It has been a little over a year since Donald Trump took office—a moment that, for many of
our peers, felt like a sure historical setback. Today, as the president gives his first State of the
Union Address, a feeling of shock lingers. This year has brought great change to the White
House and the country: Trump failed to renew DACA, approved a new tax bill—the most
sweeping of its kind in the past 30 years—and tried various times to ban people from
traditionally Muslim countries from entering America.
It has become impossible to ignore the deep divides that run through our nation. As a result,
speaking out and engaging with others no longer feels like an option. Even though many of
the current administration’s decisions feel outside our control, it is crucial we talk back and
take time to hear each other.
Here, we present the second issue of Back Talk. In it you will find a collection of art and writing
that captures some of the feelings of the past twelve months, and its numerous head-spinning
news cycles. We hope it can add intimacy and depth to a political moment that demands
substantive dialogue, but often feels too impatient to listen.
- Libby, Elle, and Alastair
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“January 20th 2017, will be remembered as the day the people became the
rulers of this nation again.”
— Donald Trump, 45th President of the United States

I laugh easily. I’m a great audience. It’s been strongly hinted that my tendency to make
everyone feel like Chris Rock is why I’m invited places. I’ve been to known to giggle in my
sleep or even fall out of bed laughing (in dark rooms this is too Stephen King to be endearing).
It can also be a problem: at an eighth grade leadership conference I was assigned the cardinal
sin in the form of feedback of “deflecting with humor.”
Remember how much we laughed before the primaries? Before the election? There were
jokes about Trump’s hair, jokes about his hands, jokes about the way he spoke. He even
hosted Saturday Night Live! Remember when even Obama joined in on the fun at the White
House Correspondents dinner in 2011? He made fun of Trump for his crazy conspiracy
theories among other things, ending with how Trump as a president would “certainly be a
change in the White House”. The room lapped it up. The joke being a ‘What if?’ joke—That’d
be so crazy, wouldn’t it? And I know no jokes are made funnier by explaining, but what about
explaining that joke in 2018 when that ‘change’ is in office?
Hardy har har. Thanks, Obama.
Right after the 2016 election my friend Brian and I were discussing how we, two liberal,
twenty-two-year-olds raised on the hope, change, and general agreement of the Obama
Administration, were to approach this new administration. Brian worried that the fact that
Trump was easy fodder for jokes would mean we forget about the incredible amount of actual
power he has now and normalize him. The counselor’s voice from 8th grade floated back into
my head: had I just been deflecting with humor along with everyone else? The Daily Show,
Samantha Bee, John Oliver: I laughed along and never took the threat seriously, and here we
are.
Perhaps as a self-inflicted penance, I moved to D.C. where the Trump administration looms
over the city like the summer humidity and bitter winter cold. The people of D.C. aren’t
exactly known for their sense of humor. The first few months here, I had a mere ten percent
success rate with my jokes (this, I swear, is lower than normal). I chalked it up to serious
business card pushers who never knew how to laugh, but after almost six months here I kind of
get it.

!
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I can be a bit dogmatic in my analysis of humor. I believe that effective satire, like good
journalism, should afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted. And all of the hair and
hands jokes, or even a good pee joke, just don’t quite do it for me anymore. It’s not about his
hair or his hands or any of those stupid personal foibles. It’s about what’s moving those hands
across executive orders, and what’s brewing under the hair. It’s about his much more
consequential ‘quirks’ that make him unfit for office and a threat to so many Americans.
Maybe it’s just easier to laugh when you have distance from his actions and those faults seem
innocuous. It’s harder to laugh when you’re surrounded by people directly affected by his
actions. Sure he drinks twelve Diet Cokes a day, but between sips he is banning Muslims, or
playing with the lives of 800,000 DACA recipients. The jokes just aren’t comforting me
anymore, and they’re sure not stopping Trump.
So now I’m living in the same city as the President and I’m not deflecting with humor as much.
But I’m also not laughing as much, either. As far as I know, not even in my sleep.
Elle Kurata
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The day Donald Trump took office it rained for three days straight.
This off-season storm drenched my new home of Tucson, Arizona, from top to bottom. It
seemed to start almost exactly at midnight on January 20, 2017, waking me up from a fitful
dream to an even more distressing reality. I half heartedly pinched myself in the same spot I
had been pinching myself for the past two months. Someone would wake up and realize a big
mistake had been made. There was no way Trump was actually going to be our president.
Couldn’t possibly happen. Not in a million years.
Yet there I was: an unseasonable storm and a hateful, unintelligent man prancing into the Oval
office. Two anomalies to start my first year of official ‘adulthood’ in a city I did not yet call
home. When I found myself with both a coworker and neighbor who voted for (what I saw as)
unadulterated bigotry and hate, I felt very far away from my California home bubble. I missed
the real-life echo chamber.
The first few days of the Trump presidency went by with a tone of eerie normalcy. The voices
in my head were screaming, THIS IS NOT NORMAL. But every indication except the rain
seemed to say otherwise. People were singing along to music in their cars, co-workers were
typing away at their computers, and no one was moving to Canada.

I took solace in the rain. At least Mother Nature recognized that something had just gone
terribly wrong. I felt the world was crying with me; crying for the lack of love we had just
proven ourselves capable of; crying for the apathy that had settled on the masses.
In Native American tradition, severe storms are often punishment for provoking spirits. There
is a beautiful story from the Native American Canoe Lake Cree First Nation about a storm
punishing a hunter for killing pelicans recklessly. The angry spirit uses the storm as the voice to
tell the hunter not to be so reckless. Action, reaction, reflection, and change.
In modern times, we have arrived at what could be seen as scientific proof of this belief: our
excess carbon emissions are drastically changing the climate and shifting weather patterns in
ways that create dangerous storms. Yet the majority of us today don’t pay attention when it
starts pouring. Instead, we go inside, turn on Netflix, and tune out.
As the waves of rain and Executive Orders poured down that first week, I tried madly to keep
up. But 52 weeks later—after a never-ending onslaught of hateful decisions and tweets,
scandals, and mockeries of democracy—I have settled into a place of uncomfortable,
undesired and unwitting apathy.
As I write this, I struggle between feelings of anger at my country and anger at myself for not
fighting back long enough or hard enough. These were shocks meant to disorient us, and they
did. But despite all this, we are still a people with one thing in common: our shared humanity.
Our humanity means we have the capacity for love, and in love, we can find healing. We just
have to look deep into the raindrops and notice the reflection.
Claire Kaufm an

