Yes or No, But...

How do you solve a problem like The Donald?

From my perspective, the answer is simple: turn out the vote
and beat that sociopathic charlatan like a tin drum. Send him
scurrying back into the fever swamp that spawned him. Be gone,
beast.

But for my Republican friends (stop laughing) and relatives,
it is a little trickier. Talking to these folks — in a
respectful and civil way (why are you laughing? Stop!) -
presents an opportunity for us to find a little common ground

Some of them — call them the #EverTrump crowd — see Big Orange
as the answer to their prayers, a knight in Cheetos-colored
armor. For them, it’s simple. And I got nothing except to say,
“Nice weather we’re having.” Common ground enough.

Then there are the folks Josh Marshall tagged as the “Yes,
but..” brigade, people who realize Mister Spray Tan is a
disaster on legs, but are going to vote for him anyway. Folks
like Paul Ryan and Mitch McConnell, who daily have to spin
like tops to distance themselves from Trump’s latest nonsense,
but still, their support remains unwavering. Rubio. Priebus.
McCain. The list goes on. Profiles in triangulating cowardice,
they want it both ways: principled opposition to the scourge
of Gold Star moms everywhere, but a clean heart about
withholding their vote for the only living, non-orange person
who might actually become President, the Hildebeast. These are
the folks who calculate that party over country is a winning
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bet. For them, I got nothing beyond a suggestion to check out
the latest escapades of Mallard Fillmore. And this: history
will not be kind to you. Nice weather, by the way.

Then there are those who know el Trumpo is a know-nothing
martinet and a fool, but a lifetime of GOP voting leaves them
constitutionally incapable of pulling the lever for the pant-
suited she-demon. The “No, but..” brigade. JEB!? I'm looking at
you. If you’'re in this gaggle, stay with me, because I want
you to find your way to the fourth possible path, the one less
traveled by.

Here is where I praise Republicans who realize that a Trump
presidency would inflict incalculable damage on our Nation,
who cannot imagine having to explain to their descendants how
they could have supported — even indirectly — the election of
a vulgar grifter. People who know that they are going to take
fire from other Republicans, know they’ll hear cries of
“Traitor!” People who know they are sacrificing future
opportunities in the party they have called home for a
lifetime. The #NoButs brigade.

We can also call them Patriots.

I recently struck up a friendship with a long-time member of
the conservative GOP establishment. (STOP laughing!) Last time
we spoke, X was firmly in the “No, but..” camp, unable to see
how she could overcome a lifetime of Clinton-aversion. But
today I discover that she has very publicly and definitively
joined the #NoButs brigade, proclaiming that if the race 1is
close, she will vote for Hillary Clinton.

I cannot tell you how much I admire her courage. She could
have kept quiet and nobody would have known. Except her. And
this was a big splash, a very public conversion driven by
conscience and rational analysis.

This is what decency looks like. I hope this opens the
floodgates.



And I hope those trying to have it both ways realize that, as
my Uncle Herschel used to say, “Roll in pig mud, boy, and you
get stink on ya.”

I'm not asking that every Republican become a Democrat or vote
a straight Dem ticket. I am asking — no, pleading, really -
that the people who identify as reasonable Republicans cut the
charade of “Yes/No, but..” and take a simple stand. Proclaim
your support for Hillary Clinton as the next President of the
United States. #NoButs

You can vote straight GOP down the ticket from there. You can
pledge to do everything you can to ensure that she is a one-
term President. As a member of the loyal opposition, you can
commit to struggling against any of her policies that strike
you as wrong.

What you cannot do — if you want to honestly see yourself as a
principled conservative and Patriot — is to sit this out, to
let your silence serve as tacit approval of a tiny-fingered,
Cheetos-tinted lunatic assuming the power of the Presidency.

Just join the ranks of the sane and repeat after my new pal,
who proclaimed, “This is a time when country has to take
priority over political parties. Donald Trump cannot be
elected president.”

Now that’s some common ground we should be able to agree on.

