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I was born in Hempstead, Texas. Hempstead, 
where Sandra Bland was found dead in a 
prison cell in 2015. In 1961 a white doctor 
delivered me and saved my life. Although  
my race was written as “colored” on my birth 

certificate, the doctors and nurses held me upside 
down, clearing fluid from my lungs the entire night 
until I could breathe normally.

I was raised seven miles away, in Prairie 
View, Texas, where Bland was arrested, stopped 
for failing to put on a turn signal. My father,  
Horace Bond, taught English and Shakespear-
ean literature at Prairie View A&M University, a 
historically black school. Some of the first words 
I heard were Shylock’s “civil rights” soliloquy 
from The Merchant of Venice. 

“If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle 
us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not 

die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?”
Texas was for me then, and is now, a  

mottled patchwork of racism, Shakespeare, 
violence, the music of Charlie Parker and  
Peter, Paul and Mary, frog legs sold on the side 
of the road, watermelon festivals from which 
we left sticky and sweet. Sitting in the back of 
my mother’s undergrad science class while 
she studied. Cocktail parties with ashtrays 
filling and overflowing and talk of Dr. King 

and LeRoi Jones (a/k/a Amiri Baraka).
Half of my family still lives in Texas: my 

cousins Beth, Dana, and Wilma, my 83-year-
old cousin Doretha, and so many others, all of 
whom have for generations voted Democrat 
in a state that became Republican nearly forty 
years ago. Until, possibly, this year, because of 
the scorched-earth presidential campaign of 
Donald Trump.

In the 1960s mine was an all-black colle-
giate world. The only white people I saw were 
in ads and on television. When I was two and a 
half years old, President Kennedy was killed 
in Dallas, 214 miles away from my home. My 
sister and I played funeral for days, mirroring 
our grainy TV. 

I was three when President Johnson, born in 
Stonewall, Texas, signed the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 into law. I was four when he signed the 
Voting Rights Act. It was a Texan who answered, 
with those two laws, the blood spilled, the echo 
of so many wrongs, the unfathomable bravery 
of so many men and women.
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My initiation to that knowledge 
came when I was eight, when I 
found out how my aunt Carrie had 
been murdered, in 1938 or ’39, by 
the sheriff and his deputies. We 
were visiting my grandmother 
Mother Gatson in Beaumont. I 
heard her tell my father the story 
with a low, hollow sound to her 
voice that seemed to come from a 
deep well. He had a tape recorder 
and leaned close. She was on the 
front porch, her hair bound under a 
scarf, her eyes looking into nothing. 

I learned the entire story later. 
Doretha had been a girl when  
Carrie was murdered. She said  
that the sheriff had thrown a grain 
sack stained with blood onto my 
grandfather’s porch. They opened 
the sack and Aunt Carrie fell out, 
covered in blood.

Carrie was very light. She could 
have passed for white, but chose 
not to. She’d had a relationship 
with a married white man. He’d 
built her a house. That was all it 
took. When the sheriff left Carrie, 
he’d yelled that he was looking for 
all the other “white niggers.” Many 
of her sisters and brothers left 
town; they became, in the words of 
Ava DuVernay’s documentary 13th, 
political refugees in their own land.

When I look at the men who  
support Trump — screaming, faces 
twisted, or leaning back with a 
toothpick and a conspiratorial 
sneer, smug in their whiteness —  
I know them. My mother knows 
them, my grandmother and her 
mother — all black women, black 
people in the South. They have the 
look of the men I imagine standing 
around my aunt while she fought 
for her life, the men who dragged 
her to that hill and shot her again 
and again and again. They are the 
same men who pinned a sign to the 
body of a dead black man, lynched, 
hanging from a tree, that read: 
“This Nigger Voted.”

These men have long seen 
themselves as victims of a “rigged 
system,” one ruled by a Jewish  
media and a mongrel president  
and now, possibly, God forbid, a 
woman. This is the land of open 
carry and the largest concentration 
of white supremacist groups in the 
country: militias, Nazis, skinheads, 
all poised for a tin-pot revolution 
when Trump loses — no, if he loses. 

There is fear in me when I look 
at them. It is cellular, as if it entered 
my grandmother’s body, clung to 
the double helix, and remained, 
passed on with each child. I pray I 
haven’t passed it to my daughter. 
Fear is learned. So is hate. I believe 
it is possible to unlearn both. 

It’s very possible that Donald 
Trump is helping along this rever-
sal. There is a secret that lives in the 
heart, a different kind of cellular ge-
nome, a subtle and blatant racism in 
which the cells divide. The toxic lie. 
The sour scent that is taken in by 
whites and blacks and Latinos and 
Muslims. I am better than. I am less 
than. It’s been pumped into the air 
for centuries. The belief settles into 
the lining of your lungs, is oxygen-
ated, moves through your body. 
Trump takes that secret and blasts it 
out of a megaphone.

At that moment there is a 
choice. For some, the choice is to 
grab hold of that secret lie like it is 
a lifeline. To leap for joy. No longer 
alone. I remember, early in the pri-

maries, watching a reporter inter-
view a newly minted Trump 
supporter. The reporter asked the 
young man if he believed what 
Trump was espousing. The man 
turned his head slightly to the left 
and right and almost whispered to 
the camera that he did. I imagine 
he is no longer whispering.

Others come face-to-face with 
that ugly truth, and in Texas some 
are realizing that that is not who they 
truly are. A friend’s brother-in-law,  
a geologist from Dallas whose sweat 
is red dye no. 40, is for the first time 
in his life not voting Republican. “I 
can’t do it,” he told his wife when she 
asked him about Trump. “That man 
is crazy.” The world rocked on its axis 
a few inches. 

