A Conversation with Frances Fox Piven

Q: Prof. Piven, you were one of the most prominent supporters of Ralph
Nader’s last campaign. What do you think of him now and how do you
explain his stubborn perseverance during this election?

Piven: Wdl, I'm very disgppointed in his persstence. | don’t understand
it. | find it completdly puzzling. | do think tha he is a great man. |
thought a the beginning of this campaign that he would, as he sad
himsdf, he would pull out. But he haan't pulled out. | do think that early
in the 2000 campaign he sad that he would pull out because of the
contested states and he didn't. And so | suspect that the explanation is in
some aspects of his persondity that are not transparent to me. | was a
member of a large group of his more prominent supporters who joined
together in a public statement asking him to pull out.

Q: What would it mean for American social movements if, either Kerry or
Bush were to win in November?

Piven: Wdl, some people think that if Bush wins it will energize socid
movements because his policies are s0 provocative and they're so
tranggressve.  They violate so many American vaues and they violae so
many groups of the American public. | think that thet's wrong—that it's
too ampligic. Tha's the sort of theory that says the worse things are, the
more likely people are to rise up in anger and defiance. | think that what
makes people rise up is hope and a sense that they can have influence; that
if things are very bad people become despairing and fatdistic and they
withdraw.

| think that American hitory provides ample evidence of that. So, one of
the reasons, not the only reason, but one of the reasons that | redly do
hope Kerry wins—adthough | don't think it looks good—is that he will
creste a politicad environment which will encourage socid movements.
And not so much because he shares their goals, because he doesn't, he's
not as digant from their gods as is Bush, but he doesn't share their gods.
But, because people will understand—women, poor people, blacks, gays,
workers—will dl undersdand that the Kerry cadition is vulnerable to their



gopeals. Tha the dements in the Kerry codition will respond to the
issues that they raise.

Q: Even though the Democratic Party is seemingly drifting to the right?

Piven: Yeah, but it's drifting to the right, 1 think, partly because there are
no socid movements pulling it back to the left and democratic paliticians
have tried to suppress socid movements. Bill Clinton was very skillful a
thiss making people fed like he was going to be nice to them and
charming to them but he waan't redly going to press their issues. But the
fact of the matter is that if Bill Clinton had confronted a vigorous, defiant,
noisy, troublesome, ungovernable socid movement he would have had to
change his policy. And | think the same is true of Kerry and people are
more likely to figure that out with Kerry than with Bill Clinton.

Q: So what social movements do you think right now would be best
positioned to put pressure on a Kerry administration if Kerry were to win?

Piven: Wdl, | think that, we haven't heard very much, for a very long
time, from low-wage workers. And, they may organize under different
identities. They may organize as people of color, for ingance. A lot of the
labor activiam of the lagt ten or fifteen years, has been, under these dud
identities. They've been workers, but they were dealy minorities and
immigrant minorities. And, | think tha’'s one promisng posshility and
one that is desperately needed because these people have fdlen so far
behind in the lagt thirty years or so. | aso think that the peace movement
has huge possihilities. Kerry is not going to get out of Irag, if he can help
it, because that would just make too many waves. He won't even exert
himsdf to try to create the internationd authority that would permit the
United States to withdraw from Irag. But he will if theré's a vigorous
peace movement. And a vigorous peace movement, who is it going to
arouse, provoke? Waell, | think women, and around the old feminigt issues
as well as the economic issues that affect women so much because women
are a big chunk of that low-wage, working class strata.  The inroads that
have been made on women's reproductive rights, if women were to
mobilize about those issues Kerry would be extremely vulnerable.



Q: So, you'd see almost a shadowing of the concerns and movements of
the 60's, the minority low-wage workers, women, and the peace
movement.

Piven: Yes, the peace movement, and, well the globd justice movement.
Although, | think it's hard now to disentangle the peace movement from
the globa justice movement because therés so much overlap between
them. But certainly, that could dso become an arena for activiam, trade
policy for example. And you know, especidly, American agriculture
subsdy policies which are so outrageous—poalicies that are darving the
cotton-producing countries of the Southern hemisphere, for example.

Q: And how do you see the difference between Kerry and Bush wth
respect to the welfare state?