white noises
blaring,
louder,
year passing,
projecting daily,
louder,
scrolling,
five inch screen,
paper on my doorstep,
painting white nightmares,
louder.
he goes by many names
none favorable,
some
calling him our president,
typing,
sending tweets,
white hands
leaking every thought,
safety
tall towers,
oddly appreciating
keeping secrets
will never be
one of his skills,
even if they hurt.
my family's voice cracks
everytime I bring news up,
eating tamales around the table,
cutting chisme,
hearing,
pinche
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phrase most spoken every night,
following
que mas quiere este guey
mustering up words
hiding uncomfortable feelings,
thinking of
compañeros de trabajo,
el carnicero,
los compadres,
la vecina y sus hijos,
following a bomb,
pacing,
leaning on either side
you still get injured.
declaring,
ending
‘deferred action
for childhood arrivals’,
legal name,
who knew,
one hundred and forty characters
has force
crumbling mountains,
attempting,
stripping defenses,
never enough
in the first place,
papier-mâché shield
protecting against bladed tongues,
still,
settling,
taking anything
defending,
memories who
hold this soil as home,
knowing they tip toe around
waiting for hooks to snag
soft flesh from bottoms of feet,
saying it's not about race,
ethnicity,
somehow brown
becoming synonymous
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with illegal.
before
allowing words,
clawing their way out,
catching myself,
asking,
if they have papeles,
learning to shut my mouth,
keeping thoughts silent,
coworkers making jokes,
speaking his name,
imagining him running,
breaking cements walls
after
placing them up,
esta cabron
joking they won't place nice tiles
imported from México,
laughing
those are the parts of us they crave,
never
working hands,
ignoring possibilities,
becoming cold chills
when daughters reach for hugs,
hiding behind worried eyes,
watching
grout covered hands
snapping open beers,
enjoying it
while it’s still cold.
sending another tweet,
one hundred and forty characters,
glancing over screens,
walls
growing:
taller,
thicker,
more secure,
they will pay for it,
my people,
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I laugh.
if only he knew,
jumping fences is not what we do,
coyotes,
trickster spirit
dwelling inside us,
always
finding ways,
even if it means
bashing bodies,
brushing against fences
until there is nothing left
mamá,
telling me
it will be ok,
wishing to believe
soothing sounds
escaping her mouth,
whispering,
this isn’t new,
we’ve been here before,
we always have been.
nopales in dry deserts,
surviving,
dry air,
sucking moisture
during cold mornings,
tender,
providing ripe fruit,
covering skin with spines,
puncturing
rough hands,
pulling what we bloom,
breaking skin
until we see red,
learning
our worth.
realizing
how we made ourselves,
politicians
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broadcasting
we are not American,
I argue
we are more American than you’d ever be,
birthing dreams,
working
until they become something,
even
just a piece of coal
before it’s diamonds,
pulling ourselves
invisible bootstraps,
because,
there is nothing there
falling of long ago,
holes,
worn out soles,
proving distances
we’ve marched.
ghosts,
espiritus,
past
and
those you will create,
lingering,
haunting
every decision,
laughing,
embarrassing,
believing,
you were once
the
nightmare.
José de Jesús Valle
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The first evening of 2018 was one of the coldest in
decades. Just before the clock struck midnight, our
nominal leader, referencing the record low
temperatures, suggested that “perhaps we could use a
little bit of that good old Global Warming that our Country, but no other
countries, was going to pay TRILLIONS OF DOLLARS to protect against.” In the
long and gaudy string of alternative facts that followed, I wondered whether this
trivialization of climate change would even make the list of the top 40 Trumpisms of 2017.
In today's incarnation of the “Information Age,” how many Americans realize that that the
historic climate agreements charted in Paris in 2015 are entirely voluntary with no clear
mechanism of enforcement? How addicted are we to sensationalized (social) media that
obscures deeper exploration? Will we recover from this collective communication
breakdown and remember what it takes to really hear someone? When was ‘America’ great?
Perhaps if the world was actually flat, as some fanatics still firmly believe, one could make
out the shape of these truths before they disappear over the horizon.
Human behavior has and will continue to heighten the intensity of environmental
disaster. Our short-sighted leadership has failed to recognize that this nation racked up
an astronomical tab of at least $306 billion in climate-related damages in 2017 alone.
The science is clear. Warmer oceans lead to stronger hurricanes and dead reefs.
Extreme drought followed by extreme rainfall produce prime conditions for rampant
wildfires and mudslides. According to NOAA, the lion’s share of the damages were
carved out by Hurricanes Harvey ($125 billion), Irma ($50 billion), and Maria ($90
billion). The autumnal wildfires in the West follow close behind at $18 billion (before
factoring the damages of the recent Southern California fires and mudslides). Our
human-centric worldview obscures these truths, and we perpetually distance ourselves
from blame in the aftermath of “natural” disasters.
The earth reminded Trump of the limits of his power as it ravaged Puerto Rico.
Puerto Rico, like New Orleans, is a painful reminder of the limitations of how we
define “natural” disasters. It took a storm of historic scale to remind this country that
the neglected territory is home to more than 3 million American citizens. Devastated
by Maria, these communities enter the new year in a prolonged struggle to meet
basic needs. The devastation of the electricity grid, in
particular, enters into the territory of the unimaginable.
But the impossible quickly becomes probable when the

decades of human error, predatory development, and opportunistic governance that
preclude system failure are revealed. The hurricanes were “natural disasters,” but the
depth of this humanitarian crisis points a bloody finger to our policies and politicians.
With recent comments about the “shithole” nature of beleaguered countries like Haiti
and El Salvador, it is clear that the actions of the Trump administration display a daily
lack of care for black and brown people. Particular attention should be drawn to
Trump’s press conference in October, where he urged the island to be “proud” of
lower death tolls than Katrina (which remain highly contested), and scolded them for
running up debt. In 2007, Naomi Klein introduced the idea of of ‘Disaster Capitalism,’
where private contractors (often supported by government) descended like vultures in
disaster-ravaged regions to capitalize and profit off of the suffering. Her vision
remains as relevant as ever.
We have lost our connection to the land and our landscape. These trends prevailed
long before Trump, and we must push ourselves beyond the myopic tendency to
blame everything wrong in the world on a petulant president. However, actions such
as the dismemberment of National Monuments and regulations ensuring
environmental health intensify these patterns. The Trump administration’s support for
contested pipelines in the pursuit of antiquated energy strategies, and subjugation of Native
American sovereignty in the process expose the violence and injustice that are interwoven into
our narratives of progress. These first Americans never seem to fit into this administration’s
definition of who deserves to benefit from the “America first” platform.
This all points to a problem of perception. The human eye perceives a flat world, but our
collective knowledge has allowed us to transcend our perceptions and understand deeper
truth. This is the challenge for all of us in 2018. Leaning heavily on Naomi Klein again, no is not
enough. We all must reject the violent and oppressive nature of a Trump Presidency, but we
must also offer up solutions for and work actively to build an alternative future. We have faced
these challenges before, and viewing Trump as the dynamite that blows away the debris
covering buried problems empowers us to claim agency in the process of change and define
the scope of transformation that is required if we are to continue living on this planet.
Conner Sm ith

My obaasan (grandmother) was incarcerated by the U.S. government because she was
Japanese. When I look at her today, at the age of almost 96, I know that if America felt so
challenged by her freedom then that none of us can truly be safe from unjust persecution
today. She was lucky to escape many of her bonds through a lifetime of kindness and worrying
about my mother and me. Her otousan (my great-grandfather) was not so lucky. His death is
where my mind drifts.
When my great-grandfather died, he was incarcerated behind barbed wire and denounced by
America and Americans alike as “enemy alien.” For him, his sentence was one of death and
disgrace, a permanence that cannot be rewritten by the government apology that came
decades later. He died in isolation, stripped of his possessions, stature, and family. I cannot
imagine the cruelty of the sentence which he served with honor alongside the soldiers whose
literal blood sacrifice (one of the highest casualty rates in WWII) was the cost to redeem
Japanese Americans in the eyes of “Americans.”
2017 was the year that I stood with my grandmother in her old barrack in remote Colorado.
She tore through weeds and rocky terrain with great exertion, but she wasn’t going to let
anything stop her.
2017 was the year that I found a picture of my great-grandmother smiling and my obaasan
remarked how she never saw her mother smile and asked me to scan the picture for her.