Perhaps it is where I was born, 
perhaps when. After the tiny and 
gargantuan injustices — after a 
time I believe a kind of cynicism 
crept into me. After we moved to 
Lawrence, Kansas, where my  
father taught at the University of 
Kansas, I remember watching ads 
on television for the Holiday Inn. 
Hotels, I thought, were like Libby’s 

TV dinners. Rare luxuries I had 
never seen up close. When we took 
the highway to Texas to visit family, 
we’d crossed the Texas border at 
night. We were exhausted, and I  
remember seeing a Holiday Inn  
on the road. I pointed at it, jumped 
from my seat, and yelled, 
“THERE!”

That night we all slept in our car 
on the side of the road. My parents 
didn’t tell us the reason that night, 
although I asked many times. Later 
I learned it was because although 
the Civil Rights Act had been 
signed, in Texas it had not truly 
been enacted, just as, a century ear-
lier, Texas plantation owners didn’t 
bother to tell their slaves about the 
Emancipation Proclamation for 

over two years. The day the slaves 
in Texas finally found out is still  
celebrated as Juneteenth.

Barack Obama’s candidacy 
cracked through my cynicism. I re-
member making calls for his cam-
paign in 2008. I went to phone call 
parties and was quite good at per-
suading people. I remember one 
call that, while I considered it a 
success, gives me great pause when 
it comes to this election. 

I was sitting with about twenty 
to thirty people in a woman’s 
house. We were strewn all over, 
calling on cellphones from door-
ways, from the backyard swing.  
I was in the front yard, and I  
spoke with a man about voting for 
Obama. I cannot swear, but he may 
have been from Texas, certainly 
the South. He had the accent I 
knew so well. He asked me several 
questions about Obama, some 
quite harsh, questioning his reli-
gion, his experience, his intentions, 
but with an obvious real curiosity. 
He’d lost his job and was strug-
gling, clearly dissatisfied with the 
Bush years.

Finally he asked, “Are you 
white?” I knew in that moment that 
he was asking for permission, from 
another white person, to vote for a 
black man. I thought about it for a 
moment and then I lied. I told him, 
“Yes. I’m white. I’m in a room with 
many other white people. Everyone 
here is white, and we’re all voting 
for Obama.” He got off of the phone 
saying that he would too. Obama 
won in a landslide, his margins bet-
ter than polls had predicted. People 
like this man hadn’t told the poll-
sters the truth, did not admit it to 
their friends and families, but on 
Election Day, they voted their hid-
den choice.

My fear is that this same 
“shadow vote” may happen in re-
verse, certainly in Texas, and possi-
bly throughout the United States. 
That Trump has given them per-
mission. That something is awak-
ened that they are ashamed of or 
embarrassed about. Too ashamed 
to tell a pollster that they are voting 
for a racist. But not ashamed to 
vote for Trump.

It’s a toss of a coin who will win 
this election in Texas. But it is im-
possible for white Texans to hide 
from themselves any longer. Be-
cause Texas is not only the men 
who murdered my aunt. It’s not 
only the GOP women who’ve ex-
cused Trump’s rape/assault “ban-
ter.” It’s also the group of white 
women who sent one Negro girl to 
college each year, including my 
mother. The red-blue point spread 
in Texas is the smallest margin it’s 
been in decades, and the Dallas 
Morning News endorsed its first 
Democratic presidential candidate 
since World War II. There are other 
brothers-in-law in Texas who aren’t 
voting for Trump.

While fear was passed to me on 
a genetic level, so were courage and 
deeply rooted pride. Blacks in 
Texas have never been defined by 
their oppression. Black communi-
ties in the rural South (and inner 
cities, for that matter) have never 
been “hell,” despite the world 
around them. Families worked to-
gether on small farms, and in white 
folks’ homes, to create something 
better. There were parents whose 
children became engineers, nurses, 
doctors, even a general in that 
small town in Newton County my 
parents came from, all of them  
nurtured with hope. I believe with 
this election this hope may be re-
warded. If it is not, it will persevere.

Cynthia Bond is a novelist and the 
author of Ruby. She lives in Los 
Angeles with her daughter.

The sheriff 
threw a grain 

sack onto  
the porch. My 
aunt fell out, 

covered in blood.
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campaign releases the inner racist
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I n our era of creeping wokeness, in the 
coasts’ liberal precincts, the average 
black person can feel like a celebrity. 
Only, sometimes the celebrity it 
seems you are is Leslie Jones.

It’s not just the national head-
lines. It’s the local stories, the 
weird stuff. An interracial couple 
was stabbed by a self-proclaimed 
white supremacist in Olympia, 

Washington. The suspect, the police told CNN, 
“made many, many references to racist things.”

One many isn’t enough for this racist epoch. 
You’ve got white men plotting to kill Somalis in 
Kansas. In Milwaukee, a black sheriff stands at the 
right hand of totalitarianism, shoulder to shoulder 
with Trump, talking about how it’s time for pitch-
forks and torches. And last month, in the parking 
lot of a 7-Eleven where I’ve bought hot dogs, an 
ex-con from the “European Kindred” gang ran 
over and murdered a black kid.

My home is Oregon, everyone’s favorite 
Northwest liberal enclave. Never mind the fact 
that it entered the union as a state that prohibited 
blacks, slave or free. I’m not from ’round these 
parts, and helping out with Portland’s diversity 
statistics makes for an awkward jostle. I’ve trav-
eled around the state, to coastal towns where  
every voter is white and to parts of the interior 
where men are trying hard to keep it that way. 
And what I’ve seen is the spectacle of American 
conservatism boiling down and separating out, 
the ugly goop coming to the surface.