(Out of respect for her reputation, I won’t quote my pal by
name.
She’s getting grief enough without being pegged as a friend of
mine. )



It's Getting There

Shadows are falling and I’ve been here all day
It’s too hot to sleep, time is running away

Feel like my soul has turned into steel

I've still got the scars that the sun didn’t heal
There’s not even room enough to be anywhere

It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there

— Bob

I'd love to take a cavalier tone here, deliver a wry slice

of the buffoonery that is He, Trump<fn>"™ Charlie Pierce</fn>.
The man is comedy gold, a walking punch line, from his barely
concealed groping of Ivanka, to his hair and skin color, to
his inability to let go a grudge, to his Mussolini-esque lip
pursing. <fn>Someone wearing my eyeglasses emphasized this
last tic during last Mardi Gras. It was yooge. Way ahead of
the curve.</fn>
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The Writer as Trump, Friend of da Jieuxs — Photo by Ryan
Hodgson-Rigsbee

But mocking Trump 1is just not enough. Things are just a
tad too dire. Face it: one of two people has a non-zero chance
of becoming the nation’s 45th president. Neither is named Jill
or Gary.<fn>Get over it.</fn> Given the peculiarities of
American electoral politics, one of them is named Trump.

I feel like I'm watching some unholy mashup of Seven Days 1in
May, Manchurian Candidate, and The Man in the High Castle. It
can’t happen here? This time, I wonder.

His acceptance speech in Cleveland was .. was .. well, what the
hell was that, anyway? He began by saying this:

Friends, delegates and fellow Americans: I humbly and
gratefully accept your nomination for the presidency of the
United States.
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Humble

It was touted ahead of time as hewing to the model of Nixon's
1968 acceptance. (My favorite Nixon scholar, Rick Perlstein,
explains here how badly Trump missed the mark.) Trump knows
that his only hope for winning is to amplify and exaggerate
our fears, to scare enough people into welcoming authoritarian
rule to save us from threats at home and abroad, threats to
our “way of life” and “our values”. Like Nixon in '68, the
litany of horror Trump describes 1is impressively dire. But
unlike Nixon’s 1list, it is largely fictional. A few examples:
crime is down, cop killings are down, employment is up, ACA is
working well, and so on. Our scorched Thunderdome? He pretty
much just made it up.

[x]

Fact checkers at work on Trump’'s ravings

Even more telling, Nixon understood and acknowledged that
these were problems that we would have to solve “together”.
Trump had a slightly different perspective:
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I ALONE CAN FIX IT.

This theme came around several times, and it is perhaps the
most telling component of the whole crazed diatribe. Trump
sees himself as a messianic figure, an authoritarian genius
who will cure everything that ails us simply by being his
awesome self.

On January 20th of 2017, the day after I take the oath of
office, Americans will finally wake up in a country where the
laws of the United States are enforced.

Because right now, and as far as memory can serve, America is
a charred hellscape where chaos reigns supreme. And only one
man can save us.

More humility, with a hearty dash of spittle-flecked anger

He yelled. He balled his fists. His face contorted and
reddened. He started loud and got louder, more angry.

And then he lowered his tone and said this:
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I AM YOUR VOICE.

I truly lost my bearings at this point. Is he a con artist,
delivering his practiced patter to sting an easy mark? Is it
all an act, or does this guy truly believe our world is in the
depths of hell and he is the only man who can save us.

It doesn’t really matter. We now have a know-nothing
narcissist within hailing distance of the Oval Office. He 1is
clearly unqualified, and unhinged. Whether he’'s running a long
con or 1is “just” a demented egomaniac (not that these are
mutually exclusive), this is dangerous territory

It’'s unlikely, but this tiny fingered schmuck could win. He
starts with a reliable ~40% of the vote, people who love them
some authoritarianism, along with folks whose tribal
affiliation to Republicanism means they just have to vote for
him. On the other side, Clinton has a reliable ~40% base who
love them some Democratic tribalism. And as always, that
leaves the mushy middle of 20 million or so people who are
unsure, undecided. These are, for the most part, what the
political profession calls low information
voters.<fn>Actually, that label applies to a huge portion of
the dedicated party folks, too. On both sides.</fn> People who
will make up their minds based on their feelings. Who would
you rather have a beer with?