2017 was the year that my grandmother sent me this email:
Brings back a shudder...to recall what the Issei [Japanese immigrants] leaders suffered
... ministers, language school teachers, insurance heads, etc. picked up on the nite of
Dec. 7th. No support by the leaders then. The nation came to a standstill. Hopefully,
history will not repeat itself again and that the Civil Rights Laws will be adhered to
today. love, gma
2017 should have been a year of liberation and peace for my grandmother’s mind. Yet, if she
died today, would my grandmother be able to find peace that her grandchildren would be
safe from the persecution she faced?
In 2018, we cannot white-wash our cultures and heritages. We cannot dream that “if only” we
could better assimilate then we would belong.
In 2018, we must stand in solidarity with those who will be targeted and will continue to be
targeted. I will stand in solidarity, in memory of my grandmother who was abandoned by
America. We, who do this, are the true Americans.
Obaasan, I hope that your mind is filled with hope for the future and is unburdened by current
events. I will be out there fighting for you and everything you taught me about being an
American and working towards a more perfect union.
From 2017, we move forward.
Eric Langowski

Zonked out on self-administered painkillers, Jessica couldn’t drive. She took
an Uber her to the abortion.
We m eet on the sidewalk facing the women’s clinic and eat toasted bagels,
and toast to celebrate the loss that is also a gain. Cigarettes further exorcise
the thing we joke about but want to cry about on the sidewalk facing the
women’s clinic.
Inside the office, the nurses whisper to patients like the dead baby funeral
procession has already begun. They hand Jessica a stack of paperwork and
we sit and take stock of the scene around us.
Next to me is a girl who looks less than 18. She sits with her mom and a Starbucks
frappuccino. Mom wears heels and sticky red lipstick to celebrate the momentous occasion of
her daughters un-pregnancy.
A stumbling toddler plays with a plastic car, leaning on it for support as he struggles to stay
standing. His mom cheers when her progeny takes a few careful steps in the direction of the
operating rooms.
Beside them is a visibly pregnant woman with her partner. Ten feet in front of their toes is the
baby corral, spilling over with stuffed animals and rattles and thick-paged books. Their baby
will play in the same office where Jessica’s baby goes to die. Can the couple tell why we're
here? Girls with colorful hair and tattoos and no partners. Abortion is written on our
foreheads. We wear it proudly.
Jessica tries to keep her eyes on the paperwork, but most of the waiting room is engaged in
the child’s playpen performance.
“Bleh,” she grumbles, clipping the floral-embossed pen to the
documents. She submits it to the nurse in exchange for pills to
place between the gums. They make one’s cervix squishy, the
nurse explains.
Before she takes the ultrasound, the nurse asks Jessica if she’d
like to see the fetus—they always refer to the thing in her uterus
as a fetus, not a baby. Jessica says no, no way, but I look at the
screen. It’s for the both of us, I tell myself, in case she wonders
later what the thingamajig looked like.

It doesn’t look much like a thing or a fetus, but a tiny baby. I keep that to myself.
The abortion is covered by insurance, but of course the Uber isn’t.
And the pain pills cost $40; six pills to last one night. Jessica cries,
not for the baby that’s almost three months along, but for fear of
the pain. Then we both cry because the clinic is so heavy with quiet. There’s a ringing sound
that fills the space and amplifies the hormones and our helplessness for the women who can’t
get abortions now; for the women who won’t be able to get them in the future. Three days
after the Women’s March, we realize that every day is a women’s march because we bear the
burden of birth in our uteruses.
Now the cervix is soft. Jessica’s body is prepped for the vacuum to suck the thing out—God’s
dustbuster. Mother Nature splayed across the examination table while the gentle sucker
latches onto the thing, a bottom feeder slurping the
nutrients out of dirt.
Then it’s done and we sit there some more.
“All clear,” says the doctor.
Then we leave.
Jessica took an Uber to her abortion, and she took one home afterward.
A man in a blue Honda Accord met her on the curb across from the women’s clinic. She
walked slow; her abdomen ached. The timer on the Uber counter clicked down second by
second while the girl in the sweatshirt with a white plastic bag hopped in the back.
“Jessica?” he asks.
“That’s me.”
“How is your day going, miss?”
“It’s fine. You?”
“A great day to be alive.”
That night, the cramps and abdominal pain eased to a dull,
intermittent rumble.
Jessica woke the next morning and went to work. She took the bus.
M ichelle Bethany

This January, about a year after Trump’s inauguration and in the midst of #Metoo movement, I
attended a weekend retreat at the Brooklyn Zen Center titled Undoing Patriarchy and
Revealing the Sacred Masculine. Lama Rod Owens, Guiding Teacher for the Radical Dharma
Boston Collective, facilitated the retreat, which was attended by 27 cisgender and transgender
men.
We didn’t have trouble defining patriarchy at the retreat (two definitions that came up were
the classical definition: “a society where power is held by the oldest male and passed down
through the male line,” and the contemporary feminist definition: “a systemic bias against
women,”) but we struggled to agree on patriarchy’s source. We came closest to agreement
when Lama Rod offered a simple suggestion: maybe patriarchy grows out of the hatred of
weakness and all things perceived as weak.
This idea resonated with me after reflection. It seems possible that once this hatred takes root
in men, be it by socialization, or survival instinct, or whatever, men become biased against
women, who are often socialized to be demure, barred from education, discouraged from
building physical strength, and forced into performing weakness via other means of
oppression.
While it’s clear that any male bias against women harms women, I want to examine the harm
caused by male hatred of weakness itself. Like most men, I have learned to hate weakness, but
I don’t voice this hate loudly. My hate is really only visible in my avoidance of weakness. I seek
positions of leadership, am impressed by charisma, avoid those who seem like they will drag
me down in any social, work-related, or educational setting, feel embarrassed for people
(myself included) who seem scrawny in a gym, and so on.
This hatred became more obvious to me when I observed the reasons I criticize myself. I
noticed that I am most self-critical when I feel weak. Feelings I unconsciously associate with
weaknesses: shyness, the longing for alone time, embarrassment, fear, uselessness, physical
pain, emotional pain, nervousness, anxiety, uncertainty, confusion, insecurity, regret, fatigue,
and sadness. I treat certain behaviors (or their omission) as weaknesses too: getting lost,
losing, not knowing something, not making a lot of money, not going out, not being funny.
This list isn’t comprehensive. It’s a small sample of the feelings and behaviors I am critical of in
myself. And self-criticism isn’t always a bad thing—there are also “weak” behaviors that I
should criticize myself for, such as not standing up for a belief due to fear of social

