jurisdiction of the NLRB, 
using the university’s engagement 
in interstate commerce as justifica-
tion—students at Adelphi petitioned 
to join the existing faculty union. The 
NLRB found that graduate students 
were primarily students and “do not 
share a sufficient community of inter-
est with the regular faculty to warrant 
their inclusion in the unit.” Important 
to note, Adelphi didn’t indicate that 
graduate student employees weren’t 
able to unionize in accordance with 
the Wagner Act in their collective 
bargaining unit. However, in 1974, 
physics students at Stanford deliv-
ered a petition to NLRB to form an 
independent union for physics re-
search assistants; the Board held 

that graduate student assistants were 
not “employees” as defined by the 
Wagner Act because they were “pri-
marily students,” and thus were not 
entitled to the protections of the Act. 
This was the position of the NLRB for 
40 years—with the exception of the 
period between the 2000 NYU ruling, 
when graduate students at private in-
stitutions were permitted to unionize, 
and the 2004 Brown University ruling 
of a Bush-appointee-heavy board that 
overturned NYU. Again, the Board 
concluded that while there might be 
some economic aspect to the system 
of compensation for teaching assis-
tance, “it is clear to us that graduate 
student assistants, including those 
at Brown, are primarily students and 
have a primarily educational, not 
economic, relationship with their 
university.”

In August of this year, the NLRB 
ruled on a petition from graduate 
students at Columbia, which had 
been received at the end of 2014. 
Reversing its Brown decision, the 
current Board’s argument hinged on 
that fact that “statutory coverage 
is permitted by virtue of an employ-
ment relationship; it is not foreclosed 
by the existence of some other, addi-
tional relationship that the Act does 
not reach.” In other words, regard-
less of whether or not the academic 

dimension of graduate students’ 
relationship to their university out-
weighs the economic dimension, the 
mere existence of an employment re-
lationship permits the formation of 
a collective bargaining unit. In an in-
tentionally broad move (“it is appro-
priate to extend statutory coverage 
to students working for universities 
covered by the Act unless there are 
strong reasons not to do so”), the 
NLRB’s approved bargaining unit in-
cluded graduate students, terminal 
Master’s degree students, and even 
undergraduates employed under cer-
tain conditions. 

Today, graduate unions at sever-
al peer institutions are in the final 
stages of organization. The Graduate 
Workers of Columbia, affiliated with 
United Automobile Workers, will be 
holding their election on December 
7 and 8.  The Harvard Graduate 
Student Union, also affiliated with 
UAW, held their election in mid-No-
vember, though the results were not 
finalized by the time we went to print. 
The Duke Graduate Students Union, 
affiliated with Service Employee 
International Union, has filed their 
petition to the NLRB to hold an elec-
tion. The Yale graduate employee 
union, Local 33, affiliated with UNITE 
HERE has also submitted their peti-
tion and is awaiting an election date 

In other words, regardless of whether or not the 
academic dimension of graduate students’ relationship 
to their university outweighs the economic dimension, 
the mere existence of an employment relationship 
permits the formation of a collective bargaining unit.



18     THE PRINCETON PROGRESSIVE     December 2016 December 2016   THE PRINCETON PROGRESSIVE     19

bargaining, the notes cite that there 
is no empirical evidence suggest-
ing that academic freedom will be 
harmed. In fact, the NLRB explains 
that any possible infringement of ac-
ademic freedom can be negotiated 
in contractual agreements between 
the graduate students and the admin-
istration: “...faculty members have 
successfully negotiated collective 
bargaining agreements that address 
terms and conditions of employment 
at private universities while contrac-
tually ensuring academic freedom for 
decades.” At the town hall, Walsh of-
fered a slightly different line. “When 
students are less concerned about 
their material circumstances and 
their position within the program, 
they feel that they can take more 
chances. [It’s] more of an opportu-
nity to practice academic freedom.” 
On the empirical side, the decision 
also cites Effects of Unionization 
on Graduate Student Employees: 
Faculty–Student Relations, Academic 
Freedom, and Pay (Sean Rogers, et 
al.), which surveyed graduate stu-
dents at unionized and non-unionized 
universities and found no significant 
evidence that collective bargaining 

led to a less free academic climate. 
In fact, the study showed, “union-
ized students were more likely than 
nonunionized students to report re-
spect for differing opinions in their 
university.” 

