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f two books congtitute a trend, then these two announce a shift toward a

new politicd dyle on the American left: a dyle that is Smultaneoudy
livdy and londy, furious and vacuous. This style has precedents, but it is
unique in the way it synthesizes exiging themes, and it marks a break with
the gpproaches to political action that have previoudy characterized the
bet pats of the democratic left in the United States. This new syle
meatters because of al this year's campaign-season books, these two might
vay wdl have the deepest long-term dgnificance. Unlike the piles of
politicd eye-candy a the front tables of every Barnes & Noble in the
country, How To Get Supid White Men Out of Office and MoveOn’s 50
Ways To Love Your Country (hereafter How To and 50 Ways) ae being
digributed primary through networks of liberd and radicd activists. Thelr
impact will be concentrated where it matters. among the fraction of the
country that is dready druggling to make sense out of what forms of
political action make sense today, and what those forms of action mean.

The new style rests on three idess.

1. Political action is to be seen as an individud pursuit, akin to a hobby:
something you, on your own, & a time convenient to you, drop in and out
of. A “movement,” if we can even use that term anymore, is the sum of the
actions of a wide scattering of individuds who may or may not ever
interact with each other.

2. Politics must cease to be boring and routine, and must become a venue
for credivity and sdlf-expression.
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3. Pdlitica activigs need technicd advice, but norms and theories of
society need little or no explanation.

The authors and editors of How To and 50 Ways are optimistic. Wasting
no time appeding to undecided voters, they am to gdvanize the vast
millions of Bushtleary but politicaly disconnected potentid voters and
activigs. To that end, the editors of these books have compiled advice
(generdly smat) and anecdotes (dmost monotonoudy inspiring)  about

politica participation by regular folks.

How To's case dudies include dection campaigns, voter registration
drives, issue initiatives, and new politicd uses of the internet pioneered by
or garing young people, especidly people of color. Its authors display
occasond interest in the detals of doorknocking plans, phonebank
ddtidics, and fundraisng levels, but the focus of the twenty-odd Stories
they relae is jus how cool politics can be. How To clams to be the
regider of an explosve new youth movement: a multi-racid, radica-
flavored young left with a lig of successes ranging from Jason West's
mayorship in New Pdtz, NY to a Senate race in South Dakota swung by
young Naive American activids to the politicization of the hip-hop and
rave scenes. The book is scattered with relentlesdy thisminute dang,
indant-message lingo, and hip-hop culture references, the authors never
let us forget that they are down with everything one is supposed to be
down with these days.

50 Ways is less hip and more earnest, offering encouragement to “average
citizens’ who want to “make a difference” The editors group the
tesimonias they have collected into sections on the internet, voter
regigration and elections, mass media, the persond moativations behind
politica involvement, and “credtive’ action. Mogt of the tactics suggested
here are conventiond and fairly rdiable GOTV phone cals, letters to the
editor or to eected officids petitions, fundraisng houseparties. The
authors recommend rather than describe these methods of politica
influence we read one-page sories by MoveOn members who have
successfully used these tactics, but get only bits of advice little about how
to put them into practice oursdves. The heart of the book is its upbest
ingstence that you—yes, you—can “do big things”
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Both books define themsalves by defining ther audiences. Although How
To ams itdf a hip left-leening youth and 50 Ways at their suburban
parents next-door neighbors, there is an important st of Smilarities
underneath these niche-marketing differences. Besides the common traits
of politicd inactivity and antipathy toward the Bush adminidration, the
most driking commondity among the books intended readers is that they
see dectord politics as dien, unethicd, and boring. These readers are
people who, dong with one How To contributor, would be surprised to
wak into a campagn office and fed “a generd vibe of redly actudly
caring about who was going to be put into office” 50 Ways bemoans the
scorn leveled by “indders’ a candidates with “integrity;” another How To
contributor relates his group’'s struggle with the need to “to ‘dirty’
oursdlves with politics if we were going to have any chance of winning.”
The key conceptua digtinction for these readers seems to be that between
“indde’ and “outdde’. For them, this didinction maps perfectly onto
those between manipulative and honest or professond and amateur.

The drongest point of both books—especidly How To—is tha they
chdlenge this dichotomy, urging their readers to underdand the interplay
of eectora and pressure-group tactics. Despite cdls to bridge the insde-
outsde divide, however, both How To and 50 Ways retain one of that its
tropes the obsesson with the presumed gulf between the fun,
entrepreneurid  activism of the novice and the numb conventiondism of
the expert. How To, for instance, expresses digtaste for those “within the
system’: “They may wear suits, they may hold lots of boring mestings,
they may have rules and judifications that don't meke any sense, but
they're in charge” The dternative? How To recommends voter reg at the
locd dance club, promises to assign you only “fun homework,” and cdls
for atwork and talent shows to promote voting. 50 Ways gets excited
about “expressng politica views through at or fashion” or through “new
media’ such as public access TV, and cdls on you to “advertise your
politicd visgon” through billboards, banner-toting arplanes, or homemade
T-shirts.