A few hours ago, a candidate for state representative knocked
on my door.<fn>Really! This is not some Thomas Friedman cab
driver gimmick.</fn> Nice gquy, friendly. Republican, and in a
town this size, basically a neighbor. We got to talking Trump.
He’s not a happy guy on this, says there’s no way he can vote
for a “looney”, and is pretty sad about the state of his
party.<fn>He also had unkind things to say about Little Marco
Rubio. I liked him even more then.</fn> I asked him if he
would vote for Hillary. He kind of shook his head and said,
no, he didn’t think he could do it.



I asked him if, knowing that Trump is a dangerous nut, and
that one of two people was going to be President, and that
Florida is a tight state electorally, he didn’t think it was
his responsibility to do what he could to keep the nut out of
office. He was remarkably open to the idea when phrased that
way .

I had the same conversation with my fab daughter this morning,
a disappointed Bernster who “just isn’t feeling Hillary”. I
get it. It’s her first election, and she wants it to be a
righteous experience. And I get that many Bernie supporters
are disappointed and feeling left out. Been there.

Much has been said about prominent GOPers refusing to attend
the convention. Several big name Republicans have announced
that they will absolutely not vote for Trump, but like my new
pal and state house candidate, they can’t bring themselves to
vote for Clinton. And much is made of their integrity, their
principled opposition.

I say bullshit. How bad does it have to get to renounce your
party’s presidential nominee? Pretty fucking terrible, that’s
how. Yet that’s not terrible enough to actually do something
to keep him out of the office you already admit that he is
unqualified for? What more do you need?

Republicans have a shitty choice, but it has a silver lining.
I'm looking for prominent Republicans — come on JEB! — to take
a stand and say, “This guy is dangerous, he does not represent
the values of our party or our country, and I am voting for
his opponent. In four years, I will campaign hard to re-take
the White House from Hillary Clinton, but for now, she is the
only viable choice.”

This is the way to rebuild a sober and rational party. I know
too many Republicans who acknowledge that the party has become
extremist. They want it to change. Here’s their chance to
chase to tea partiers, the white supremacists, the



obstructionists, the bomb throwers.

For Hillary-averse voters who consider themselves liberal, or
progressive, or leftist syndicalist whatevers, it’s time to
suck it up and support Clinton. Proclaim loudly that Trump is
just too dangerous, but dammit Clinton, we’re gonna bulldog
you and hold your feet to the fire. Find another Bernie to
primary her in 2020 if she let’s you down too badly.

I get that there are people who really, really, really do not
like Hillary Clinton. Personally, I'm fine with her; it feels
like a continuation of Obama, and I can’t get too outraged
over that. I'm fairly certain she will disappoint and outrage
me at some point, just like every other president in my
lifetime.<fn>Some way more than others, natch.</fn>

But I'm comfortable with that because I know it is inevitable.
For some folks, the idea of voting the lesser of two evils 1is
too much to bear, and a principled purity vote 1is more
emotionally satisfying. Or maybe you’re thinking of staying
home, like your crestfallen GOP counterparts who didn’t get
they nominee the wanted. Above it all.

Whether you’'re a disappointed progressive or an disappointed
conservative, let me say with utmost respect:

Fuck your feelings. Use your head.
Trump is a clear danger. We cannot afford to indulge 1in

preening and moral purity this year. The stakes are too high.
Vote, goddamit. And don’t waste it.

(Full Disclosure: I voted Bernie in the primary, fwiw. And I
like Tim Kaine just fine.)



A Nice Gooey Cluster

It sure is clustery.

I've been a gavel-to-gavel convention junkie since 1972. I
admit that most of the time it is tedious, pretentious, and a
towering load of bullshit. The joke that “politics is show
business for ugly people” has been around as long as I can
remember, and my enjoyment comes from my uber-geeky obsession
with US history and politics. Growing up under the Nixon raj
was Llike living in a Shakespearean tragedy, so I’'ve always
found it damned entertaining and compelling. Mea culpa.

Conventions are tightly scripted reality shows, a cross
between Survivor and those cheesy behind-the-athlete vignettes
that have made the Olympics all but unwatchable. Predictable,
cliched kitsch with an occasional surprise twist.
But sometimes, the machinery breaks down and the mask comes
off to reveal the reptile aliens underneath. It happened in
'68 and '72 with the Democrats, and in '64 and '76 for the
Republicans. It reveals much about the national id and the
undercurrents of tension and conflict that are behind the
events that we always scratch our heads over and think, “how
could such a thing happen?” here.