A large part of the more serious 
case against grad unionization, 
as stated by the NLRB itself, is 
that “the student-teacher rela-

tionship is based on mutual academic 
interests, in contrast to the conflict-
ing economic interests that inform 
the employer-employee relationship.” 
Similarly, in their brief, the amici 
praise the earlier Brown decision for 
concluding that “the graduate assis-
tants are students whose relationship 
with the university is primarily aca-
demic, not economic. This has not 
changed.” While it is true that the 
economic relationship between the 
University and its graduate students 
has not eclipsed the academic rela-
tionship (and, hopefully, never will) 
the rhetoric used in the brief does 
nothing to acknowledge the long-term 
shift in the role of graduate students 
that has accompanied the changing 
structure of the American university. 

Princeton has been spared the worst 
of these changes by our titanic en-
dowment, but as the nationwide re-
configuration of higher education 
shows no signs of abating, it makes 
sense to keep a watchful eye on the 
future. 

Yet even if graduate students are 
still “more” students than they are 
workers, there is no reason to ignore 
the fact that they are also workers. As 
one graduate student acutely wrote 
to us, “[The] mutual academic inter-
est doesn’t contradict the fact that 
there’s an economic relationship in 
play when we do work and receive 
compensation for it. In fact, recog-
nizing that work as work, engaging 
in collective bargaining over wages, 
benefits, and other conditions of our 
employment, can let the purely aca-
demic and intellectual relationship 
stand on its own. There’s many ways 
in which having a union can actual-
ly improve rather than confuse or 
complicate the academic relation-
ship between student and advisor, 
because it allows the economic rela-
tionship between employee and em-
ployer to be openly acknowledged 
and more explicitly separated from 
the academic relationship.” Further, 
if one looks for empirical evidence, 
Rogers et al. contends that “union-
ization becomes a significant posi-
tive predictor of both the personal 
support and professional support 
dimensions of student-teacher rela-
tionships.” This is unsurprising. As 

This spring, several graduate stu-
dents began organizing in the 
event of a positive decision by 
the NLRB. The group began their 

efforts in secrecy, but the news of the 
decision meant that they could bring 
their work into the open to form a 
larger movement without University 
obstruction. The October 12 meet-
ing prompted discussion of union 
affiliation. Graduate students voted 
to hold the voting for affiliation the 
following week. As some leaders of 
the group explained, the vote of af-
filiation—which national labor union 
to join in the event of an affirmative 
unionization vote—was not the same 
as the actual vote on whether to 
unionize, which must be undertaken 
by the whole graduate student body. 
Affiliating with a union before a vote 
on unionization itself gives organizers 
and graduate students access to the 
resources provided by the national 
union, from legal counsel on labor 
law to a physical space for organiz-
ing. Still, one graduate student asked 
whether 65 people was enough to ad-
equately represent the views of the 
entire student body. Although David 
Walsh, a graduate student in history 
and prominent member of the union-
ization effort, explained that the vote 
on affiliation at Penn (which has four 
times as many graduate students as 
Princeton) was held by 60 people, the 
room voted to postpone a vote, citing 
a need for greater comprehension of 
the different proposals, more deliber-
ation time, and a wider audience.

At the meeting, graduate students 
considered proposals from the AFT, 
American Federation of Teachers, 
and the SEIU, Service Employees 
International Union. While both 
proposals made some of the same 
commitments to the unionization 
process—legal aid, access to trained 
organizers, and a delay on union dues 
until after full union formation—the 
AFT made more concrete pledges, in-
cluding a space for a campaign head-
quarters and 3-5 full time staff. 

The difference, in part, can be 
traced to the unions’ larger missions 
and organization. The AFT mostly fo-
cuses on education and has a looser 
national leadership and increased 

local autonomy; on the other hand, 
the larger SEIU, with more political 
origins in gender and immigrant labor 
struggles, as well as a broad range 
of workers in its ranks, has a more 
strongly centralized structure. There 
were pros and cons of both. With 
unions on every campus of Rutgers, 
the AFT has experience with labor 
law as it pertains higher education 
in New Jersey, a point that resonated 
with grad students. Supporting the 
decision, Walsh cited the AFT’s “prov-
en track record of successful organiz-
ing in the state of New Jersey.” The 
SEIU, however, organizes Princeton’s 
dining staff and has already estab-
lished dialogue with the University. 
Further, some at the meeting brought 
up the idea of sympathy strikes en-
abled by close coordination with the 
dining employees, although the le-
gality was never confirmed—under 
the Wagner Act, NLRB-recognized 
unions have to abide by a plethora of 
regulations. 