In a Portland courtroom last week a trial 
wrapped up, a trial of the most white and out-
raged. The crime involved the seizure of a patch 
of the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge by 
armed white separatists. I was at the scene of  
the acts in question, working out of an Idaho- 
adjacent motel filled with pistol-packin’ crackers 
hopped up on Alex Jones. This was in January, 
when Donald Trump was ascendant like no 

American pol in memory, and none of the big-
name pundits believed the ascendance was real.

I went to report on the occupation. The closest 
burg to Malheur was the now unofficially open-
carry, washed-up timber town of Burns. As “pa-
triots” from Idaho, Nevada, and far, far beyond 
clogged the streets and bars, it seemed more 
guns than people could be counted. Families, 
neighbors, and friends turned on one another. 
The sheriff confessed that supporters of lead oc-
cupier Ammon Bundy had infiltrated his depart-
ment. A bartender railed at Oregon’s governor 
for denouncing the occupation: It had given local 
business its biggest boost in years.

This was an inversion of the typical image of 
U.S. intervention in international catastrophe. 
Here were white people on their worst day, guns 
drawn and pointed at each other. That faraway 
Asian nation’s earthquake, the dusty third-world 
coup. Here was the Yankee take, and seeing it 
brought me to a revelation: Do not judge these 
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people, these poorly informed, privi-
leged people.

Ten months later, any judgment of 
the Malheur events, beyond that of the 
jury deliberating in that downtown 
courthouse, seems irrelevant. The 
presidential campaign has offered up 
an Oregon-style militia circus coast  
to coast. It’s the active fallout from a 
campaign of fear. Out by Burns, the ra-
dio played a commercial for low-cost 
tooth replacement. Trump support is 
kind of like that ad. An indulgence for 
people experiencing losses that don’t 
show up on the ledger. Like teeth.

I’ve been out in Oregon, America, 
listening. There’s the plump and gray-
haired downstate lady who heard I’d 
be speaking on the Northwest’s hid-
den hip-hop history and then looked 
like I’d told her the whole region had 
caught super-herpes. I have heard 

from the men who relish the opportu-
nity — when presented — to say the  
N-word, and the ones the word seems 
to physically pain. There are more of 
the former than the latter.

That’s flyover Oregon, though. 
Portland is an honorary member city 
of the cultural elite. My city can stand 
in for many places on the blue map: 
Seattle and San Francisco, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, or Silver Lake in Los 
Angeles. Maybe even most of the 
country, given how the election has 
turned. Any place where white people 
talk about racism and it’s obvious 
they’re talking about everybody but 
themselves. A roundtable full of white 
people can listen to themselves diag-
nosing America’s woes and somehow 
not find this outrageous.

Those rural men who said the N-
word? (And by N-word I mean nigger.) 
They said it to me on the record. Peo-
ple back in the big city, media types, 
were not keen on hearing it spoken  
by their country kinfolk. And this is 
where the conversation breaks down. I 
want to hear more of old white people’s 
relationship to that word, not less. It 
makes things clear.

This summer, for the first time, I 
did Portland’s Naked Bike Ride. As a 
certain sort of celebrity, I can tell you 
that the ride is liberating. The payoff 
actually comes after the fact, when 
you pass an intersection, getting eyed 
by a cop, and reflect on what it means 
to have been nude and not arrested in 
these streets. Would the quirky-cute 
city allow thousands to congregate 
and ride if it possessed, say, Chicago’s 
racial diversity? I’ve seriously  
gotta wonder.

After the ride, I had a drink with a 
beautiful stranger I’d met at the ride’s 
end. She gave me a hint of what it must 
feel like to be in a world growing more 
exotic and sophisticated at a rate you 
cannot match. She asked if I was into 
radical polyamory. I admitted to 
barely being up on the rudimentary 
form, then slunk away with my girl-

friend. Lovely as this woman 
was, she has more than once 
popped into mind while I’ve 
watched Trump-rally foot-
age. I think:

It can’t be easy for the peo-
ple with their faces pressed 
up against the window of a 
culture that every day is less 
about them.

Last month I went to see 
Oregon State play football in 
Corvallis, an hour and a half 
south of Portland. I knew  
before I’d headed out to the 
game that I planned to stay 
seated through the national 
anthem. I threw on a Beavers 

football jersey as a means of assimila-
tion, drank like a superhero at the tail-
gate, then trudged in to see the game. 
One day earlier, the Fraternal Order of 
Police had endorsed Trump.

About 90 percent of the colored skin 
in Corvallis that day was on the field. I 
was still walking up the tunnel to my 
seat when Oregon State’s band began 
playing the anthem. Immediately, I 
dropped to one knee. With me in the 
stadium concourse were a couple 
dozen people. As I went to Instagram 
my knee’s relationship to the concrete I 
thought about a bullet to the brain. It’s 
possible I’d been in Oregon too long. 
Because the wondering — especially 
through that overlong song — is the 
thing. The pairs of troopers charged 
with protecting and serving my inter-
est? I had no clue where they’d stand.

That’s what celebrity today in  
Oregon, America, feels like. Waiting. 
As painful as the presidential election 
has been, as unsightly as the Trump-
ism reveal has been, it’s only getting 
started. Someday we’ll all be  
woke and owning all our stuff like 
Leslie. Right now, it feels like it’s still  
a long night.

It can’t be  
easy for the 
people staring 
down a  
culture that 
every day is  
less about them  
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It’s not  
only Trump. 

Regimes 
worldwide turn  

misogyny 
into a political 

strategy )(

DISPATCH FROM OVERSEAS

I n Turkey, a conservative Muslim 
president announces that women 
who don’t stay home and bear  
children are “deficient.” In Russia’s 
Duma, a campaign is afoot to  

decriminalize domestic violence. In  
India, the editor of a liberal investigative 
magazine corners an employee during a 
glitzy literary gathering, puts his hands 
under her clothes and penetrates her, 
then dismisses the whole incident as 
“drunken banter.” In the Philippines, the 
new president jokes about having missed 
his chance to lead a gang-rape.