Piven: Oh there's a big difference. It's not as big a difference as I'd like to
declare, but it's a big difference.  The Bush adminidtration has been dmost
incomprenengbly meangpirited in a lot of its regulaory initiatives. For
exanple, in the area of socid policy: cutting out programs, small
programs, for the mogt blighted groups. Kerry would never do this kind of
thing. This is a litle nutty dmog, this is a little “Texas” Teake the
Medicare prescription drug act of 2003. This is so bad, and at the time it
was hard to know how bad it was going to be and it's only been a year or
0 gnce it was passed. And the officid federd agencies, the Generd
Accounting Office, has begun to reved what is hgopening as a result of
the privatization, that the act, provides for or gives incentives for or what
the real cost of theact is.

Or in the way in which the Bush adminidration actualy took funds from a
program caled CH.I.P,, which is the Child Hedth Insurance Progam. It
has a kind of pathetic, ironic history because it was initiated under Clinton
and it was Clinton's way of trying to make up for wha he had done in
welfare reform.  So, he expanded Medicaid for poor children and Bush has
actudly taken those funds and re-directed them. His wdfare reform
proposals would put women on wefare who worked for a full 40 hours a
week, without incressing any funds for child carer To say nothing of the
marriage madness that is part of that proposal.



The other thing the Bush adminidration is doing that's weird, but it's
frightening, because it goesks to sort of a larger direction that they're
taking is dl the funds that are being channded to faith-based organizations
for the ddivery of socid sarvices  They're bascdly creging a big
patronage operation at the heart of the left in the United States because so
many of these sarvice-giving organizetions—in other words, the churches
that are going to get the money—are going to be in the Black and Spanish
communities. But, it oesks to a kind of larger palitics that they're trying
to condruct, and, with some success. They’'re looking in the direction of
authoritarian populism. And it's the large role of the church, it's the
theatrics that they’re so good at, it's the guise of trickster in the center of
American politics  Everybody knows that the charges in the CBS
memoranda were true, but they were embedded in fake documents. Well,
who did that, Karl Rove maybe? And they will work hard to sted the
eection | think.

Q: So Bush is more draconian, but is one simply more draconian than the
other or isthis a broader agenda?

Piven: Wel, in the firg place, that's a difference. Being harsher, meaner,
more crue, wanting more inequality, those are red differences. So, you
know, I'm aways in favor of the lesser evil. So, | think there are other
subgtantive differences that have to, that redly matter. One is that Kerry
will restore multi-laterd rdations internationdly and what Bush has done
isvery, very dangerous.

Q: Alright, well let’s start with the lesser evil.

Piven: Wadl, dl right, look, multi-latera rdaions. That's dearly
important.  1t's not that the United States wasn't an imperid power when
we had decent relations with other countries. But, this kind of militarigic
intervention is worse and more dangerous. We did military intervention
before too, but not on a big scae, not blowing up thousands and thousands
of people, a least not since Vietnam.

Also, if Bush wins, they will have succeeded in eradicating the so-cdled
Vietnam syndrome,



Q: Whichis...

Piven: Which is what the right has been very disressed about. The
unwillingness of ether the American amy or the American people to go
to war because the war in Vietnam turned out so badly. And the American
amy is willing to go to Grenada but that isn't exactly a big test of military
power. And even now there's a lot of disagreement in the military about
this war. So they want to samp out with a grest military victory a
middling dzed coountry—the Vietnam syndrome is gSmply the
unwillingness of Americans to use militay power agang peoples
esewhere. And | would like to see the Vietnam syndrome revived. And
that's in a way what's & stake here. Because if it is revived, that means
then it's going to be very hard for future American governments to use
this scale of military power abroad.

Then dso the civil liberties issues are red, they ae red. And they're
going to be, it's going to get much, much worse if Bush wins. The Bush
adminigration and the Congressona Republicans have responded to the
911 report’'s recommendations with another Patriot Act, and making this
one much more draconian. And thiskind of stuff isvery serious.

Q: So would it be too much to characterize all of this—as some others on
the left have of late—as a kind of neo-fascism emerging on the horizon?

Piven: Wdl, | prefer the term “authoritarian populism,” because | think
faxtist regimes are redly totd inditutions where everything is monitored.
But | would predict that you and | would be able to jabber on through a
second Bush adminigration.  You'll be abdle to publish Logos, I'll be adle
to teach my classes, we'll be indignant, dadadadada, because it's the kind
of regime that can tolerate afair amount of inggnificant dissant.