This year’s Republican National Convention has been a parade
of reptile aliens. It almost beggars analysis.

What can you say when the speaker who displayed the greatest
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integrity (maybe the only speaker who displayed any integrity)

was a charmless theocrat from Texas who frightens his own
children?

Ve
£

2 YouTube/Ricky Vaughn JruN
No, Daddy, no! Icky Daddy.

What can you say when the convention attendees act as though
they are in a remake of The Crucible?

The delegation from Mississippi. Burn the witch!

I could go on, and I have. I ‘ve twitterized to excess this
week, one-liner bon mots flowing like cheap wine. The
spectacle is perfect for it. Moose and squirrel. Quisling
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taint lickers like Walker, Christie, and Little Marco. The
weaponization of grief. The cynical intonation of MLK in
defense of state’s rights. Rudy Nosferatu.

A verb, a noun, 9-11.

What this week’'s spectacle does not lend itself to is any kind
of extended, coherent analysis. It is simply too fractured, a
broken mirror reflection of what at least 40% of our nation
perceives as reality, with so many overlapping fault lines as
to defy focus. And that, truly, may be the point.

It may be that the splintered, kaleidoscopic texture of the
past three nights was intentional. So many shiny objects! So
many “did you see that?” diversions! And such a cavalcade of
stars! Duck Dynasty! Chachi! GE Smith!

It's every bit as dazzling as the 4 a.m. shift on the old
Jerry Lewis Telethons. Yeah, I watched that, too, every year.
Why? Well, it was one night when the electric picture radio
box had more than a test pattern after midnight, and it was a
holiday, and if you were lucky, some hapless Vegas crooner
would lose his toupee mid-song, or Jerry would doze off or
start hallucinating and babbling and crying. Just like this
year’s RNC.
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a

god—whathave T doene?” Jerry Lewis at 4

a.m.

Horrific displays of stiff Caucasian dancing and call-and-
response 1insanity? Stagecraft gone awry? Valium-addled
rantings, video screens and microphones misfiring, speakers
crying? Messrs. K and H assure the public their production
will be second to none. I love it.

When I go to a concert and the wheels start to come off, I get
a thrill. How will everybody respond? Sometimes, the recovery
takes the performance to a level nobody had imagined, pure
magic. Other times, recovery is rough, but respectable. And
sometimes, nothing can be done, everybody just has to pretend
things are okay, while the band plays Waltzing Matilda. Onward
to death and glory!

I've pretty much avoided writing about He, Trump, aka The
Donald, The Short Fingered Vulgarian, &c. It all pretty much
gets written without my help. The rest of the GOP clown car?
So much protoplasm, so little substance. The entire campaign
was like watching a circus camp for incontinent toddlers, like
watching a stubborn remnant refusing to go away no matter how
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many times you flush. Fascinating, but more than a little
revolting. Just not terribly interesting to write about.

Plus, also, too, it’s easy to get distracted by trivialities
like 1) Natasha's plagiarized speech or 1i) whether a
professional gasbag did or did not give a Nazi salute to
Trump.<fn>i) Who cares? and 1ii) No, she didn’t. Just
stop.</fn> Why do the Trump lads look like understudies in an
off-off-Broadway production of American Psycho?<fn>Because
Patrick Bateman is a role model. Duh.</fn> Will Tiffany ever
get her Daddy'’'s attention?<fn>Tragically, no.</fn> Does
Marcocito’s suit retain its shape through a wire frame or by
hot gas inflation?<fn>Bet on the gas.</fn>

One almost forgets that the reason this shitshow 1s happening
at all is because one of our two choices for president is a
litigation happy megalomaniac who lies as easily as most
people fart. A grandstander who has no qualifications, a
grifter, a phony, a narcissistic horror. He knows nothing of
policy, or how governance works, or even the basic facts of
America’s role in the world. He’s the drunk uncle at
Thanksgiving, the sot at the end of the bar that everybody
moves away from. A barking mad street ranter waving pamphlets
and yelling “I’'ve got evidence!”