There is nothing wrong with smart new campaign tactics or with the
proposal that we have as much fun as we can on the way to politica
victories. But How To and 50 Ways dretch toward another standard: a
politics that fulfills our restless dreams of community and thet is the arena
for socid re-imagining. For 50 Ways, this wish is expressed through the
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frequent use of words like “connecting,” “sharing,” and “inspirdion;” as
the book’s editors put it: “Engagement in the politicadl diaogue—Ilarge or
sndl—breathes life into us dl.” Even online petitions yidd “a sense of
community and connection,” and less-virtud political involvements ae
plugged in terms of their potentia to help you “reach out to others” make
friends, and perhaps even find a husband. For How To, the dedre is ill
more urgent. Organizing should be “sexy;” politics based on “vison.” One
contributor captures the mood concisdy: “It's the sense of celébration and
joy, and the opportunity for people to be connected and be together—
that's the missng piece in the U.S” It is the mood of these suggestions,
rather than their content, that is so driking: both books strain with desire
for a public sphere that is rich and accessble, full of opportunities to
develop and redlize new idess and to expand socid relationships beyond
the sphere of private affections.

If the authors of How To and 50 Ways redly mean their cdl for a politics
of imaginaion and community, they ae beng more radicd than they
acknowledge. This is a utopian demand, one that cannot be fulfilled in a
society remotely like our own. Tedevison-dominated, corporate-financed
gections in a conditutiona sysem that prevents the development of
programmeatic parties and dlows little room for direct citizen participation;
a class-divided, hyper-marketized society riven by hierarchies of race,
gender ad sxudity and crisscrossed  with  irrationdis  and
fundamentdis currents it is glly to think that politics under these
conditions can have room for sdf-expresson and human connection
except a its margins. We have too few interests in common and too few
opportunities to discover more, and as citizens we hold far too smdl a
share of power to alow us to re-dedgn society as we might wish to.
Absent an andyss of those conditions, to ask that political action be a
vehicle for the exercise of credtive cgpacities and an antidote to isolation is
ether to ignore the nature of contemporary palitics, or to admit to only the
mildest of credtive urges and the faintest of solidaristic impulses. Whether
modest hopes might be more appropriate is beside the point: the authors of
How To and 50 Ways gesture toward an ided they cannot help us reach,
and they leave themsdlves no way to recognize ether the utopian glow or
the dtrategic shalowness of their agendas.

A less wide-eyed gpproach to politica action woud accept Max Weber's
dictum that politics is a “dow boring of hard boards” At ther wiser
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moments, How To and 50 Ways admit this, and | suspect that many of the
people who contributed to the books have better understandings of this
point than they revedl here. Each book’s authors occasondly rattle off a
set of daunting figures: the number of voters it takes to swing an dection,
the hours of doorknocking required to canvass a precinct, the length a
petition sgnaiure list had to reach before officids took notice. The lesson
of these ingdances might seem to be that effective power-seeking is a
matter of patient organization at least as much, if not more, than it is about
cleverness or innovation. This is not an indght that the authors of How To
and 50 Ways seem to have taken to heart, however, or at least not one that
they choose to impress upon their readers. Here, the gulf between the new
politica style and its predecessors yawns wide.

Take, for example, the centrd concerns of older palitica action manuds,
such as Organizing by S Kahn and Organizing for Social Change by Kim
Bobo, Jackie Kendal, and Steve Max. Kahn, Bobo, Kendal, and Max
write about the tasks of groups that seek to pursue power together. Both
books emphasze the mechanics of meetings, codition-building, god-
Setting, member recruitment, and leadership development. This is a view
of left politics as organizing, as a craft that must be learned through
experience and mentorship and that must be practiced in and by
collectivities thet meet regularly, drategize for the long term, and act in
concert. It is a view of politics that has developed out of the experiences of
generations of labor, community, and civil rights organizers, and that has
played a centrd role in winning that scattering of precious and precarious
victories that the US left has been able to leverage. Organizing works. It is
not a form of entertainment, it tekes time and commitment, and it cannot,
by itdf, explan why socid change is needed, but there is no better
method available for the congtruction of insurgent democratic movements.

Where Kahn, Bobo, Kendal, and Max wrote their books as supplements
to in-the-field organizer traning, How To and 50 Ways present themsdlves
as replacements for gpprenticeship in politica action. For How To and 50
Ways, meetings and mentorship fade from view. “You,” for these authors,
is dways sngula: therr audience is a universe of individuds who take
action done While nether book offers an explicit critique of
organizetions, the implications are clear: organizations are inconvenient
intrusons into your busy life, and they leave you less room for doing
things your own way. 50 Ways lauds actions that you can take “a home, in
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[your] spare time” preferdbly on the internet. Classc community
organizing techniques, for & leasst one How To contributor, are “time-
consuming bullshit” Once they get aound to recommending specific
“dick moves to swing the dection,” the closes How To's authors come to
telling ther readers to organize is to gently recommend dating “an
informa group” or “an unoffica or officd...locd voting block.” The
words “informa” and “unofficid,” here, seem to add no meaning, but they
do add reassurance: We're not too serious about this, y'dl, so just chill.
Wewon't place serious demands on you.