If the grotesque behavior of the 
Republican nominee shocks many 
Americans, for the world watching 
the campaign from afar it has been a 
kind of leveler, demonstrating that 

when it comes to attitudes toward 
women, the United States is more 
like anywhere else than perhaps it 
wanted to believe. “We know this 
language from politicians,” says  

Rebecca John, an Indian lawyer 
based in Delhi who has represented 
many rape victims.

Misogyny remains everywhere a 
rich seam that more politicians are 
mining. Donald Trump is the latest 
in a growing cast of leaders and  
political movements worldwide that 
explicitly or implicitly denigrate 
women as part of their platform.  
The former Italian premier Silvio 
Berlusconi was the Western pioneer 
of this new trend, with his flamboy-
ant blend of sexism, narcissism, and 
nationalism, not forgetting his à la 
carte relationship with the truth.

There are now many subspecies of 
this political type worldwide. They 
are almost always nationalists, often 
authoritarian and religious, always 
populist, but often democratically 
elected, too. If women thought they 
could relax a little with the rights they 
have gained, in many places they are 
looking at a return to the past. Re-
peatedly — think of Trump’s bragging 
about how he couldn’t have assaulted 

his accusers because they weren’t 
sufficiently attractive — the new gen-
eration of strongmen signal that they 
are not interested in the norms of 
modern women’s rights. And the di-
visive strategy appears to be working.

Take Turkey. Its conservative 
Muslim president, Recep Tayyip  
Erdogan, and his Justice and Devel-
opment Party are steadily moving to 
put women in a second-class box,  
say his critics — effectively halting 
decades of slow improvement in their 
rights under his secular predeces-
sors. Now, Erdogan insists, a wom-
an’s role is to stay at home and have 
“at least three children,” and he  
labels those who don’t as “deficient” 
and “denying their femininity.”

Since surviving a coup attempt in 
July, the Turkish leader and his party 
have doubled down on this message. 
Prescriptions about a woman’s role 
have been tied to wider nationalistic 
demands to boost population num-
bers, according to Gulsum Kadav, a 
doctor and co-founder of an activist 
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group that campaigns against domestic  
violence. And the atmosphere has become 
increasingly toxic. Some of Erdogan’s  
supporters have said the wives of any men 
who backed his ouster should be raped  
as punishment. They are the “spoils of 
war,” tweeted one loyalist, though he was 
later forced to resign from his job at a  
soccer club. 

Move northward to Russia, and Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin (yes, he of the much-
discussed Trump bromance). In alliance 
with the country’s Orthodox Church, the 
Kremlin’s enforcer has overseen similar 
changes in the language of government 
about the need to protect traditional family 
values. That has been coupled with a con-
certed effort to squeeze women’s rights,  
including moves to further restrict access 
to abortion and dilute legislation on  
domestic violence. 

For an even more rancid version of this 
noxious mix, head to the Philippines, where 
Rodrigo Duterte won the presidency this 
year after a campaign that trumped even 
Trump. Once Duterte “joked” to a crowd 
about not having gotten to participate in the 
rape and murder of an Australian woman in 
the city he governed, his 
poll numbers went up.

In India, where I was 
based as a journalist, 
the battle over the place 
of women in society was 
the dominant theme of 
my reporting. The re-
cent history there of  
agitation for women’s 
rights has been one of 
relentless disappoint-
ment. When a medical 
student was gang-raped 
and killed in the capital 
in 2012, prompting 
global headlines, the 
left-leaning govern-
ment faced national 
protests. One of the crusading editors who 
led the criticism was Tarun Tejpal — the 
man himself charged with assaulting a  
journalist in an elevator shortly thereafter.

The failures of the left sparked hopes  
that women would get a better deal from  
the right-wing prime minister, Narendra 
Modi, who won in a landslide in 2014. In-
stead, campaigners say, he and his Hindu-
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) are 
presiding over a backlash against greater  
female emancipation. Sexual violence  
remains a common weapon in enforcing  
tradition in India, and Modi’s hardline  
supporters have whipped up panic about  
a “Love Jihad” by India’s Muslim minority  
to marry and convert Hindu women.

However it is enforced, the goal is to  
“relegate us to the role of homemaker,” says 
John, the Delhi lawyer. Not that you’ll catch 
Modi saying anything like this. On the con-
trary, since he swept to victory with the slo-
gan “Good Days Are Coming,” he has urged 
Indians to show more respect for women, 
calling in a recent speech for them to “be 
treated right.” But what matters just as 

much in India is what he doesn’t do. Modi 
has repeatedly turned a blind eye to the  
misogynistic excesses of his supporters.  
As a leader who has sold himself as a deci-
sive strongman, that lack of condemnation 
is read as assent.

Like Modi, the Russian president has 
been delphic in his statements about 
women. But in the looking-glass world that 
Putin’s Kremlin has become infamous for,  
it has encouraged a misogynistic mindset 
even as it claims to be defending the female 
population. Under the conservative banner 
of “family values,” the government and its 
Orthodox allies have redefined the rights of 
women, according to Dr. Vikki Turbine, a 
specialist on Russia at Glasgow University. 
“Their rights are framed in terms of their 
right to have more children, or their right to 
be paid not to have an abortion.”

This redefinition shades quickly into a 
more direct attack on women’s rights in  
favor of “families.” “Should a family mem-
ber go to prison for a slap?” asked Yelena 
Mizulina, a conservative senator in Rus-
sia’s parliament, when she introduced a bill 
that would make it easier for men to beat 
their wives with impunity. The chair of the 

Duma’s Committee on Family, Women, 
and Children, Mizulina previously  
authored Russia’s notorious “anti–gay  
propaganda” law.