You may hate her, and her policies, but Hillary is at least
qualified to serve. Lawyer. Senator. Secretary of State. You
gotta go back to Madison for that kind of resume cred. Trump?
It’s laughable on its face. A sane electorate would not elect
this guy King of Cartoons. And the polls say he’s pretty much
a snowball in hell.

But it's not enough to let me sleep soundly. I’ve seen
elections go wrong before. It can happen here.

For a generation or three that has grown up with the electric
picture machine, Trump is a familiar amalgam of years of
iconic representation. He's Ralph Cramden and Fred Flintstone



and Archie and the predators of the reality show circuit.
He's Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous and a towering member
of the glitterati club. He'’s been in your home, in one form or
another, for decades. <fn>Hilary has been the star of a
reality show for 25 years, too. She’s inevitably cast as the
villain.</fn> He's Dallas and Falcon Crest and All My
Children. Especially All My Children.

Back in the days of Reagan<fn>He ruined everything, you know.
You can look it up.</fn> and Flock of Haircuts, one of my
guilty pleasures was this daily soaper. It was overwrit and
overwrought, pretty plainly terrible in every measurable way.
But it knew the future. Erica Kane, played by Susan Lucci for
41 years<fn>Respect!!!!</fn>, was a centerpiece character, a
“celebrity” who was “famous” and who had legions of “fans”,
but who never seemed to actually do anything to become famous.
She was simply famous for being famous. This is decades ahead
of a Kardashian or a Housewives of.. scenario.

This, my friends, was Philip K Dick level prognosticating.
It’s no accident that a considerable percentage of the
convention speakers gained their fame through reality
teevee.<fn>Plus a few grifters from the pyramid marketing
realm, a little celebrity subset of its own. But I
digress.</fn>

These day, celebrity qua celebrity is so commonplace as to be
unremarkable. Viral videos, reality shows, all that. It means
that anybody can be famous, qualifications be damned. And
here’s a goodly chunk of the Trump appeal: anybody, by damn,
can be president!

“So what that he don’t know NATO from NAFTA..he’s got common
sense, dalgurnit, and he’s ain’t beholden. Why, he’s just
like me! Now hold my beer and watch me shoot this skeeter
offa ma nose!”



An actual Trump delegate.
No, really.

There is an unmovable base that thinks that what is going on
in one of the only two parties that matter<fn>Get over it,
Greens and Libturds.</fn> is fine and fucking dandy, a really
good direction for our commonwealth to pursue with fanatical
vigor. Trump has tapped into something deep and toxic, and he
is not shy about letting the beast out to play. He knows how
to cultivate the resentment and fear that motivates a big
portion of our population. Higher angels? What do their Q
ratings look like? Losers.

On top of that, there is another significant percentage of
people who will stroke their chins thoughtfully and say, oh
yes, certainly, that Trump fellow is a bit rough around the
edges, but oh my fucking god that Hilary Clinton, at least
Trump didn’t {hide emails, smuggle cocaine, kill Vincent
Foster, help Bill rape women, &c.} AND SHE IS EVIL AND SHE
MUST BE STOPPED. People who, more in sorrow than in anger,
will vote to Make America Great Again.

<fn>Sure and okay, Hilary and the Dems have a solid 40% to
start with, too, a base that marches just as obediently.
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Tribal markers and all that. I'm not blind to the faults of
the other side, I’'ll be watching their shitshow just as
closely. I imagine there will be plenty of high-larity and
contumely to share.</fn>

Here’'s where shit gets real.<fn>as the young people say, via
emoji, apparently, but whatevs</fn>Despite the fact that, by
any reasonable measure, there 1is only one major party
candidate that is fit to occupy the office of presidency, this
is actually a competitive race. There are purportedly
“reasonable” people (looking at you JEB!) who refuse to say,
“Country above party! This is a nightmare. Wake up!” It ain’t
gonna happen, the tribal markers are too sharp.

As with the last several elections, it comes down to what are
quaintly known as “low information” voters. People of the
land. The common clay of America.

You know...morons.