repercussions. I’ll also say that I don’t believe this type of self-criticism is unique to men. But
when men feel this way, it manifests itself as a specific type of harm to women.!
My disdain for certain feelings causes me shame whenever I recognize these feelings in myself.
To avoid this shame I try to undermine my feelings by trivializing my problems. I’m a well-off
white guy; these aren’t real problems; what real problems do I have? But no matter how much
trivializing I do, I feel the feelings. I just don’t acknowledge them.
I pretend everything is fine until one of my female friends notices it’s not and makes space for
me to talk about my feelings. She makes this space by validating the importance of my
problems and then listening non-judgmentally. She makes it clear that there’s no shame in
feeling what I’m feeling. Suddenly I am free to talk.
My female friends do this work kindly,
but it is a lot of emotional labor to be
the only outpost for male emotional
baggage. This labor goes beyond
helping their close male friends in
times of need. Because we don’t feel
shame while talking to women about
our emotions, we often seek women
out to unload on as opposed to
processing our emotions alone or
talking about them with other men.
By continually unloading on women
we put a ton of labor on them,
making them the collateral victims of
our disdain for our own feelings.
Women listen to us because we refuse to listen to ourselves. But when we avoid our shame at
the cost of extra emotional labor for women, we demonstrate that we care more about our
own comfort than theirs—manifesting patriarchy.
Men, what if we tried admitting our feelings to ourselves and seeing what happens? What if
we tried talking about our feelings with other men instead of always seeking women? We may
discover that the men we fear looking weak before feel the same things we do. We may
actually start to believe that there is nothing to be ashamed of. Maybe we’ll begin to treat
ourselves better, closer to the way women who care about us treat us. And maybe we’ll treat
them better too.
W est Foster

There are two types of people who visit the First Ladies exhibit at the National Museum of
American History: tourists, and their daughters.
I went to the exhibit to see the First Ladies’ gowns with a friend visiting from California. It was
January, and as a new DC resident, I was not prepared for the cold. I wore jeans, a turtleneck,
and a stretchy red t-shirt embroidered with red velvet hearts. My friend wore a cheetah print
coat not nearly warm enough for the weather, bold and self-assured, even while shivering.
The exhibit is small but stunning. You don’t have to care about American history to marvel at
the decades-old gowns on display. They have one of Caroline Harrison’s evening dresses, for
example, which is now some 125 years older than her three year term as first lady. The gown is
a burgundy velvet, decorated by gray satin and gray pearls to match. The back supports a
hefty train, which I can only imagine made it impossible to sit down. Jackie Kennedy’s evening
gown, on the other hand, is slim fitting and made of yellow silk, with an overlay of crepe
chiffon and a modern one shoulder design.
Each dress is accompanied by facts about the woman who wore it. Like how in 1889, the
Philadelphia Times called Harrison a “sensible exemplar for American women.” And how in
the 1960s, mannequin dolls were made to look like Jackie Kennedy, face and bob-length hair
included. Some first ladies made their names out of volunteerism, like Patricia Nixon, or by
breaking into the male-dominated realm of domestic policy, like Hillary Clinton. Most, you
learn, assume some responsibility over children and families—the mothers of our nation.
The museum describes the First Lady’s role as “unofficial but important”. But the specific
importance of these influential women is lost on the little girls who skip through the exhibit,
pressing their faces against the glass. What’s left to observe is the unofficial: the strange bulk
of a shoulder pad, the sheen of a satin skirt, and the fact that despite the absence of a female
president, there have always been women in the White House, too.
Instead of reading the inscriptions, the girls recite familiar narratives spun into fantasy. “She
may be a criminal, but I sure do love that dress” one girl said of Clinton’s inaugural gown from
1993, violet lace and beads. “Melania is so beautiful” another said. “I heard she used to be
the most famous supermodel in the world.”
Melania Trump’s inaugural gown takes center stage of the exhibit. Propped up alone in the
middle of the room, the form fitting dress is made of white silk. It has a thin red tie around the
waist, and a long slit up one leg. Next to it on the wall is a lifesize image of Melania wearing
the dress, standing next to the president, who wears a wide grin.
I stood there looking at the photo, listening to the chatter of the girls around me.

“Melania doesn’t even love Trump.
She wants to be rescued from the
White House” I heard one of them
say behind me. Then, louder, “I
hate Trump.” I turned around. It
was my friend, who was looking
from the picture to a group of girls
fawning over Melania’s dress, anger in
her eyes, hoping to send a message. Not our
president, she seemed to be saying. My friend,
some 15 years older than them in her cool-girl,
cheetah-print coat. I was mortified.
I entered the exhibit in a stretchy red shirt and impractical shoes, feeling more like someone’s
daughter than a tourist in my own right. But suddenly, I felt an unfamiliar responsibility to
protect the young girls from my friend’s contempt, which they would not understand. Because
whether their political beliefs were informed by their parents, or Facebook, or simply the dress
they would most like to wear, they would only hear one thing in her tone: you are wrong for
what you believe, and I will not hear your opinion.
We owe young girls more than this, even, and perhaps especially, when we disagree. I thought
about all of the rules that govern the transformation from a girl to a woman, and then, for
some, to a president’s wife. During each stage, our clothes can be markers of growth or
change. They can help us assume independence in a world that still expects women to be
pleasing to the eye and mind, a world in which femininity is considered in a binary. But often,
what we wear becomes tantamount to how much we are worth, and whether we are or aren’t
to be listened to. Because of this, it remains crucially important for women to hear and believe
each other, no matter our differences in doctrine or dress.
The First Ladies exhibit is a uniquely feminine space. It embodies many of the contradictions of
being a woman by celebrating femininity while also threatening to reduce women to
superficialities, like the clothes we wear. In this balance—and in the spaces that support it—we
have the opportunity to bolster each other's confidence. When we choose, we can to
empower each other to speak our thoughts out loud. We can also carry on these
conversations with our friends and family, even after leaving the museum and going home to
our familiar lives.
Unlike the president, a first lady is not tasked with the responsibility of picking up where her
predecessor left off. She is not required to take responsibility for all the women in this country,
either. But each shares this historical mantle, and the joint burden and responsibility of being
admired. Dressed like a grownup child myself, I thought about the obligations we owe each
other. These are unofficial, but important nonetheless.
Alastair Boone

I don’t remember much about this woman, except that, maybe, she was in our sales
department. Her voice began to crack, as she told her story, until she could no longer hold the
pieces together. She broke down in deep, shuddering sobs, while the rest of us who had
assembled in protest of the new administration waited, quietly. Her story wasn’t a tragic one,
but it did not promise to end, and maybe that’s what made it terrifying. She and her fiancé
were both Muslims, and had planned to marry in the summer. He’d been flying in from Tehran
when Trump’s travel ban had gone into effect, and now the hours were ticking by, with no
word from him. Some legal authority had assured her that he was likely being detained, or
deported, and that someday, probably, she’d see him again. But for now he was in this
international legal purgatory, which, by the trick of any bureaucratic rounding error, could
easily turn out to be hell. I stood in silence with my coworkers, trying to fathom the multiplicity
of her experience, all the other families being dismantled by the rule of law. And then I
thought of the voters who’d brought about this reality. I thought about the grandmothers and
grandfathers of these Americans, and the sorts of horror people are capable of.
Specifically I was remembering an old photo, from a history textbook, or the internet. Children
were grinning in washed-out sepia faces, with mothers and fathers, gathered in the shade of
an oak tree for a picnic, and also, a lynching. It was hard to tell what they found more
thrilling— the new age contraption standing before them, trapping this moment in celluloid,
or the age-old monstrosity, the deed they’d left dangling in the branches behind them. I
wondered if those people were an entirely different species from us. How much of them had
we inherited, through DNA? This was all just a mental side note, of course, having nothing in
particular to do with voting for Trump. Indeed, if last century’s Americans were capable of
massacre over tea and sandwiches, then what we did on November 9th was, relatively
speaking, a picnic. Now we have travel bans and ‘tough on crime’, ICE raids and detention
cells, diplomatic complicity in a Yemeni genocide, the ever-casual drone strike casualties, and
no one has to tie a rope themselves.
I wondered if I was being too quick to call these voters hateful people (deplorable, even). Last
year saw plenty of journalists, from the New York Times and the AP, embark on electoral
safaris through Trump country, returning with the wisdom of first-hand experience: these folks
didn’t hate. They simply felt forgotten, and wanted to be heard again, on issues ranging from
the economy, to guns and taxes. But to say that these were the only reasons people voted for