Much like LGBT rights, in fact, universal 
human rights are portrayed in Russia and 
India as a Western Trojan horse. The idea 
that human rights are a Western construct 
has been a cornerstone of Vladimir Putin’s 
philosophy. Substitute “liberal” for “West-
ern” here, and you start getting something 
akin to Trump. The basic message is that 
the niceties of women’s rights and universal 
rights are a tool of distant elites. Far from 
decrying these attitudes, the public in many 
countries, as at Trump’s rallies, has come to 
embrace them.

In India, voters have made clear they 
don’t much care even if their politicians are 
accused of serious sex crimes. Several years 
ago, I interviewed an Indian politician, 
Manoj Kumar Paras, who had been indicted 
for taking part in a rape (six years later, in 
typical Indian fashion, the case is still  
pending). He claimed the charge had been 
fabricated by his opponents. But his real  

argument was that the voters had in effect 
acquitted him. Everyone in his constituency 
knew about the rape charge, Paras said. 
“They could see through it, and that’s why  
I won by thirty thousand votes.”

Modi himself faced serious questions 
about his past before he became prime 
minister. He is accused of turning a blind 
eye to communal riots that broke out in his 
home state of Gujarat when he was in 
charge, which claimed the lives of at least 
a thousand people, most of them Muslims, 
including hundreds of women who were 
raped and butchered.

For some voters the willingness to  
accept violence — against Muslims, 
against women, against foes of the state — 
in the service of nationalism is part of  
Modi’s appeal. I followed Modi’s cam-
paign closely, and looking back it had 
echoes of the Republican challenger’s  
revivalist message. It was in effect a  
promise to “Make India Great Again.”  
And the Indian prime minister has the 
same kind of fanatical admirers, with al-
most twice as many followers on Twitter.

In Turkey, the link between national-
ism, violence, and the eclipse of women’s 

rights is even more direct. 
Kadav, the doctor and  
Erdogan critic, has no 
qualms about comparing 
Erdogan’s ideology to its 
very dark models. “Like 
Hitler or Mussolini,” says 
Kadav, “he wants the pop-
ulation increased so he has 
more soldiers and more 
cheap labor.”

A dismissive misogyny 
has become so common-
place on the international 
stage that when aired in any-
thing but the ugliest terms it 
barely elicits comment. 
Russia’s foreign minister, 
Sergei Lavrov, gave a sharp 

sense of Kremlin attitudes in a recent inter-
view with CNN’s Christiane Amanpour.  
Invited to comment on Trump’s “pussy”  
remark, he ducked the opportunity to  
condemn it, instead joking that “there  
are so many pussies in your presidential  
campaign that I prefer not to comment.”

Watching the video clip, Amanpour’s 
giggling reaction was just as disturbing as 
the smirk on Lavrov’s face. Here was one of 
America’s best-known journalists collaps-
ing into laughter at a joke that effectively  
legitimized a U.S. presidential candidate’s 
boast of getting away with assaulting 
women. The steady patter of comments has 
inured even journalists to their meaning.

Meanwhile, for their intended audi-
ence, they gain power from constant  
repetition. From Istanbul to Gujarat,  
Moscow to Illinois, this is old-style dog-
whistle politics in a globalized world. The 
mix changes with each strongman leader, 
but not the overall strategy. Like a graphic 
equalizer, they vary the balance of misog-
yny or racism, nationalism or fear, but it’s 
still the same treacherous tune.

However it’s 
enforced, the goal  
is to ‘relegate us to  

the role of 
homemaker’  

— Rebecca John )(
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Us Back  
to the  
Drone Age

DISPATCH FROM THE FRONT

OM   INGB
We’re now involved in a perpetual war. No matter who wins, it goes on.



by empowering Saudi Arabia to attack one of 
the poorest countries on Earth.

An attack on a U.S. ship, far away,  
continuing the endless cycle of retaliation, 
as the American public followed the elec-
toral horserace is the perfect metaphor for 
the current reality of U.S. engagement with 
the world. There has been a revolution in 
warfare that allows us to engage in military 
hijinks on demand — U.S. military force  
appearing anywhere and everywhere like a 
well-armed flash mob — with no discussion 
of what this means between citizens, or 
from their president.

Inundated with election chatter, you 
might not realize there are major defense 
issues looming just beyond the headlines: 
Our nascent “lily pad strategy” has dotted 
the globe with tiny strategic bases to facili-
tate constant, low-level war anywhere in 
the world. There is no public accounting of 
how many of these bases currently exist. 
Our role as the world’s number one arms 
dealer is never brought up. Drone warfare 
and our inevitable use of autonomous 
weapons has been pushed to the periphery 
of the campaign.

All these are symptoms of a dramatic 
shift from twentieth-century ways of  
conducting war. Since 2001 the Pentagon 
has used the Authorization for Use of Mili-
tary Force (or AUMF), a resolution signed 
by Congress granting the president legal 

power to prosecute the global war on terror 
indefinitely and anywhere with only per-
functory oversight. The result has been 
America waging perpetual war. Originally 
meant to apply only to fighting against Al 
Qaeda, the AUMF has effectively ended the 
divide between war- and peacetime simply 
by cutting Congress out of the process of 
declaring war.

There no longer needs to be a  
declaration. It’s assumed that we’re  
always at war somewhere in the world.  
As the war in the Greater Middle East 
creeps closer to being two decades old,  
the American people have become com-
fortable with the perpetual war being 
waged on their behalf. 

During my own two deployments  
as an infantryman to Iraq, one thing I  
noticed repeatedly was how much the  
military itself seemed like a world paral-
lel to the civilian one, misunderstood  
and praised by rote. My last deployment 
was in 2008. Since then the animating 
logic of our interventions hasn’t changed.  
Soldiers are still dying in Afghanistan  
and more every day are coming into  
Iraq. We’re bombing Libya. Have ground 
troops in Syria. Our drone wars continue. 

