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Steve Skrovan: It's the Ralph Nader Rader Hour. Welcome to the Ralph Nader Rader Hour. My 

name is Steve Skrovan along with my co-host, David Feldman. Hello, David. We've got a great 

show today. 

David Feldman: Another—yes. 

Steve Skrovan: That’s all you have to say? 

David Feldman: I was too overly enthusiastic, and I’m trying to just act cool.  

Steve Skrovan: Well, take my word for it. And we also have the man of the hour, Ralph Nader. 

Hello, Ralph. 

Ralph Nader: Hello, everybody. 

Steve Skrovan: And Ralph, before we begin this great show, you wanted to pay tribute to a 

couple of people we've lost tragically recently.  

Ralph Nader: Yes. The first is David Graeber, the great anthropologist who was one of the in-

person architects of Occupy Wall Street almost 10 years ago, who wrote the global bestseller, 

Debt: The First 5,000 Years and was such a critic of capitalism that Yale University refused to 

renew his contract in 2005, and he couldn't get a job in the United States. So he went to the 

London School of Economics and has written great books and materials; really an original mind 

and no nonsense, hands-on, also theoretical. And he passed away in Venice from a heart attack.  

The other great loss was Kevin Zeese, who was a multi-issue citizen leader. Democracies don't 

produce many leaders like Kevin. He was onto all of these issues, everything from anti-war to 

climate, to civil rights, to drug policy, to net neutrality. He would be on the streets leading 

demonstrations and connecting with a lot of younger people all over the country. And he passed 

away from a heart attack too in Baltimore. So I thought it was important to pay tribute to these 

great civic leaders, fighters for justice. And I hope they have living memorials by their 

supporters so they can, not only have a legacy of the work they've done, but also extend it and 

inspire and get more people to pursue the same objectives.  

Steve Skrovan: Well, thank you for that, Ralph. And we had Kevin Zeese on the show a few 

years ago. So if you want to go to our website, ralphnaderradiohour.com and put his name in the 

search engine, you can catch some of him on that show.  

Ralph Nader: That’s Z-E-E-S-E. We used to kid him by saying Zeese for Peace; that’s his 

motto, Zeese for Peace.  

Steve Skrovan: Zeese for Peace. Very good. Well, we have a great show for you today. In 

addition, we're glad we have this gentleman on. In May of this year, Professor Adolph Reed was 

invited to speak to the Democratic Socialists of America’s New York City chapter. And he 

planned to argue that the left was too focused on coronavirus’s disproportionate impact on Black 

people. He said that this was undermining multiracial organizing. He said the left was too 

focused on race and not enough on class, and people got very upset about this. People said he 

was downplaying racism. Because of the uproar, Professor Reed and DSA leaders decided to 

cancel his talk. So Adolph Reed will be our first and only guests on the show today. We'll hear 



 

 

from him about his canceled speech and further thoughts on cancel culture in general and race 

and class.  

At some point in the show, we will as always, take time to check in with our corporate crime 

reporter, Russell Mokhiber. And at the end, if we have time, we will answer some listener 

questions. But first, let's talk about how the nation's most powerful socialist organization rejected 

a Black Marxist professor’s talk because of his views on race. David? 

David Feldman: Adolph Reed Jr., is Professor [Emeritus] of Political Science [and Economics] 

at the University of Pennsylvania; he is a Bernie Sanders supporter and co-organizer of Higher 

Ed for Bernie. He is the author of numerous books and articles that deal with race and class and 

writes regularly for the New Republic and the Nation. Welcome to the Ralph Nader Radio Hour, 

Professor Adolph Reed. 

Adolph Reed: Hi, David. I'm very happy to be here. Thanks for having me. It's good to be 

reunited with Ralph and Steve. And I just want to say too, I knew about Graeber, but I hadn't 

heard about Kevin Zeese. I'm really sorry to hear that. 

Ralph Nader: Very sad; Graeber was 59 and Kevin Zeese was 65; big loss. Adolph, thanks for 

coming on. You were the subject of a New York Times article on August 14th by Michael 

Powell. I thought it was a pretty good article and it's titled “A Black Marxist Scholar Wanted to 

Talk About Race [and] It Ignited a Fury.” That’s when you were disinvited from a virtual lecture, 

to the Democratic Socialists of New York. And in the article, you are quoted as saying, “An 

obsession with disparities of race has colonized the thinking of left and liberal types. There is 

this insistence that race and racism are fundamental determinants of all Black people's 

existence.” And I think you paralleled one of your colleagues, Cornel West, who  has written 

articles and books titled Race Matters and Class Matters. And I never thought this controversy 

was an either/or, and I don't think you do either; it’s a matter of emphasis. And you were really 

sharply criticized by Professor [Keeanga-Yamahtta] Taylor at Princeton [University]. And before 

you get into it, you know, just looking at it from a distance, Adolph, here's the way I see the 

other side that critics you. They see this as one of their few moments in the media sun, and are 

they ever getting media, NPR, New York Times; they see it as a much more cohesive approach by 

emphasizing race and a much more motivating one to get people out, not just in the streets, but 

elect people like AOC and others. And they fear that the day in the media is going to be over and 

nothing is going to happen.  