Trump would be a murky claim, at best. The Nation published a report in May, clarifying that
racial attitudes towards blacks and immigrants were “key factors associated with support for
Trump,” dwarfing the effects of economic anxiety. A truly fascinating insight came from Dylan
Matthews at Vox, who outlined the phenomenon of ‘racial priming’; even subtle reminders of
the existence of non-whites could push white voters towards extreme conservatism. Who
knew, that the white ego was something non-Newtonian, congealing at the slightest touch? I
suppose I should’ve known. I suppose all egos are made of that substance.
Ultimately, I think the pundits are right. November 9th proved that the Democratic party
neglected the white working class. We need to speak to rural communities in Wisconsin and
Ohio, and construct an agenda around their economic and social concerns. To that end, we
need to lay low on identity politics. Which is not to say whites don’t also invoke identity
politics. It’s not to say immigrants don’t also suffer the scourge of low wages and joblessness,
and at suspiciously higher rates. It’s not to say black communities haven’t also been razed by
drug epidemics — akin to the opioid crisis affecting middle America today — and been
treated with much less sympathy. No, this is only to say it’s possible for us to win over white
voters, so long as we don’t prime them for racism. Two hundred and seventy electoral votes
are required to undo Trump, and his exactingly destructive policies, and if that means
pandering to those complicit in his rise, so be it. At least we might rid ourselves of this
administration. At least we might end this nightmare, from which that woman waiting for her
fiancé, struggling for a clear breath between sobs, wanted so desperately to awake.

Akshay Srivastav

I’ve come to accept that, as with much of history, we’ll never have a definitive answer for why
the 2016 Election went the way it did. No matter how many pundits come forward claiming to
have solved it each new week (or day, as was the case in the first months) we’ll never know for
certain, in no small part because with a widely spread group of millions there’s rarely a singular
motivation. Was it merely a case of 77,744 Votes in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan?
Maybe. Runaway elites on the coasts not doing enough to truly look out for the country inbetween them (or shout about it when they were)? Maybe. One thing we do have is facts, and
I’ve chosen the most searing one from that campaign for me for inclusion here. Every nonwhite American demographic voted overwhelmingly for Hillary Clinton, and the other
candidate still won. At the end of the day, that’s as firm a sign as any of where the power lies
in this country—and how those with that power care about applying it.
Louis Cheslaw

There’s an Ursula Le Guin short story that I can’t get out of my head. It’s a tale about the
utopian town of Omelas, where people live in a world filled with whimsical joy. There is no
war, no hierarchy, no despair, no stock market. Le Guin doesn’t bother to define the city too
strictly — instead she asks her readers to fill in the blanks as they choose. She writes: “They
could perfectly well have central heating, subway trains, washing machines, and all kinds of
marvelous devices not yet invented here, floating light-sources, fuelless power, a cure for the
common cold. Or they could have none of that: it doesn't matter. As you like it.”
But Omelas has a secret that every member of the community knows: there is a single,
suffering child in a basement somewhere in the city. Their happiness depends on this one
person’s absolute misery. These are the rules of the society and everyone knows it — they
understand this child’s torture as the price of their serene lives.
For the most part, people in Omelas come to peace with this arrangement. They go on with
their happy lives. But there are a seldom few that choose to leave the city and walk away from
the social contract that relies on the abject misery of a human being. The story is named for
these individuals: The Ones That Walk Away From Omelas. Le Guin, a writer of staggering
talent who died last week, ends her tale:
They go on. They leave Omelas, they walk ahead into the darkness, and they do not
come back. The place they go towards is a place even less imaginable to most of us
than the city of happiness. I cannot describe it at all. It is possible that it does not exist.
But they seem to know where they are going, the ones who walk away from Omelas.
The story can be understood as a meditation on utilitarianism. I’ve also heard it compared to
the human mind, or our modern world, where the pleasure and convenience of some depend
on the exploitation of others. For me, it’s been a useful tool for thinking about the oppressive
systems of our current, wounded world, and how to see beyond them. What is the place even
less imaginable than the city of ‘happiness’? Where the unjust structures woven into the fabric
of society are unstitched?
I have spent a lot of time mulling over these questions and thinking about the people that
leave Omelas, but what has been most important to me about Le Guin’s tale is the way it
reaffirms my faith in language itself. The past year has revealed in new ways the limits of
language — the way it can corrupt, conceal, and fall short. It has also reinforced the terrible
and destructive power of the written word – how a tweet can seem to derail years of progress,
or a single executive order can ruin countless lives. Online outlets are pumping out thousands

of words an hour on every political topic imaginable, and yet the nightmare continues. These
things have made me distrustful of writing, and, more often, lost for words.
What I love about Le Guin’s story is it acknowledges the limits of language but also somehow
moves beyond them. “I cannot describe it at all,” she writes. And yet in what she leaves
unspoken there’s an inkling of something better – an idea of a different world. In this way her
words demand more language: they require a conversation.
Seeking this dialogue
myself, I had my
housemates read this story
aloud at breakfast one
morning near the end of
2017. They gamely passed
my phone around the
table, each person reading
a paragraph or two until
we reached the end. We
sat in silence over our
cereals for a full minute
once the story was
complete, the final words
hanging heavy in the air.
Then the conversation
bubbled up. As we agreed,
disagreed, and shared
interpretations, I found
inspiration and clarity in
the suggestions and
musings of my friends. We didn’t come to a consensus, but we didn’t need to. That’s the
power of a really good story. It makes you eager to listen, to keep reading, and even, when it
feels right, to write.
Ursula Le Guin died three days after this piece was written. This essay honors and thanks her.
Libby Rainey

!

What you’re about to read is an excerpt from a conversation between Donald Trump and one
of his advisors that took place* just a few minutes ago.
ADVISOR: “Donald, people are disappointed in your performance thus far. A lot of them are
saying the country was better before you took office.”
TRUMP: “Wait, I’m confused. Am I supposed to be making the country better or worse?”
ADVISOR: “Better, is what U.S. presidents have historically tended toward.”
TRUMP: “Right, so, but, then, if I make the country worse, won’t that be, like, revolutionary?”
ADVISOR: “In some sense, yeah… I guess.”
TRUMP: “And more people will know who I am, right?”
ADVISOR: “Infamy, is what that’s called, yes.”
TRUMP: “Listen, I’m not gonna be alive for much longer. I’ll be dead before all of this plays
out.”
*in my imagination

_______

Last November, when Donald Trump was elected president, I was living in France. I was
indescribably surprised and disappointed. It felt nice to be far away.
Since then, I’ve developed a habit: I never, ever read the news. If I do, I get depressed. I feel
like there’s nothing I can do about Donald constantly being a dick and making terrible
decisions. So I never read the news. I end up rarely hearing or seeing anything about him.
I prefer it this way—he’s so many things that I hate, and it’s terrible that he’s in charge of our
country. But if I never see him or hear anything about him, it’s like he isn’t real.