When the affiliation vote occurred, 
on Oct. 18, 162 grad students voted, 
with 77.1% voting for the AFT. The 
AFT, for its part, welcomed the deci-
sion. In a statement, president Randi 
Weingarten said, “We’re very excited 
that Princeton grad students—like 
those at Cornell and the University of 
Chicago—have chosen the AFT and 
our state affiliate, AFT New Jersey. 
The recent NLRB decision, Columbia 
University, has given grad employ-
ees at private universities the same 
rights as their public counterparts; 
it’s a pathway for a real say over their 
work lives.” 

 

III.

In these early days, the most-used 
argument against graduate union-
ization at Princeton has been the 
comparative comfort of gradu-

ate students here, especially giv-
en the underfunded state of public 

universities across the US today. 
More commonly used when dis-
cussing lower-wage laborers, this 
argument hinges on the supposed 
magnanimity and benevolence of 
the employer, who could otherwise 
be drawing from a wider labor mar-
ket. The workers, in turn, should be 
grateful for their provider’s largesse. 
As one graduate student responded, 
“I think that’s an insidious logic that 
implies that the mistreatment of oth-
ers should immediately disqualify 
any grievances, complaints, or de-
mands for fairer and better treatment 
that workers who are supposedly 
‘better-off’ might have.” Certainly 
the labor conditions of some other 
workers, e.g., dining-hall workers and 
custodial staff, require more vigilant 
defense against abuses. The claim 
is not, as some would frame it, that 
struggles of the graduate students at 
private institutions like Princeton are 
“equivalent” to these—that would be 
callous and simply untrue. However, 
the improvement of one does not pre-
clude the other, as nearly all union de-
tractors would admit when pressed. 
The argument against unionization, 
then, must show clear harm that will 
be done to graduate students.

In February, Princeton, along with 
the entirety of the Ivy League, MIT, 
and Stanford, filed an amicus brief to 
the NLRB against the legality of union-
ization. “[We] believe that reversal or 
modification of Brown would signifi-
cantly damage private sector gradu-
ate education in this country and will 
represent an inappropriate intrusion 
into long protected areas of academ-
ic freedom and autonomy,” the ami-
ci argued. The brief further charges 
that legal labor relations are not ap-
propriate in an academic sphere be-
cause “the very premise of the Act is 
conflict-driven; it is not based in the 
civility of academic discourse.” While 
the NLRB decision doesn’t go as far 
as claiming that academic freedom 
will increase as a result of collective 

In February, Princeton, along with the entirety of the Ivy 
League, MIT, and Stanford, filed an amicus brief to the 
NLRB against the legality of unionization.

Even if graduate students are still “more” 
students than they are workers, there is no 
reason to ignore the fact that they are also 
workers.
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another graduate student explained, 
“the Grad Students are not employed 
by their professor, but by the univer-
sity, like the professors themselves… 
[while] the professors might be the 
ones distributing the work and de-
termining the tasks Student Workers 
have to do, they are not the ones 
paying for the work.” Indeed, while 
the very structure of academia works 
strongly against any sort of professo-
rial labor organizing, “professors and 
Grad Students both share mutual aca-
demic interests and are both, though 
on very different levels, employees 
by [sic] the university.”

Another specter raised by 
union opponents is a strike that 
would force graduate students to 
halt teaching and research. In the 
words of the sleek website of the 
“Princeton Unionization Information 
Committee,” “If the New Jersey chap-
ter does decide to strike, however, 
it is possible that you will be forbid-
den from working on your research 
or teaching. If you work anyway, you 
will be fined.” Strikes are not decided 
upon casually. An “economic strike”, 
as classified by the Wagner Act, is 
rarely called without a long period of 
failed negotiation.

Further, while a local will some-
times have to consult a parent union 
with regards to funding before initiat-
ing a strike, state and national unions 
do not force locals to strike, especial-
ly in an organization as decentralized 
as the AFT, which allows its locals a 
high degree of autonomy. It’s safe to 
say that the nightmare scenario of a 
widely unpopular forced strike is, in 
all likelihood, just a specter. However, 
if graduate students wanted a formal 
guarantee of being able to research 
at all times, the University and a 
graduate student union could agree 
on a “no-strike no-lockout” policy 
in a proposed contract. In that case, 
the graduate students would trade 
their ultimate tool—the strike—for a 
guarantee that they would never be 
locked out of their laboratories and 
classrooms. Although recent events 
at Long Island University would seem 
to point to the prudence of reserving 
the right to strike in cases of extreme 
need, a no-strike no-lockout policy 

might be a good fit for Princeton, giv-
en the abundance of funding.