Here’s where it can go all wrong. In 2000, there was the idea
going around that Bush would be someone you’'d rather have a
beer with. He was a regular guy, just like me! Already you can
see the effort to cast Trump and his spawn as salt of the
earth jes’ folk, with Hilary as the epitome of elitism.
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Ah, but he’'s a businessman. A celebrity businessman.
A rich<fn>Perhaps.</fn> celebrity businessman. Trifecta
jackpot! The cult of the business titan works in his favor,
even as we are asked to think of him as a regular guy. And
he’s rich, just like I could be if it weren’t for that Obama
fella. In a Kardashianized world, simply being rich and famous
is qualification enough. The details will get cleaned up in
post-production.

Give him points: he's the savviest manipulator of the media
monkeys we'’ve ever seen. A bona fee-day organ grinder with a
chain attached to all their nose rings. He played his
opponents and the party grandees like a tent full of chumps at
the carnival. The Trump Rollicking Medicine Show rolls on, and
we can only hope that enough people will see the con and
outnumber the marks. There’s no guarantee, so step right up..

I'LL tune in again tonight, a chump at the edge of my seat
waiting to see what kind of weaponized resentments he will
offer to a crowd that looks all too ready to roll some
tumbrels and pitch some forks. I’'ll curse and tweet and go to
bed ennervated and distressed, hooked on this year’s reality
teevee spectacle. The ratings will be boffo.

The Greatest Thing That Ever
Lived
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By the time I could pay attention, The Greatest had already
rejected his slave name, embraced the Nation of Islam, and
refused to serve the armed forces of the United States.<fn>He
was not a draft dodger. He just said fuck no, put me in prison
if you have to, but fuck. No. That ain’t no dodge.</fn>

By the time I could pay attention, I remember adults in my
orbit still calling him Cassius Clay, declaring they would
never call him by that n****r name, that he had gotten way
above his station, that he was a traitor, that he refused to
appreciate everything “his” country had done for him, just
another shiftless ingrate who didn’t know his place.

I can’t say I was carefully taught. But I was taught. I was
taught that James Brown was barely more evolved than an ape or
a gorilla, that MLK was one “one of the good ones, mostly” and
that those animals were burning down “their own”
neighborhoods.

But by the time I could pay attention, none of this stuff
squared with what I was seeing with my own lying eyes.

By the time I could pay attention, MLK went from alive to
dead, a victim of the racism that my people all wanted to
believe was not as bad as “the bad ones” would suggest. You
know, the bad ones. Like these guys.



Tommie Smith and John Carlos — American
Patriots

By the time I could pay attention, James Brown was the guy who
made some of my favorite music, a thrilling force of nature.

By the time I could pay attention, the futility and inherently
racist cruelty of the Vietnam War was all too clear, even to
this ten-year old. A 4th grade friend and I got in big trouble
for refusing to stand and recite the Pledge of Allegiance,
reasoning that there was no way in hell that we would ever
fight in Vietnam, so pledging allegiance would be nothing but
a lie.

We stood with Muhammad Ali. Even if we didn’t know it.

(That week, in an odd turn, Jose Feliciano performed the
National Anthem at the World Series. His performance was an
outrage, a provocation, yet another example of one of Those

People™ showing ingratitude at how much “their” country had
done for them. His crime? Singing a British drinking song with
a Latin feel. So the next day, the entire 4th grade was
summoned to the classroom of one Miss Loretta Karp, a stooped
skeleton from hell in high heels, with impossibly bright red
hair, a woman who would have been six foot three if she was
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not in a constant hunch. She was mean as a wet cat whose
bright red lipsticked smile existed only to signal impending
cruelty. She began by noting that there had been some
“unpleasantness” in school lately with “certain people”
showing “poor patriotism by refusing to honor Our Flag”. She
then went on to note that the World Series had been forever
blemished by the desecration of the national anthem by a
“foreigner. But by God,” we were going to fix that by having
the entire 4th grade “stand together and sing the Star
Spangled Banner as God meant it to be sung”. My pal and I got
the giggles and could not stop. We got in trouble again. Such
wabble wousers!)

Sure, we were risking nothing more than a stern talking to
from our parents and disapproving looks from teachers and
staff. Our courage was nothing, a flea fart in a hurricane.
But still. We stood with Ali, two dopy white boys in the
Connecticut suburbs who basically knew shit from shinola. But
we knew that everything we were being taught about the war,
about the way our nation was structured, did not square with
things we saw on the electric radio picture box every night at
dinner, pass the biscuits please. By the way, why are they
burning down that village?