And the people I know who are still  
serving are still deploying.

This is a world away from the experience 
of, say, my grandfather, who fought in the 
Second World War. For him, there was an  
attack, which prompted a declaration of war, 
and then a historic peace accord was signed. 
Back on the home front, my grandma ra-
tioned sugar and tended a victory garden. 
The experience of war has changed for  
soldiers as well as civilians. 

President George W. Bush telling  
people to go shopping after 9-11 set the  
tone for the level of engagement the  
Pentagon expected from people during  
this new kind of war. Americans are meant 
to be more anxious than vigilant, more un-
questioning than loyal. The rise of remote 
warfare and the proliferation of drones has 
strengthened the detachment. 

In Drone Theory, French philosopher  
Grégoire Chamayou asks, “What would the 
consequences of becoming the subjects of a 
drone-state be for that state’s own popula-
tion?” It’s safe to say that at least one conse-
quence of performing symbolic gestures of 
patriotism — e.g., “Armed Forces Day” at 
professional sports events — in lieu of actual 
sacrifice is a deep apathy toward constant 
low-level military action abroad. Now a tiny 
contingent of drone pilots and military per-
sonnel are forced to bear the brunt of the 
continuous combat. To be a subject in a 
drone-state means to be detached from the 
violence committed in your name. 

Technology makes limitless war  
possible, but that doesn’t mean war is  
inevitable. Our over-reliance on algorithms 
to find “bad guys” is the result of legal,  
political, and military choices. In fact, the 
political and legal justification for unmiti-
gated combat hinges almost solely on the 
wording in the AUMF. “Lily pad” bases and 
signature strikes are the end result of a con-
sensus reached in Washington. These deci-
sions only feel inevitable because they don’t 
involve the public, which has surrendered 
the moral choices involved in war to Con-
gress. Congress in turn has surrendered 
them to the AUMF.

We are all complicit in this moral  
failing, which has allowed our political  
leaders, of all parties, to continue the  
automatic unfurling of perpetual war.  
President Obama has expanded domestic 
surveillance and conducted ten times as 
many drone strikes as George W. Bush.  
Donald Trump gestures at rethinking Amer-
ican defense obligations and strategy, but 
can always be counted on to eventually take 
a contradictory (and likely repugnant) posi-
tion. Hillary Clinton advocates for every-
thing that liberal-hawk interventionists and 
neocons agree on, including an automatic 
distrust of Iran and an enthusiastic support 
for American military intervention.

The U.S. has spent billions of dollars on a 
worldwide colonial-style dragnet that hasn’t 
rendered any reward. We’ve gotten so used 
to that expenditure of morals and material 
that November 8 might come and go with 
hardly anyone having asked if the war 
should continue. And so, by default, it will. 

American force 
can now appear 
anywhere,  
like a well-armed 
flash mob

S omething momentous  
happened during the second 
presidential debate. It wasn’t 
Donald Trump threatening  
to imprison his political  
enemies, as startling as that  

was. It wasn’t Hillary Clinton’s rehashing  
the plot to the movie Lincoln.

None of the debate rhetoric mattered as 
much as the two ballistic cruise missiles that 
were fired at the destroyer USS Mason from 
the Houthi-controlled part of Yemen, which 

happened on the same night. The two  
missiles fell short of their target.  
Predictably, the U.S. responded, attacking 
coastal radar sites.

Pull back farther from the scene, as a 
drone’s camera might, and you can see the 
shape of the Yemeni war, the Saudi sol-
diers with equipment bought from the 
United States, weapons used to commit 
war crimes. American reaction, enemy  
blowback. Ping, pong. It’s difficult to say 
what vital American interest is protected  
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MOSQUE THE VOTE 
Polling stations in NYC churches and synagogues: 96.  
In Muslim houses of worship: 0.

BY ALEXANDRIA NEASON   •    ILLUSTRATION BY MUTI

DISPATCH FROM PARKCHESTER



Fifty miles north of Miami, the Islamic  
Center of Boca Raton sports a signature 
dome and minaret, painted, like many  
other buildings in the area, a pastel shade  
of mint green. In June, some residents in  
the wealthy, mostly white coastal city were 
sent notices assigning the mosque as their 
designated polling place for the state’s  
August primary as well as next month’s  
presidential election. Florida’s Tri-County 
area, consisting of Miami-Dade, Broward, 
and Palm Beach counties, is home to at  
least 100,000 Muslims, according to the 
Florida chapter of the Council on American 
Islamic Relations — a notably fast-growing 
population in a crucial swing state.

Soon after, a Palm Beach County official 
began receiving emailed complaints from 
voters about the selection of the mosque as  
a polling site. One even hinted at a bomb 
threat to force an evacuation on Election 
Day. The county promptly removed the 
place of worship from the list, reassigning 
the location to a library nearby. Ironically, 
the mosque’s president, a Syrian-born  
computer science and engineering professor 
at a local college, will cast his vote on  
November 8 in a church, one of at least  
fifty on the county polling list.

There have been no similar complaints 
lodged with the Board of Elections here in 
New York City. That’s because, according to 
the most recent list of NYC polling places, 
there is not a single mosque, Muslim school, 
or Islamic cultural center being used as a 
polling site in any of the five boroughs next 
month. Meanwhile, the Voice counts at least 
96 churches, parochial schools, synagogues, 
and Christian or Jewish community centers 
in use, out of 1,204 total stations. 

“We have all these neighborhoods full  
of Muslims — why is it that we don’t have 
Muslim schools or mosques as a polling 
place?” asked Cheikh Ahmed Mbareck,  
executive director of the Queens-based  
Majlis Ash-Shura, or Islamic Leadership 
Council of New York. “It demonstrates the 
fact that our community is civically behind 
[other minority groups].”