Some detractors might ask why 
the graduate student body needs a 
second representative organization—
after all, don’t they have the GSG, 
and its 7 seats on the U-Council? To 
be sure, all the graduate students 
with whom we spoke appreciated 
the work that the GSG does—“the 
GSG does a fantastic job, and there 
are great people in the leadership 
there”, one graduate student clar-
ified before launching into a long 
critique—but they also expressed a 
desire for an organization that does 

more. Because it has never been a 
labor union (even when billed as the 
GSU) and is not under the Wagner 
Act, the University is under no legal 
obligation to negotiate with it in good 
faith. While it can make recommen-
dations, the University is under no 
legal requirement to abide by these; 
it is, as one student said, “toothless”. 
Furthermore, the GSG is “financially 
and institutionally dependent on the 
University”: it receives its funding 
from the University, and Dr. Kulkarni, 
the Dean of the Graduate School, of-
ten attends its meetings. While Dean 
Kulkarni’s presence makes sense, and 
is even necessary, at a meeting of 
students petitioning their administra-
tors, it would be utterly out of place 
in a meeting of workers—in that 
sphere, Dr. Kulkarni would be akin to 
a manager. Of course, a PGSU would 
not totally supplant the GSG—the 
two relationships, economic and aca-
demic, would still coexist. 

In short: unions in American higher 
education work, have worked, and, 
if Princeton’s graduate students 
move forward with unionization, 

will work for them too. With regards 
to the material bottom line, Rogers 
et al. reports that “unionized GSEs 

reported higher stipends, and greater 
pay fairness and adequacy than did 
nonunion GSEs, all differences that 
were statistically significant.” 

At NYU, another well-funded 
private university, when graduate 
workers organized and negotiated a 
contract in 2002, they won a 38% in-
crease to minimum stipends, guar-
anteed tuition and fee waivers, and, 
for the first time, fully-paid health in-
surance. While the data does not yet 
exist for other Ivy League institutions 
specifically, we should begin to see it 
at Harvard in the next year—and it 
would be surprising for it to buck the 

established pattern. Even in this past 
year, before the results of the NLRB’s 
decision have had time to take effect, 
leading “peer” universities across the 
country have made concessions to 
graduate students, in what looks aw-
fully like an attempt at appeasement. 
The universities themselves know 
that graduate student unions will win 
better benefits and compensation. 

A recent editorial in the Prince con-
cluded that “for graduate students 
at elite institutions, the case against 
unionization is … about protecting 
the right—which even in academia 
is an increasingly rare privilege—not 
to be a worker.” We think that this is 
exactly the case for unionization. The 
precious privilege to be something 
other than a worker—a student, a 
human separate from her labor-pow-
er—is something to be safeguarded, 
and simply ignoring time spent work-
ing does not cause it to disappear. By 
separating the time and labor that 
make graduate students workers, 
and by working for material benefits, 
a PGSU would enable graduate stu-
dents to commit more time to their 
own studies and pursuit of learning. 
What could be more important to the 
University than that? 

TW: sexual violence, victim blaming, 
offensive language.

1. 

When I was in third grade 
and in the car on the way 
to school, I was told what 
to do if I was physically as-

saulted—I was taught to kick between 
the person’s legs with all the strength 
my eight-year-old body had; to bite 
through duct tape if put over my 
mouth; to hide and to never approach 
a stranger, because who knows if they 
would help or hurt? I was told ways 
to prevent being attacked—never 
walk alone, always walk with keys be-
tween my fingers, don’t dress a cer-
tain way, do wear my hair down. 

Years later, a car followed me as I 

walked home alone at night without 
cellphone service. I tried to shake 
them off by darting down side streets, 
but as I reached my apartment build-
ing, I heard the car slow behind me 
and the sound of running footsteps.

I barely made it inside and shut 
the door before they reached me—
slamming against the inches of glass 
that separated us. I could hear their 
breathing from the other side, but 
all I can remember thinking is that 
I shouldn’t have worn such short 
shorts.

This story is mine, but it’s not 
unique in my life, or to me at all. 
Almost everyone I’ve ever met 
has felt some lack of agency in 

terms of their body—whether it be 

profound feelings of violation, feeling 
distanced by normative understand-
ings of what a body “should” be, and 
so on. Any number of combinations 
of feelings can coexist around bodies 
and bodily ownership—there are like-
ly as many as there are people. But in 
part where these feelings of violation 
and fear and cooptation and violence 
lead is to a broader discussion of 
how, exactly, we can understand the 
term Rape Culture.