And | think the neo-cons are in trouble if he wins. The neo-cons are
actudly in trouble dready because they're fervent arguments for
aggresson were supid, o | think that people like Richard Pearl are in
some trouble. But on the other hand, you know, the neo-cons have been
saving an important function for the American military. They do have
that base.



Q: Let’'s talk about social movements again for a minute. Do you see any
kind of new strategies for social movements? Are the movements of the
1960s still the model of today? If not what are the new strategies?

Piven: Wdll, there redly is a huge difference and a big change and | think
its cdeaest in the infragructure of the movement. The internd
organizetion of the movement is completely different. Now, some of what
we see now was beginning in the 1960s but people didn’t recognize it, and
they often dways argued againg it, they scorned it. And that is a much
more horizontd, lateraly organized, but roughly coordinated action. They
dill, and even though that was what was happening with some of the
movements in the 1960s or was beginning to happen, people ill thought
in teems of the 1960s organizationd modd. But now, none of the
movements, excepting the ones that are redly just organizaions, none of
the movements employ that modd. | think that this is a huge advantage,
this flexibility and the methods of horizontd coordingtion that have
thrived dong, of course, with the new mode of communication, which is
the internet. But the idea tha movements should be organized this way
preceded the Internet, actudly. A lot of what was going on in SDS where
people would st around for hours, nights, days because they didn't want a
hierarchica decison making process. A lot of it, | think, was people trying
to figure out new organizationd modes for the movement. But the arriva
of the Internet gave it aredly big boost.

Q: So what do you see as the most important salient issues that the left has
to put on the table after this election, irrespective of the way this works
out. What are the most important things that the left in general, not just
social movements, but intellectuals and activists, what are the most
important things confronting the | eft?

Piven: Ameican militarism; or you can put it another way, saying there
needs to be a restoration of some kind of lega world order; and inequality
in the United States. | think those are the two big, overarching issues.

Q: What do you see as being the most important issue when it comes to the
domestic impact of the war on terror and its seemingly unending status?



Piven: Wdl, | suppose the stupid faction of the American eectorate. The
people are arad and they're voting for this cowboy who says grunt-like
things and it' sa very serious problem.

Q: Well this brings us to another question, which is that Karl Rove has
said that, he's changing strategies with the Bush campaign: he has said
that they will not reach out for the middle five percent but rather mobilize
the conservative base. If that's what the Right is doing, what are the
democrats doing to mobilize their base?

Piven: Wdl, the democras are saying that too—or some democrats are
anyway—that we're going to mobilize the base. And maybe they are, it's
very hard to tell. Because they've said it before, and the Republicans have
sd it before. They're taking about mobilizing their base but they have
for twenty-five years been claming that they have mobilized their base
That they have done voter regidration in every fundamentdist church, and
evey little church has their voter guides and they've been saying that
they’ve done this dready and now they’'re saying that they're going do it,
which suggests that they didn’'t do it so well before.

The democrats dso have the—not so much the Democratic Party—but the
sort of broad left, has also worked to mobilize the base before. In 1984
there was a big voter regidration effort and they did have a definite impact
on turnout—turnout was up in 1984 but not nearly as much as you would
think if you ligened to the clams that dl the different groups tha were
working it and doing it made and you would think that. Now, the New
York Times reported recently about how voter regidration is redly
aurging, especidly in batleground states. Now that's based in looking at
the Statewide voter databases. So, probably, something is happening.
That's very encouraging. If Kerry wins by the way, that’s how he's going
to win. He is not going to win with the swing voters. The Bush people, |
think will succeed there—they’re much more skilled a propaganda, a
dirty propaganda, than the Democrats are and the Bush people | think will
succeed with the swing voters, in that contest. But in the contest for the
baseit's possible that Kerry could win.

Q: But isthe Democratic base mobilized at all?