There are 3.3 million Muslim Americans, 
according to the Pew Research Center, about 
1 percent of the total population. Estimates 
of the number in New York City range from 
600,000 to 1 million, or as many as one in 
eight New Yorkers. Voter registration efforts 
have been part of a larger strategic effort by 
Muslim religious and civic organizations  
nationwide to defend themselves against 
Trump’s vitriol, one that has been largely 
successful, with the number of registered 
Muslim voters going from 300,000 in 2012 
to 800,000-plus in 2016, by one estimate.

Yet the bureaucratic machinery of voting 
has chugged along with little regard to all 
that. For many New Yorkers, years go by  
with no change to their polling location.  
The vast majority of the sites are in public 
schools or community rooms of New York 
City Housing Authority buildings. Using a 
city building allows the BOE to avoid paying 
out the standard fee to businesses, houses of 
worship, and nonprofits.

When public space is unavailable, the city 
often turns to churches to pick up the slack. 
The main criteria for a polling place are that 
it be fully accessible to the handicapped and 
that it have ample space for voting equip-
ment and workers. Some mosques would 
certainly meet that standard.

The addition of Islamic centers of wor-
ship to the mix of churches and synagogues 
— in any of the neighborhoods home to large 
swaths of the city’s Muslim population, such 
as Jackson Heights, in Queens, or Parkches-
ter, in the Bronx — would mark a symboli-
cally important moment in New York’s 
acceptance of that rapidly growing demo-
graphic. “It’s important for the same reason 
that churches and temples are,” said Albert 
Cahn, director of strategic litigation at the 
New York chapter of CAIR. “These are  
major institutions in the city, places where 
large numbers of New Yorkers can exercise 
their right to vote.” 

Including mosques among the polling 
places is an obvious good-faith gesture that 
would accurately reflect the city’s diversity, 
something city officials never miss an op-
portunity to brag about. “When you come 
from a different country, it is difficult to  
adjust to a language, culture, and [political] 
system,” said Shameem Ahmed, president 
of the Bangladeshi American National  
Democratic Society. Seeing a polling station 
in a mosque might signal to new Americans 
that they — and their religion — are welcome 
components of a larger democratic system. 
Both Ahmed and Mbareck believe the 
search for a suitable mosque (Ahmed’s own 
does not have the space) is a worthy under-
taking. “Having poll places in other religious 
facilities and not having even one in the 
Muslim community [is] not right,” said 
Mbareck. “This is something we should add 
as a community to our tasks to work on.”

The absence of mosques as voting sta-
tions is a matter of neglect that goes back at 
least three presidential cycles: A search of 
the polling lists from the 2004, 2008, and 
2012 presidential elections turned up no  
results for location names containing the 
words “Muslim,” “masjid,” “Islam,” or “Is-
lamic.” (City records from 2000, before the 
September 11 attacks, were unavailable.)

In that regard, New York City is not 
unique. A review of polling lists posted on 
government websites in Washington, D.C., 
Boston, Philadelphia, and even Dearborn, 
Michigan (sometimes thought of as the Arab 
capital of the United States), revealed no 
mosques or Muslim schools — but dozens  
of churches — listed as polling stations. In 
Chicago, there were two: one at an Islamic 
community center and another at a Muslim 
college. There was just one synagogue listed.

The venom that has become characteris-

tic not just of the current election, but over 
recent years, could suggest that the response 
in Florida is not dissimilar to what you might 
see elsewhere.

New Yorkers have in the past reacted neg-
atively when it comes to integrating Islam 
and mosques into the fabric of local culture. 
Following the 9-11 attacks, a Muslim archi-
tect-and-developer duo proposed the highly 
contested Park51, an Islamic community 
center in Lower Manhattan that critics 
dubbed the “Ground Zero Mosque.” After 
years of pushback, they finally shifted course 
and will instead build a museum and luxury 
condos. And over the summer, a spate of  
violence against Muslim New Yorkers 
pushed Mayor Bill de Blasio to launch a  
citywide anti-Islamophobia campaign, the 
first of its kind.

Used for voting purposes, said David  
Elcott, professor of public service at New 
York University, “mosques, Buddhist or 
Hindu temples, [and] Sikh temples would  
be seen as ‘other,’ a reminder of the perva-
siveness of the so-called Judeo-Christian 
culture.” Open an American-history text-
book, Elcott notes, and chapters on religion 
will likely center on Christianity (Protestant-
ism, namely, at that) and Judaism.

Whether we should apply an affirmative-
action policy to polling places is a question 
that has so far not been posed, Elcott says, 
but “the court would never uphold” the  
idea that a polling station in a mosque is  
un-American, as was suggested in Florida. 
Still, Elcott thinks there would be significant 
resistance from the public should the at-
tempt ever be made.

“Churches in American culture are con-
sidered neutral spaces. You have a signifi-
cant population that sees Muslims as the 
enemy of the United States,” he said. “Fight-
ing for Muslim rights is not going to be so 
easy. Do I think America would be a health-
ier place? Yeah. But that’s a different ques-
tion from what I think is going to happen.”

For New York City’s part, de Blasio’s ad-
ministration has in recent years made some 
attempts to normalize Islam in the city: This 
year, public school children stayed home in 
observance of Muslim holidays Eid al-Fitr 
and Eid al-Adha, which were added to the 
school calendar in 2015 after years of  
pressure from Muslim activists (city schools 
have long closed for Christian and Jewish 
holidays). And in July, the BOE added an  
Arabic-language version of the voter regis-
tration card.