More specifically, what does it 
mean for an entire culture to con-
done and perpetuate sexual violence? 
What does that look like in practice? 
How can and should we understand 
the word violence—and what are the 
different forms that violence takes in 
a Rape Culture? How are we personal 
agents of this violence?

How do we end it?
These are abstract questions 

for a concept that, at its core, is 
not an abstraction. It’s a lived real-
ity for all of us, with Rape Culture’s 

While the very structure of academia works strongly 
against any sort of professional labor organizing, 
“professors and Grad Students both share mutual 
academic interests and are both, though on very 
different levels,” employed by the university.

One Through/In Four

How can we dismantle rape culture?

What does it mean for an entire culture to condone and 
perpetrate sexual violence? What does it look like in 
practice?

By KELLY HATFIELD
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manifestations affecting us all at dif-
ferent frequencies and to different 
degrees in no small part based on in-
tersections of our identities.

I propose a way of entering into 
the conversation through three 
more concrete expressions of vio-
lence in addition to the one above. 
These sometimes-graphic remind-
ers of some of the ugliest elements 
undergirding American society are 
examples that can and must be de-
constructed until our collective 
hands are compelled to move away 
from our eyes.

 
2. 

“I better use some Tic Tacs just 
in case I start kissing her. You know, 
I’m automatically attracted to beau-
tiful – I just start kissing them. It’s 
like a magnet. Just kiss. I don’t even 
wait. And when you’re a star, they let 
you do it. You can do anything. […] 
Grab ‘em by the pussy. You can do 
anything.” 

– President-elect Donald Trump
 

This fragment of a longer record-
ing has, of course, been much 
commented upon already – from 
formal political statements to 

Facebook posts to think pieces, it 
has captured the national discourse 
in an unprecedented way, even in 
this election. But beyond its nar-
row-minded sexism, Trump’s com-
ments are just one manifestation of a 
broader culture of dehumanization of 
the ‘other’ – here, women, but more 
generally speaking, anyone who does 
not fit into the specific mold of white, 
male, straight, cisgender, wealthy, 
able-bodied privilege.

This othering is coded for in the 
vulgarity of Trump’s language, and 
in its generality. He doesn’t refer to 
Arianne Zucker, the ‘her’ in question, 
as a person, but rather as ‘them,’ 
‘they,’ and ‘ ‘em.’ And he certain-
ly didn’t mean it in a way denoting 
an inclusive awareness of gendered 
language, but rather as a distancing 
technique that also allows him to 
discuss action without consequence, 
without personhood. ‘Just kiss.’ ‘You 
can do anything.’ This neglect of 

Arianne Zucker’s agency, identity, 
and humanity resonates with anoth-
er well-publicized statement, a twin 
manifestation of Rape Culture:

 3.
“The night of January 17th changed 

my life and the lives of everyone in-
volved forever. I can never go back 
to being the person I was before that 
day. I am no longer a swimmer, a stu-
dent, a resident of California, or the 
product of the work that I put in to 
accomplish the goals that I set out in 
the first nineteen years of my life. […] 
I wish I had the ability to go back in 
time and never pick up a drink that 
night, let alone interact with [redact-
ed]. […] I never want to experience 
being in a position where it will have 
a negative impact on my life or some-
one else’s ever again. I’ve lost two 
jobs solely based on the reporting of 
my case. I wish I never was good at 
swimming or had the opportunity to 
attend Stanford, so maybe the news-
papers wouldn’t want to write stories 
about me.”

– Brock Turner
 

Brock Turner, also known as the 
Stanford rapist, demonstrates a 
sense of flimsy contrition sim-
ilar to Trump’s “locker room” 

dismissals – his  variety is predicated 
on denunciations of alcohol and wish-
ing that he’d never had the privilege 
of attending Stanford so the details 
of his crime would not have been 
so widely publicized. In a part of his 
statement not included above, he 
only briefly mentions the damage he 
has done to his victim, the irrepara-
ble harm he has caused her. He eras-
es her from the narrative into which 
he forced her with a violence that res-
onated throughout the world.