Too many things we were taught were just transparently wrong.
This 1is not to cast full blame on our parents and teachers.
They were themselves taught untruth, a set of lies that became
matters of gospel faith. This was “their” country, and
everyone else who was here needed to know their place.

So it’'s easy to understand how my people, taught from birth
that this was “their” country, would look at Cassius Clay’s
declaration of “I'm the greatest thing that ever lived!” as
not just braggadocio, but as a direct threat to their security
and world view. For a colored man, such a thing was just not
done.

And for him to embrace Black Nationalism the very next day, to



clearly state uncomfortable truths about “their” nation, could
only mean one of two things: one of them was lying. And it had
to be, just had to be, that loud-mouthed boy.

And then, he rejected “their” war, “their” draft, “their”
nation in terms that offered no comfort, no conciliation:

“I got nothing against no Viet Cong. No Vietnamese ever
called me a nigger. They never lynched me or raped my
grandmother. Why should they ask me to put on a uniform and
go 10,000 miles from home and drop bombs and bullets on Brown
people in Vietnam while so-called Negro people in Louisville
are treated like dogs and denied simple human rights? No I’m
not going 10,000 miles from home to help murder and burn
another poor nation simply to continue the domination of
white slave masters of the darker people the world over. This
i1s the day when such evils must come to an end. I have been
warned that to take such a stand would cost me millions of
dollars. But I have said it once and I will say it again. The
real enemy of my people is here. I will not disgrace my
religion, my people or myself by becoming a tool to enslave
those who are fighting for their own justice, freedom and
equality... IfT I thought the war was going to bring freedom
and equality to 22 million of my people they wouldn’t have to
draft me, I’'d join tomorrow. I have nothing to lose by
standing up for my beliefs. So I’ll go to jail, so what?
We’ve been in jail for 400 years.”

He gave up everything for this stand. His titles, his income.
He was not allowed to practice his craft. He was, in fact, one
of White America’s most hated symbols, even as he became a
hero to Black America and to people around the world. When he
was finally allowed to fight again, the battle lines were
pretty clear. Joe Frazier was “one of the good ones”, the guy
who would shut Ali up for good. The rest is, as they say,
history. You can look it up.<fn>0r you can turn on the
electric picture radio machine for round the clock Ali



hagiography.</fn>

As with MLK III, the posthumous softening of the Ali image 1is
underway. Just as King was transformed from a warrior badass
into a cuddly teddy bear of non-violent accommodation, Ali is
being morphed into an anodyne citizen of the world, a guy who
was great with kids, who met with everyone from princes to
paupers. A twinkly-eyed elder statesman who, robbed of speech,
became a blank slate upon which we could all shine our
imagining of who and what this guy was in life.<fn>Even Trump
blathered on about how they were such “good friends”,
ffs.</fn>

But Ali, like King, was way more than a teddy bear.

Last night we began watching the remake of Roots. It’'s a
grueling affair. Central to the first episode is the
importance of a person claiming and owning his real name.
Kunta Kinte endured a savage beating before he whispered
“Toby” in acceptance of his fate. Ali flipped that, renouncing
the name his more recent ancestors had been forced to assume.
And he took a beating for it. The nation wanted a nice Joe
Louis Negro, a quiescent and accommodating character who would
make white folks feel like they are not racists, because they
just love them one of the good ones. Someone who transcended
race.

Writer Stereo Williams dropped this tweet today:
“Transcended race” typically means “Helped me forget to be

racist.”

Ali never let me forget to be racist. Such a thing 1is
impossible for this product of White Southern upbringing. If
anything, I want to remember that I am a racist, constantly. I
don’'t need to be let off the hook for my part in this legacy.

By the time I could pay attention, Ali helped me understand



that the Vietnam War was an immoral, indefensible violation of
human decency. That was early on in my lifetime of paying
(variable) attention to our world, and it was no small thing

to realize that one of Those People™ was correcting a lie
handed me by “my people”.

What else did I have wrong? The list is seemingly endless.