Piven: Wdl if they've been regigered to vote, that's one leve of
mobilization. It's not very intense, which is wha your question implies. |
think they’ll probably go out to vote though, especidly because the voter
regidration efforts are dways pardld or partnered with “get out the vote’
efforts. But you know in Horida, in 2000, the surge in black turnout was
enormous because African Americans were so angry a Jeb Bush because
of the dafirmative action podtions tha he took. And the Republican
machine redly did keep them away from the polls. Every which way, the
felon lit, but aso the roadblocks.

Q: WIll Ohio become another Florida, will they do that there this time
around too?

Piven: They can do it anywhere. There are a number of other dates in
which Republican Secretaries of State have assumed pogtions in the Bush
campaign as Katherine Harris did in Florida And, you know, we have a
tendency—ypoaliticd scientists do this—but | think a lot of people do this as
well: we know that there are a lot of problems in the dectord process, but
nobody likes the wuncetanty and disorientating confuson that
acknowledging dl of those flaws in the eectoral process crestes. So we
tend to teat it as dways margind. Well it's not necessarily margind. In a
closdy divided eectorate such as we have today, these multiple forms of
fraud agang voters—it shouldn't be cdled “voter fraud” by the way,
because amogt no voters want to commit fraud. They don’'t even want to
vote once, much less twice. Fraud againg voters can redly matter; they
can redly turn an dection. And the fact that we now have computer
voting without any verifiable audit makes it worse.

Q: I want to ask you a question about something that came up before when
you spoke about republicans mobilizing their base. And I’m thinking of
people like Richard Viguerie here—were there right wing social
movements of this grassroots type that were reacting to liberalism or the
left legacy of the 60s and what was their significance?

Piven: Yes | think there were a series of right wing movements or you
could cdl it dl one movement. There were serious movements in the
1960s. It's much more illuminating to refer to the anti-war movement and
the black movement, and the poverty movement, and the women's
movement. In a Smilar way, | think you can disinguish between the



different movements that energized the rignt and they were largdy
busness oriented. And those movements include the sex movements that
ae dways s0 important in American politics And so, the Pro-Life
movement, and the anti-gay movement, and the movements to bring God
into American life in a very close way, directing what we do. And, what
dse, the anti-black movement which has sort of cadmed down. But
remember propostion 187, and then therés going to be—I suppose
they're redly dready is—a lot of popular agitation on the right about the
war. To defend our troops, defend our boys, defend our flag, and their
crusade to stamp out evil.

But it redly does have a popular base, that's why | cal it “authoritarian
populism.” German fascism was like this too. The German catels were
very, very, important and very, very influentid; they dways got what they
wanted from the Nazi regime. But the Nazis didn't mobilize popular
enthusasm aound the cartes, they mobilized popular enthusasm around
the flag, and againg dl the different “deviants’ in German society.

Q: So is there an emerging or ever present culture war ketween these
populist, nationalist, conservative social movements and their ideas and
beliefs and those on the left? They' ve definitely won a lot in American
cultural and political life.

Piven: Oh, an enormous amount, and you know when you asked what's
the big problem in the United States, | sad inequdity and militarism and
the internationd problem, but | shouldn't have skipped over the
environmental threat that the Bush adminidration has redly accderaed,
it's much more thregtening now. There are environmentd initiatives, most
of them under the radar, most of them not in the form of legidation—
dthough some of them are in the form of legidaion—are enormous and
redly scribble | mean the ruling dass usudly wants to live and have it's
children live and have it's grandchildren live but these guys ae very
predatory but with no consciousness of the future. 1t'svery strange.

In culture, well, maybe, but | think it will dl cam down too. It's been sad
that it's wrong to think that what the Nazis did was mobilize people by
looking backward. What they redly did was mobilize people who redly
were in the 19" century, the peasants. But you know white people have



gotten remarkably accustomed to having black actors sdll them detergent
or rentd cars, | mean, it'sredly okay. So maybe not.

Q: So from your perspective, let me ask you the classic question: what is
to be done?

Piven: Well, you know, from now until November 2% we work on the
election. | think people are doing that. At least ny friends are doing that.
They're going into Pennsylvania and wherever. But then | think that we
don't work with Kerry if he wins. We work with the socid movements to
put pressure on Kerry. Because there never has been politica leadership
in the United States that could be relied on to work for its mass
condituency. Unless that condituency creates red threats. What redly
brings the pressure is the threat of ungovernability. So until the eection
we work with Kerry, and after the eection we work with the movements.