This most recent November—the anniversary of his election—I was living in Spain. I am still
living in Spain.
I’m sure Donald Trump is comforted by the thought that people like myself—educated,
liberal-identifying young folks who flee, hide, or otherwise give up—exist. I’m sure he loves
knowing that the generation who has the most potential to really change things, to fight back,
to fuck shit up—is living abroad, ignoring the situation they wish would change.
I’d like to think that the president and I have a mutually adversarial relationship, but the truth
is… I’m a dream come true for Donald Trump.
Tom Edm ondson

You get into it out of boredom, I suppose. Groggy dawn and
coffee and a cracked-up phone, scrolling down through ads and
arguments, between the minor updates and bombshell posts a
handful of policy breakdowns so pedantic it seems you’d have
to be out of your mind to care. No better way to pass the ten or
so minutes you have to yourself, before the day begins in
earnest (and then of course you’ll find time throughout the day,
in certain interstitial spaces—buses and bathrooms and
breakrooms—where it’s dreamily simple to toggle through a
new rash of happenings).
I was never really a politics guy, could probably have counted on one mangled hand the
number of times I’d watched C-Span, or voted (no midterms for me). I don’t recall reading
anything during the 2016 campaign, or during the transition; there was probably a grace
period after the inauguration, too, when I left the hermeneutic slog to other, more political
minds, those friends of mine who hadn’t ended up in Washington D.C. after graduation by
way of some force resembling chance.
Eventually, though, I tuned in. It was more madly entertaining than I could’ve ever imagined.
The herculean acts of sufferance, the ricky-tick dispensing of bullshit, the treacherous milksops
with their milky complexions (and to really get your overstimulated goat, the most absurd
physical grotesqueries: McConnell’s slaverous wattle, Ryan’s archangelic earspan, the
scombroid gawp of the mercifully sidelined Eric Trump); the drivel and the dross and the allbut-abrogation of honesty, every day, from the top of the morning till sought but struggled
sleep. So much to loathe!
It gets to where this feeling is like a badge. As if
poets were writing the rules, a simple formula
prevails: The finer the feeling, the greater one’s
honor. The precision of my rage was important to
me—what was the obscurest special election I
could get riled up about? The strangest regulation
whose repeal I could bemoan? More and more,
reading the news, for me, meant searching for the
most titillating arcana buried in the web, the
hidden nodes of outrage others had missed. The
news junkie’s refrain, which I was happy to adopt:
“That’s wild, but did you hear about…?”

What a mindset. Really, I realize now, it’s just a quick little
two-step from conspiracy-seeking, which, nowadays, lures
the liberal news-seeker whirlpoolishly. It’s not hard to
have your lushest fantasies about the endgame of the
Trump presidency fulfilled. Countless threads and experts
willing to coo your most paranoid imaginings to you,
absolutely gratis, are nothing more than a click away. In this premature realm visions of
indictment dance seductively with accounts of money laundering and mafia connections—it’s
all enough to make you swoon.
Reading the news, for me, is a terribly self-involved affair. It is never some way to connect to
the city, key into its manifold currents. I don’t really talk politics with friends—when I do, it’s
not so much a conversation as a quick recognition of our mutual outrage. We all see the same
articles, read the same analyses—we are so well-informed. When I read the news I do it to
pass the time, my particular time, in what seemed to be a meaningful way.
There’s certainly something spooky about reading the news in isolation, what it tends to do to
you. After a while you cease to think about the meaning of any particular item; you lose sight
of the grander narratives; you move in stringent vectors from scandal to scandal, never really
mastering the intricacies of any of them. When I consider the way I took in my news last year, I
think of that terrifying image we all have of old people: frazzled hollow eyes in easy chairs
absorbing the news like deep sea sponges; spirited upbraidings occurring on the lonesome
side of so many different screens.
What happens when they run into somebody they know, try to talk about it all, digest? I
imagine they find they’re both so informed that amll they have left to share is their rage.
Bailey Trela

I didn’t buy a smart phone until about
a year ago. I have always feared the
consequences of the Internet—social
networking, data collection, and
targeted advertisements. Let’s leave
aside Russia’s ‘fake news’ campaign
for a moment, and focus on the raw
power of instant communication. The
American political spectrum has
always been wide enough to
encompass some dangerous
opinions—see slavery for details. But
in the same way televised debate
gave Kennedy the boost he needed
over Nixon in the 1960 election,
Donald Trump has been able to use
communication networks to his
advantage, centralizing typically
marginal opinions using social media.
When Donald Trump has an idea the
world finds out in seconds. It echoes
through the news cycle and manages
to work its way into nearly every form
of media delivery. In many ways his
conquest of the American psyche is a viral phenomenon, and his rise to prominence is thanks
in large part to the exponential increase in network connectivity that is beginning to define the
21 century.
st

Mass media has had an increasingly disruptive effect on traditional means of communication.
In the ancient world it was the close ties coming from family that held the strength necessary
to change minds on fundamental issues. Anna Collar’s study of Christianization in the Roman
Empire uses network theory to analyze the spread of Christianity. Weak ties, e.g. word of
mouth and preachers, weren’t capable of converting someone from paganism to Christianity.
It was largely thanks to communication within the family unit that a large socio-religious
change was able to sweep across Europe and Asia Minor. Compare this with the modern
election cycle, where vulnerable individuals, those with access to limited sources of
information, can be targeted through means of communication such as social media.!
Donald Trump seems to have gone the furthest in flipping the ancient model on its head. He is
the modern equivalent of the travelling preacher, hawking his wares largely to the converted,
but doing so through a means heretofore unseen in its rapidity, volume, and selectivity. Over
the past century distance has become a non-factor for transmitting information. Now the
tendrils of his influence come from sources such as Twitter, and reach into the home and mind