But wide resonance does not mean 

that he didn’t—and Trump didn’t—
get away with their actions on a fun-
damental level. Because part of what 
makes Rape Culture, Rape Culture, is 
the fact that it’s not about sex at all. 
It’s about power and the exertion of 
power over others, both implicitly 
and explicitly, which both of these 
men do. With their straight, cis-gen-
der, able-bodied, wealthy, white male 
privilege myopia left unchecked, 
they describe the subjugation of an-
other as casual banter, or neglect it 
altogether.

Then they get away with it.
Brock Turner received such a light 

sentence – six months, of which he 
served three – largely because he is a 
rich white athlete. People of color are 
imprisoned at disproportionate rates, 
receiving much longer sentences for 
much lesser crimes, and yet Turner 
is free after serving a fraction of the 
original, puny sentence.

Trump maintains strong support 
among Republicans because, al-
though he is being denounced for 
violence towards white women in 
a way he never was for any of his 
other hate speech, he plays into his 
privilege and spins the story in the 
discourse of anti-PC and free speech. 
As many people have said, if we lived 
in an alternate, character-bending 
universe, and President Obama had 
said any one of the things Trump has, 
he would have been eviscerated. If 
Trump’s statements hadn’t reminded 
many of his supporters – among them 
prominent Republicans like Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell – of their 
wives, daughters, sisters, friends, 
would they have jumped ship? Or 
would they have stayed, as they have 
for months already?

And while it’s important to talk 
about the nuances of individual and 
structural responses to these two 

men, it’s also important to look at 
those individual narratives we our-
selves write in the aftermath of other 
well-publicized instances of violence:

4. 
 I don’t know anyone who would 

say that. Or do anything like it. We’re 
not like that.

I’m not a misogynist.

I would never rape anyone.

“Those are just extreme examples.”

Not all men.* 

These lines and their cognates 
may not be easily attributed to 
any one person, any one mo-
ment, any one case, any one 

anything. But I can almost guarantee 
that you have heard them. Whether 
it be in the dining hall, on Facebook, 
on the phone, in the locker room, in 
precept, in your own voice, you have 
likely heard them in some form. And 
they are poison, just like the hate 
Trump and Turner spew.

Because, when it comes to sex-
ual assault, the bottom line is that 
it happens in our community. We 
Speak data from the past few years 
at Princeton proves that. Broader ev-
idence proves that. You interact with 

victims and survivors of all forms of 
interpersonal violence every day, and 
with statistics showing that roughly 
75% of victims and survivors know 
their assailants, it’s almost a certain-
ty that you also know someone who 
has perpetrated this violence.

That is to say, there is no dis-
tance—not in the way that sen-
sationalizing particular stories, 
however important those stories 
are, can sometimes give the illusion 
of. And denying the proximity, forc-
ing the lived experiences of those 
around you into outdated narratives 
of strangers jumping out of bushes, is 
not only invalidating, but also its own 
form of violence towards victims and 
survivors.

But it’s not the only form of vio-
lence enacted in the casual comments 
above. To in one breath minimize oth-
ers’ experiences as not that bad, and 
with the next denounce Trump and 
Turner is to enforce broader systems 
of power in which other people’s pain 
is not enough until you’ve lived it. 
To tell a friend that their assailant is 
not an assailant, because no one you 
know would do that; to redirect the 
conversation based on your own dis-
comfort; to minimize—these are all 
forms of complicity (i.e. violence) in 
the system you ostensibly decry with 
every think piece you share about 
Trump, Turner, or others.

That is to say, do we only have so 
much outrage? So much compassion? 
Does our compassion extend only to 
strangers, and not even to those very 
same partners, children, siblings, 
and friends we invoke to justify the 
condemnation of interpersonal vio-
lence? Can we not allow ourselves to 
be even a little bit vulnerable, so that 
those closest to us may feel loved, 
safe, and validated?

That is to say, is it too much to ask 
that the people who denounce Trump 
and Turner denounce the people they 
know who’ve done things that are not 
that different? Is it too much to ask 
that people denounce the minimiza-
tion of sexual assault and interper-
sonal violence in their own circles? 
That they denounce rape jokes, a 
specific form of minimization of this 
violence?

If we want to dismantle Rape 
Culture, the answers have to be no. 
If we want to dismantle broader sys-
tems of oppression that play out in 
Rape Culture, the answers have to be 
no. 

*Note: people of all genders may 
be assaulted and assault others, I 
only use this in the context of state-
ments I’ve heard more often.

These graphic reminders of some of the 
ugliest elements undergirding American 
society are examples that can and must be 
deconstructed until our collective hands 
are compelled to move away from our eyes.
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