On the other hand, the other side says, if you emphasize class as well as race, Whites and Blacks 

and Hispanics and Asian-Americans, et cetera, are all bleeding the same way from corporate 

domination of government and the economy and you're not marginalized that way. You're not 

subject to being betrayed as easily if you connect across races and ethnic groups. And above all, 

corporations have learned to game people who charge racism. You know, they put all these full 

page ads with pictures of frontline workers in the COVID-19 praising them, even though they 

never paid them a living wage or adequate benefits. We've seen that in New York Times, 

Washington Post and elsewhere. And you know, they know how to use symbols and 

manipulation. But when you confront them with a united front, so to speak, and this will include 

some voters who are conservative, like Whites, who are exploited in Appalachia and [the] 

Ozarks. They don't know how to game it as easily. So that's sort of the pro and con motivations. 

So I open it up to you. What's your view of this? 



 

 

Adolph Reed: Well, yeah, it's an interesting construct, Ralph. On the pro side, I guess that 

makes sense. My first reaction to that, though, is that we aren't going to win the things that we 

want and need through media exposure anyway, because as you know better than anyone else, 

the first name of media is corporate. [chuckles] So we're not going to build a struggle there; 

we're not going to win it there. But the second thing I would say about that is that while it's 

certainly true that the different metrics of equality or social justice aren't mutually exclusive, they 

do stem from fundamentally different normative presumptions, right? And it's possible to hold 

both certainly, but one of them is a standard of justice that some of us have described as racial 

democracy, right? That is to say that the ideal is that Blacks or other non-Whites would be 

distributed up and down the hierarchy of American capitalist society in rough proportion to their 

percentages in the overall population.  And that's a legitimate standard of social justice or of 

racial justice, certainly. But it contrasts with the principle of social democracy, which focuses 

more on overall inequality, like from top to bottom across groups. And what we've seen over the 

last 40 years is that the U.S. has certainly made some progress more than is apparent from sort of 

crude measures like median Black versus White income or wealth. But the society has made 

significant progress along the lines of the principle of racial democracy since the mid-1960s. But 

it's happened, and one of the dynamics that has obscured the extent of progress; and by progress, 

I mean, in particular, you know, opening up of occupational categories and the jobs and 

occupations, improved income, progress in terms of racial democracy, right? How many Black 

Ivy League professors were there in 1960, for instance. But it's occurred at the same time that the 

society has become more and more starkly unequal on the standard of social democracy.  And 

while it is in principle possible, in fact, most Black racial advocates or civic elites from the mid-

1930s through the 1960s embraced both norms, they aren't necessarily joined, right? And it is 

possible to stress one or the other. And one of the things that my colleagues and I, comrades and 

I, have been arguing is that what currently passes for a left in the U.S., the principle of racial 

democracy, has vastly overwhelmed the principle of social democracy. And in fact, people who 

embrace the former tend to denounce the latter. I mean, that's what leads to contentions like the 

New Deal and other universalistic programs are racist because Blacks don’t benefit. In the first 

place, that's a caricature of what happened in the New Deal, but it also points to the degree to 

which racial democratic discourse has been mobilized against the social democratic discourse. 

And frankly, nothing has spoken more clearly to that effect than the responses of the political 

elites to the two Sanders campaigns, where in each case, Bernie was attacked from the nominal 

left by people who contended that his programs weren't race-first enough. But somehow a 

corporate shill like Hillary Clinton, and now even Joe Biden, are considered preferable to 

Sanders. 

Ralph Nader: Yeah, that's for sure. And Bernie was on the civil rights ramparts long before 

Hillary ever thought of it. And they did the same thing with the Green Party people. 

Adolph Reed: Oh, yeah, right. 

Ralph Nader: The perfect example of what you're talking about, Adolph, is the Congressional 

Black Caucus. When you go to their annual convention at the Washington Hilton in September 

of every year, it's surrounded by corporate support, corporate insignia, logos, hospitality suites. 