at a moment’s notice. Collar’s study aimed to explain why some religious movements failed
and others succeeded. In the same way that Christianity was able to spread through trade
networks, Trump’s success can be seen as a product of his ability to communicate most
effectively through modern networks. And in the political arena, marketing misinformation is a
terrifying and effective tactic. A recent study of the rumors surrounding American health care
reform from Adam Berinsky suggests that Americans become more entrenched in their belief
in a falsehood when presented with the correct information. 62 percent of American adults get
their news from social media sites, meaning that merely getting the rumor out into the ether
through social media has the potential to sway public opinion. And when Donald Trump goes
to his keyboard for another bout of errant nonsense, there truly is something to be afraid of.
Social media is powerful, and has the potential to enable positive change. However, Twitter
posts and Facebook news articles lack the journalistic vetting capable of separating the wheat
from the chaff. Donald Trump markets in chaff. He was weaned on chaff, and his mom
probably packed it in his school lunch. Eight hours before I wrote this Donald Trump tweeted
this, capitals and all. “Democrats are far more concerned with Illegal Immigrants than they are
with our great Military or Safety at our dangerous Southern Border.” The American people are
ingesting this nonsense at historically unprecedented levels. A few more tweets like that and I
may just have to go back to my ‘dumbphone’.
M arcus Kahn
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Watching The Last Jedi, I couldn’t help but see in the fault lines of the Star Wars universe a
familiar geography: Trump’s America. There is the “Resist” crowd, a ragtag band of partisan
democrats, revolutionary leftists, and political opportunists, doing battle with a cadre of
wannabe fascists led by Donald Trump, a latter-day Caligula whose online honorific is GEOTUS
(God Emperor of the United States). And, of course, Donald Trump’s erstwhile political assassin
and ideological lodestar is Steve Bannon, a man who infamously—in an on the record
interview!—compared himself to Darth Vader. The parallels are all too obvious.
Given that Steve Bannon is currently enduring a meteoric downfall (he has been ousted not just
from the White House, but also from Breitbart, which Bannon effectively transformed into
Trump’s personal Pravda), it seems like a good time for him to follow in the footsteps of his
cinematic counterpart. Steve Bannon, I advise you to follow Darth Vader’s character arc to its
completion: destroy the GEOTUS as Vader killed Emperor Palpatine.
This would not be a difficult task for Bannon. He recently implied that the amateur espionage
antics of Manafort, Kushner, and Don Jr. were not just “unpatriotic” but also “treasonous”.
While he later retracted these comments in a craven attempt to salvage his political fortunes,
he should be aware that all it would take to strike a mortal blow against Trump is an emphatic
retraction of his first (flaccid) retraction. Steve Bannon, replace your mea culpa with a j’accuse!
This alone would represent a rebirth for Bannon, as well as the possibility of salvation in the
eyes of the public and, probably, the eyes of God. But why stop there? Steve Bannon, leave
the dark side altogether. Which is to say, leave the white side. Join The Resistance.!
The American Left has no sense
of violence; we are far too gentle,
too intellectual, too punctilious,
too kind. We lack a Bannonesque
appetite for mayhem,
manipulation, deception, and
dirty tricks. Which is why Bannon
should join The Resistance and
use his dark powers for good —
for the good of all, not just for
the good of white men. He has
called himself a Leninist; he has

also demonstrated an affinity for “economic nationalism”, trade protectionism, wealth
redistribution, massive government spending, and an end to the state’s grotesque
coddling and breastfeeding of the overgrown children constituting what Bernie called “the
Billionaire Class”. He is almost there. Steve Bannon, reject racism and embrace Marxism. Ditch
Nixon’s Silent Majority and join Occupy’s 99%.
Because if we really think about it, Donald Trump’s stunning electoral victory was
simultaneously the largest stride in a century that America has taken toward a true dictatorship
of the proletariat, an actual class-based revolutionary movement, and the largest stride in a
century-and-a-half that America has taken toward Nazism, fascism, and white supremacy. It is
impossible to pull apart these strands; it was Donald Trump’s vitriolic racial appeals to a white
working class that propelled him to his improbable victory. But in this triumph of an unheard, if
not misunderstood, working class over the combined powers of the media and political
establishments, it was hard not to see something that should be encouraging to anyone who
dreams of revolution. It seems that it is possible, after all, to drown the bourgeois
establishment in a tidal wave of proletarian outrage.
But tidal waves do not start by themselves; they require some violent impetus—a massive
earthquake, a nuclear bomb. Or perhaps just a violent person. The left needs a fighter. We
need a pugilist. We need an American Che, a righteous Voldemort. We need a communist
Darth Vader: a black-clad badass with a carmine lightsaber slashing open the bellies of the rich
to feed the poor. To borrow a phrase from Princess Leia: Steve Bannon, we need you!
Jordan Hyatt-M iller
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Humor me for a moment.
Imagine all of your beliefs and truths
are red. Pretend that you’re a bornand-bred, coal-in-your-veins, MAGAtil-you-die American. Tell yourself
Trump is Jesus and Hillary is Hitler.
Repeat the mantra: “Everything they
say on Fox News is true.”
Now that you’ve properly conservatized yourself, let’s take a journey into
the deepest, darkest, seediest place
on the internet: Post-Covfefe Twitter.
Here, you’ll find takes so hot they make Trump look smart. Try these opinions (completely
devoid of any rational thought) on for size!
“Martin Luther King Jr. would have been a Trump Supporter” - @JacobAWohl
“Lady Bird is basically an Antifa movie” - @JackPosobiec
“I am hearing rumors that black voters from MS were encouraged to cross over into AL and
vote. Anyone else hearing this? Anything to it? That might explain the 30% turnout higher than
population percentage. Just reporting the rumor.” - @Mitchellvii
“I would LOVE to sit Trump & Obama in a room & administer an IQ test. I bet the media would
be really shocked to see who comes out ahead” - @dineshdsouza

“Hillary

colluded

with

the

Russians.

“ - @prisonplanet

(Note: All of these accounts are verified.)
Thought experiment complete. This is a real world people inhabit, one where Antifa members
are Nazis and the Nazis they oppose don’t exist. Here, if you support the trans community or
the Dreamers, you’re a cuck, a libtard, and a snowflake. Wait! Everyone be quiet!! Gather
round, gather round. You hear that? I think Tomi Lahren is telling Colin Kaepernick he’s a
coward again!
Whether or not a person is correct — or even morally sound — no longer matters. This is
especially true in the Twitter cesspool, where everyone has a voice, and those voices
reverberate in the like-minded echo chambers we surround ourselves with. Say whatever you

want; when people agree with you, they’re smart and well-informed, and when they don’t, well,
pick your go-to insult. Call it the Divisive States of America. It all starts online, 280 characters at
a time.
The left is guilty of this as well. For every “lock her up” reply to a @realDonaldTrump tweet,
there exists a “lock him up” rebuttal. People! If you want to keep your moral high ground, stick
with points you can prove. Arguing, “Imagine if Obama had done [insert dumb thing Trump
did], Republicans would have impeached him in a nanosecond,” makes you no better than
your opponents. Take, for example, these baseless blue-skewed tweets:
“Of all presidents, Donald Trump, by far, has the highest density of lies per minute (LPMs) in
his speeches, tweets, and assertions. He’ll set a new record if the plutocrat tax cuts bill is on his
desk to sign. Keep resisting his LPMs. -R” - @ralphnader
“I feel like people are underestimating the likelihood of a broad international coalition forming
to oppose Trump through international sanctions and other measures.”- @samswey
“If Barack Obama used the word shithole publicly in describing any country, he would have
immediately faced an impeachment hearing the next day. Why have we allowed ourselves to
settle for this insanity? This cannot and should not be accepted as normal. GOP, when is it too
much?” - @joshgad
“If you think the media haven't created a new set of rules for Trump, here's a thought
experiment: Imagine the coverage if it was reported in 2013 that Obama paid a porn star 130K
to keep quiet about an extramarital affair.” - @JuddLegum
To fight the good fight, you have to base your judgements in the world we live in, even if that
feels a little bit hopeless. There’s enough lying and disenfranchisement in this political climate
to go around. The best way to protest this country’s leadership and its followers might actually
be to tell the truth, instead of your
truth.
So make sure you’re caught up on the
news each day; stick to your guns if
someone trolls you; and pray to your
deity of choice every night, in the
hopes that Mueller will catch Trump
with his pants down. Victory will taste
sweeter with a few “Fake News!”
tweets sprinkled on top.