With its rgection of the organizing modd of politicd action, the new
politicd style announced by How To and 50 Ways is missng a redistic
gppraisd of what books can do. Since organizing must be learned through
practice and with guidance, books can only do so much to teach us
political skills. However, books can hep us understand why we engage in
politicd action. This is a question tha How To and 50 Ways disdain.
Idedls toward which we might aspire do not require discusson, they ings,
nor do accounts of how our society fits together. The ungtated thess of
both How To and 50 Ways is that the real problems of the US left ae a
lack of enthusasm and a dearth of technicd know-how. The firg is to be
remedied by cheery success stories and an indstence that politica action
need not be boring, and the second by collections of what 50 Ways cdls
“tips and resources.”

What if this is not what we need? | am not sure how to prove what the US
left today does or does not lack, so | will smply propose an dterndive to
the view presented in How To and 50 Ways. We have plenty of technicd
skill around, and finding sources from which to learn it is not difficult.
Numerous unions, community organizations, and politicd groups have
internships and organizer training programs. As for cheer: in a world of
contradictions and disgppointments, it is not the mogs reliable source of
motivation. On the other hand, the work of figuring out what we want is
not as eadly dispensed with as the How To and 50 Ways authors presume.
Once, left activits understood this. The Port Huron Statement charged:
“All around us there is an adute gragp of method, technique—the
committee, the ad hoc group, the lobbyist, the hard and soft sdll, the make,
the projected image—but, if pressed citicdly, such expetise is
incompetent to explain itsimplicit idedls” Thisis our problem, too.
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How To and 50 Ways burg with unexplained implicit ideds How To
drops jokes about what we'll al do after the revolution, but the “Vison” it
expounds is fluffy despite the capitd V, veering between conservative-
tinged communitarianism and ho-hum liberdism:

We bdieve in creating socid support to strengthen families.

We bdieve in fodering a spirit of shared respongbility and
community.

We bdlievein bringing al voicesinto the public didogue.

We bdieve in protecting our right to privacy and our freedom of
choice.

We bdieve in making red opportunities availableto dl.

We believe in using government to invest in the public good.

...and so forth. 50 Ways is even more averse to discussng gods and
principles, asde from whatever agenda might be implied by the
notorioudy unhepful labd “progressve’, or by friendly offhand mentions
of organizationrs such as the AFL-CIO, Siera Club, NOW, Working
Assts, and other usual suspects. How To's authors make clear that ther
immediate god is to defeat George W. Bush this November, and the anti-
Bush stance of 50 Ways is only a nudge and a wink away from being
explicit. (Perhgps MoveOn has some tax-daus reason for remaning
noncommitt in print?) But neither book shows interes in a serious
discusson of what we might hope to gain from a Democratic victory this
year, or what we might want to achieve afterwards. It is not that How To
and 50 Ways never get around to addressng these questions. rather, they
rgject normative and theoretica questions as unnecessary.

In his didog Gorgias, Plato agued that politics is not smply an
empeiria—a skill or knack that can be discussed gpart from its goas.
Rather, it should be understood as a techne—a craft that entails both
capabilities learned through practice and an account of the ends toward
which those capabilities will be applied. How To and 50 Ways treat
palitics as empeiria, as a mere bag of tricks whose gods are so obvious—
or perhaps unimportant—that they require little or no discusson. | want to
suggest that Plato’'s notion of politics as techne is as rdevant to our
gtuaion as Weber's redism. What we need mogt is not books that try to
tell us how to do politics, but organizations that can show us how to
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organize, and engagement with political theory to hdp us determine why
we want to organize and what we should expect from our organizing.

By conceiving of politics as empeiria raher than techne, indging on
immediate plessure, and teking the individud as ther cosmos How To
and 50 Ways surrender to the ideology of consumerism. This is evident in
the smpering usarfriendliness of 50 Ways, but it reaches a sckening leve
of sdf-consciousness in How To, with its cdls for a “marketing modd of
organizing,” its recommendetion that activists teke “lessons from hip hop,
mass media, and corporate marketing,” and its identification with the
generationd consciousness that “brought jazz, rock ‘n’ roll, hip hop, jeans,
sneskers, and the Internet to power.” In the end, this reduction of left
politics to consumerism is what diginguishes the political style shared by
How To and 50 Ways. That their acceptance of this ideology might be a
odds with their own deeper hopes is a possihility that the authors have not
equipped themsalves to discern. How To and 50 Ways may be fueled by a
sound rage agang socid injudtice, but it is a rage that, Since it is merey
expresad and never explained, remains just as private as any other
consumer preference. The credtivity they exhibit never rises above the
level of the clever advertiser, the solidarities they offer go no deeper than
our identifications with our favorite brands, and they leave us with a
conception of politics that has little room for ether the mundane and
disciplined action required for effectiveness or the critical intellectua edge
that is a prerequidte for radicalism.

Geoffrey Kurtz is a frequent contributor to Logos and is a doctoral
student in Political Science at Rutgers.
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