Mbareck, who moved to New York from 
Boston four years ago and is originally from 
Mauritania, admits that an attempt to place 
a polling place in a mosque might stoke fears 
that American Muslims are up to something 
suspicious — why would they need to vote in 
their own houses of worship? But he sees it 
as a matter of equality under the law, and 
notes that Muslims have been voting in 
churches and temples for years, without 
complaint. “We walk in and we vote,” he 
said. The same would be true of other groups 
voting in mosques. 

“You have to stand up for your constitu-
tional right,” Mbareck said. “People will get 
used to it.”
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The alt-right pwns the election  
for a prank candidate

BY JARED KELLER 
ILLUSTRATION BY JAN FEINDT

DEMOCRACY

DISPATCH FROM REDDITTrolling
T o the list of valuable things destroyed by the  

internet — privacy, childhood innocence,  
newspapers — the 2016 presidential campaign 
has added another victim: civil society. Donald 
Trump can claim much of the credit for this, 

along with other dubious trophies such as ushering  
uninvited vagina-grabbing into the pantheon of cam-
paign quotes. Trump has drawn his techniques from the 
encyclopedia of Reddit and 4chan and Twitter, following  
a political program that has no greater goal than maximiz-
ing exposure. Those techniques have gotten him within 
steps of the presidency. And when the campaign is over, 
he’ll likely cash in on them, adding Trump-branded cable-
TV vitriol to his portfolio of suits, steaks, and hotels.

Trolling is as old as the internet itself, tracing its  
origins to the earliest Usenet groups of the Eighties 
and Nineties. It’s become a mainstream phenomenon 
with the cultural ascendancy of communities like 
4chan. If the original trolls started with a playfulness 
drawn from the counterculture, twenty years of prac-
tice has honed the techniques of the trolls and simpli-
fied their message. “Trolls,” says Whitney Phillips, 
digital media folklorist and scholar of internet history, 
who has become the go-to authority on trolling, “are, 
very simply, a group of people who deliberately har-
ness media sensationalism and outrage to fuck with 
people.” They are not new. It’s just that it’s the first 
time one of their own is running for president.

From the start, the Trump campaign has offered a 

tsunami of trolling, waves of provocative tweets and 
soundbites — from “build the wall” to “lock her up” — 
designed to provoke maximum outrage, followed, 
when the resulting heat felt a bit too hot, by the classic 
schoolyard bully’s excuse: that it was merely “sar-
casm” or a “joke.” In a way, it is. It’s just a joke with  
victims and consequences.

The aim of the internet troll is publicity for publici-
ty’s sake. By that standard, Trump has succeeded ex-
pertly. Before the second debate, in St. Louis, Trump 
trolled the media by seating alleged victims of Presi-
dent Bill Clinton’s sexual aggressiveness in the audi-
ence, where they were dutifully shown on camera. A 
week later, at debate three, in Las Vegas, he promised 
to keep the country in suspense over whether he 
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would accept the election results or...well, what? It 
was the political equivalent of an Xbox rage-quit 
— a middle finger to anybody with the humorless-
ness to actually believe in 240 years of American 
civic virtue.

Trump is a masterful troll, and America is  
falling for his joke. The media and Washington  
establishment, used to their norms of civility and 
self-congratulatory humility, have found them-
selves baffled and distraught. Often the press has 
turned to breathless coverage of the racists and 
xenophobes who have flocked to Trump’s rheto-
ric, a surprisingly small coterie thrilled with the 
attention. Trump’s campaign slogan might as well 
be the online troll refrain: U mad?

Online trolling culture has infected offline po-
litical behavior since at least 2008. Phillips points 
to the Obama/Joker “socialism” meme, an ugly, 
racist image that originated as a 4chan joke before 
becoming a fixture of right-wing media. And 
Trump, helped along by right-wing news site  
Breitbart.com, has prodded white nationalists 
and misogynists to ooze out of the shadows. Many 
of these acolytes have themselves been trolled, 
falling for the provocations of Trump and his long 
train of hangers-on like Milo Yiannopoulos, un-
aware that the joke is on them, too.

At this point, Trump can’t win the election. 
What he can do is keep the publicity going with his 
all-but-announced media venture. Trolling is a 
concerted political strategy now, a for-profit man-
tra. Consider his campaign CEO, Steve Bannon, 
who built an entire media empire at Breitbart out 
of perpetuating fear and conspiracy theories in 
the far-right’s fever swamps. The provocations 
are more subtle now — read Breitbart’s coverage 
of inner-city crime and you can almost hear the 
dog whistle — but it’s still racist, misogynistic, and 
xenophobic “content” designed solely to translate 
the latent anxieties of the masses into ad dollars.

What Fox News did to cable news in the 1990s, 
Breitbart has done to digital news in the era of  
social media: exploited the twin engines of  
sensationalism and ideology to build a profitable 
Pravda for Trump Nation. It’s no wonder rumors 
of Trump TV intensified after Bannon joined the 
campaign: The Breitbart boss, as much as Trump, 
has succeeded in monetizing — and weaponizing 
— trolling.

A Clinton victory in November seems unlikely 
to recork the bottle; Trump’s behavior has nor-
malized trolling as an accepted staple of daily po-
litical discourse. “When you have the presidential 
candidate boasting about committing sexual as-
sault and then saying, ‘Oh, it’s just locker room 
banter’...it sets such an insidious, sexually violent 
tone for the election, and the result of that is fear-
fulness,” notes Phillips. “People are being made 
to feel like shit.”

That is what troll culture does: It makes people 
feel like shit, while a legion of trolls and lurkers 
(all those who get a kick out of the trolls without 
actively participating) laughs at them. The ano-
nymity of the internet made trolling possible.  
The Trump campaign lured the trolls out into the 
open, bringing them to rallies by the thousands in 
their matching caps. Now the post-election will 
turn the trolls into a market, consumers ready to 
pay for their lulz with monthly subscription fees.
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