Jack Persons

The internet stars Jake and Logan Paul have a fractious brotherhood. Jake plastered Logan's
bedroom with duct tape. Logan filled Jake's pool with slime. Jake kidnapped Logan's beloved
pet parrot, Maverick, who is also the mascot of the latter's fashion label. So Logan "stole"
Jake's ex girlfriend, the model Alissa Violet.
Despite their rivalry, the two brothers can't help echoing the same catchphrase in their vlogs: "It's Everyday Bro." That's the name of Jake's smash hit
rap song, and something of a mantra for Youtubers and influencers of all
stripes. It appropriately encapsulates the truism that maintaining a popular
personal brand on social media requires constant engagement; the uncanny
ability to stay on people's minds every day.
Donald Trump is also a star, or at least that's how he sees himself. Even after he successfully
captured the presidency, the work of being a star continues, every day. Despite his
background in reality TV, those weekly doses of scripted-unscripted drama are not a good
analog for his daily struggle for the public's attention. In that respect, he much more closely
resembles today's vloggers and social media influencers, among whom the Paul brothers are
trailblazing avatars.
For the Pauls as with Trump, the work they do, or rather the content they generate, is less
important than whether people are paying attention, and hopefully, providing loving
feedback. These creatures of the internet live and die by the visibility of their brands, which
require perpetual tending and a ceaseless flow of content. This imperative, for president and
latter day teeny-bopper alike, means attention-seeking decisions are made on the fly, without
ideological mooring or any sort of critical reflection.
A colossal trail of collateral damage can be traced back to the branding imperative as it
operates on the figure of the president alone. But the Pauls serve as a reminder that Trump is
far from an isolated case. He has simply taken the natural incentives of the current mediaentertainment landscape to their logical extreme. He is a product of our desire to be shocked;
to watch a show where truly anything can happen—all facilitated by the false sense of security
a screen provides. It’s hard to imagine a future where people won’t be people ready and
willing to manipulate us in such a way. But will they be able to take it as far?
***

The Pauls became famous for pulling pranks that blur ethical and legal lines, and somehow
always getting away with them. Much could be said here about the sense of entitlement and
immunity they carry with them as shameless, young white men; not dissimilar from Trump's
apparent sense of entitlement to (and shamelessness w/r/t) women's bodies, positive
treatment by the press, and virtually everything else he desires.
But a more relevant comparison between Trump and the Pauls is the existential
precarity that comes with making one's name on shocking behavior—the least
creative and most popular style of internet engagement. For the Pauls, sustaining
this reputation has required a steady escalation of shock appeal. Thus they have
gone from food fights and fat jokes, to fake death by sniper, and starting fires.
Trump's capacity to shock has remained relatively consistent since the beginning of his
political career, which began with birtherism, and the characterization of Mexicans as rapists
and criminals, along with some decent people. Still, shock remains his go-to tactic, and now a
feature of politics, culture, and media that the public has come to expect. His tweets and
strange behavior ensure that he cannot be ignored, not only because they are propagated by
a voracious 24-hour newscycle, or because they have real world consequences, but because
they are part of the show.
Decades from now, references to his antics might serve as banal inside jokes among not-soclose-friends, like our favorite moments from "Friends" and "Seinfeld." Little phrases will
transport us back to these days: covfefe, no collusion, shithole countries, stable genius, taco
bowls.
Other attention-grabbing scenes might be recalled as literary parody, like when Trump
referred to Elizabeth Warren as "Pocahontas" at an event honoring members of the Navajo
Nation, held, inexplicably, before a portrait of Andrew Jackson. The meme-ready spectacle
was first and foremost a gesture of anti-PC, white solidarity, directed at Trump's racist base.
But viewed from a more detached perspective, it's hard to imagine another real life event that
so successfully affects the crass, absurdist Americanism on display in a Jacques Tati film or a
David Foster Wallace Novel.
While we can try to make sense of Trump's greatest "lowlights" with pre-internet referents,
nothing in our cultural history has prepared us for how it feels to be shocked by him on a daily
basis. Nothing, that is, until the current generation of multi-platform internet stars. Jake and

Logan Paul's most passionate fans don't just watch the lowlights, or even the daily vlogs; they
follow along by the minute on Snapchat and Instagram. Their daily lives follow the contours of
their influencer-idols, who have so successfully monopolized their attention with engaging
content. Trump has forced the world, or at least those who stay remotely informed, into a
similar posture. Our days are frequently outlined by his antics; a vicious tweetstorm early in the
morning, a scathing New York Times push notification by noon, and a barrage of cable news
and popular press punditry for dinner.
Reading Trump as social media star makes his foray into politics seem ever more incidental.
The presidency is simply the biggest, sexiest platform in the world, and for that reason he
stumbled onto it. The Pauls did the same thing with music. While neither of them have
demonstrable musical talents, or even present the sense that they take their music seriously
(Jake brags in a number of his songs that he "made this in a day")—their music videos have
brought them to new heights of popularity, making
up both brothers' top five most watched videos on
Youtube.
Indeed, the Pauls have exhibited Trump-esque
levels of ambition for their respective brands.
Jake, inspired by Dr. Dre, has said he hopes to be
the first Youtube billionaire by way of his "social
media label," which nurtures young talent and
helps them monetize their brands. In his 2017 year
in review video, Logan one-ups his brother, saying,
"My goal isn't to be the biggest actor in the world,
or even the biggest businessman. I'm going to be
the biggest entertainer on the planet."
Logan frequently sounds "modern day
presidential," invoking similar themes as Trump
when he riles up adoring crowds. "We had our first
Maverick pop up show in New York and we shut
down SoHo for three days," he coos in his year in
review clip. "It was insane seeing everyone joining
the revolution and following the brand. Literally
we cost the New York City police a quarter million
dollars, because the planning wasn't so good.

That's my bad New York. Oh, I also took my shirt off, hehe, what's new."
Just days after posting that triumphal video, however, Logan’s big party came to an abrupt
halt. His giggly video depicting a dead body in Japan’s notorious “suicide forest” provoked
enough outrage that he ceased his long-running daily vlog, as well as all social media posts.
His absence from the internet is shocking in a less consumable way than his pranks. His
apology video, containing the words, "I'm ashamed of myself, I'm disappointed in myself, and
I promise to be better," would sound cheap and easy in any other moment. But today it feels
like a hard-won victory for humility and reflection. Here is a 22-year-old who is almost
historically obnoxious, who is consistently disrespectful, who is conceited and cruel, and yet is
apparently more mature than the most powerful man on the planet.
But while Logan discovers himself, and likely hatches about eight more entrepreneurial
schemes, it remains everyday, bro. Jake is still vlogging—working hard to convert Logan’s
bored fans to his content, which is pretty much the same as Logan’s, anyway. And so are a
million more would-be internet stars, waiting for an opportunity to grab us by whatever they
can reach. If just one of them is as sociopathic as the Donald, it could be everyday bro forever.
Benjam in Schneider