Eric Lipton in the New York Times wrote a detailed piece on how the corporations have 

corporatized the Congressional Black Caucus. There you are right there, and they do the same 

thing for national Hispanic conventions. So when you deal with race, you worry about how 

corporations can game it with overwhelming, you know, superficial largesse while opposing the 



 

 

increase of the minimum wage, which is versus frozen federally at $7.25 cents an hour, opposing 

universal healthcare, which certainly would help minorities who don't have any healthcare. Just 

make a list; almost everything in terms of livelihood, opportunity [and] access to justice is 

opposed by these corporations, these one-sided, fine-print contracts, the payday loan rackets, the 

rent-to-own rackets. So your point is that corporations are equal opportunity exploiters. 

Adolph Reed: [laughter] Yes, absolutely. And I would take it a step further Ralph, too, that it's 

not just a matter of corporate interests coopting or buying off or exploiting neutral Black and 

other minority elites. But, you know, capitalist class dynamics, including constructions of class 

interests operate on both sides of [W. E. B.] Du Bois’s veil, right? So that there are relatively 

autonomous class dynamics operating among Black Americans and Latino Americans, and of 

course, Asian Americans, as well as within the society as a whole. So it's not a matter so much of 

a leadership that sells out its constituents; it's a matter of elites who are operating in their own 

class interests or, I mean, to put it in a maybe less venal-seeming way, who are operating within 

a vision of propriety and justice, and even possibility that is shaped and skewed by their class 

position. I mean, I'll give you an illustration. It's a generic one, but like going back to the eighties 

when I was at Yale, I would raise the question of social democratic reform among my colleagues 

of color, and one of the responses that I would get is that, “Well, but, you know, Black people 

are concerned about more than just economics.” And my reaction to it, which I kept to myself 

then, was “Well, that's kind of easy for you to say because you've got a nice, soft job with a good 

income, and you're guaranteed healthcare and pension.” So there's a tendency to overlook or 

miss or deny that most Black people are concerned about the same things that most White people 

are concerned about when they get up in the morning--not so much being shot by the police, but 

whether they can pay the rent or the mortgage, can send their kids to college, will have a 

pension, and most prominently at this moment, have access to healthcare.  

And it just seems to me also that, again, as you've said, I don't understand how as an organizing 

principle, we’re supposed to build the solidarities, the popular base that we need to change the 

society to overcome the corrupt institutions, to undermine corporate and capitalist-class 

dominance unless, if we are to start out from affirmation of all the many ways that we might 

differ, it seems to me, it makes more sense to get to where we're trying to get to if we start out 

trying to stress what we have in common. 

Ralph Nader: Well, to take it from the New York Times article on your being disinvited to speak 

before the Democratic Socialists in New York City, Michael Powell, the reporter, writes, “The 

most powerful, progressive movements, they say,” that's your viewpoint, they say, “take root in 

the fight for universal programs. This is true of the laws that empowered labor organizing, 

established mass job programs during the New Deal, and it's true of the current struggles for free 

public college tuition, higher minimum wage, reworked police forces, and a single-payer 

healthcare.” And your opponents, and he's describing them, and I'm quoting Powell here, “Many 

leftist and liberal scholars argue that current disparities in health, police brutality and wealth 

inequality are due primarily to the nation’s history of racism and white supremacy. Race is 

America’s primal wound, they say, and Black people, after centuries of slavery and Jim Crow 

segregation, should take the lead in a multiracial fight to dismantle it. To set that battle aside in 

pursuit of ephemeral class solidarity is preposterous, they argue.” Your reaction? 

Adolph Reed: Well, first of all, let me clarify, because there's been some back and forth about 

this. Like with respect to the event, I technically was not disinvited. What happened was, I was 

invited by the lower Manhattan branch, I guess of the New York DSA chapter;  I’m not a 



 

 

member of DSA, so I don't have their organizational structure committed to memory;  and 

cosponsored by the Philly DSA chapter, which I am close to. And the event had been advertised 

for several weeks. And what happened was like two or three days before the event, I think, or 

thereabouts, I was given to understand that someone in the New York chapter had objected and 

all of the announcements of the event were taken down off the chapter’s Facebook and social 

media apparatus, which was fine, because we already had more than a couple hundred people 

who had signed up for it. But then on the morning of the event, no more than two or three hours 

prior, my co-presenter and colleague and I got wind of the fact that this group called the 

Afrosocialists and BIPOC Caucus in the New York chapter had put out a demand that the event 

either be canceled or reformulated as a debate between what they described as my class 

reductionist views, and their - as they described them - intersectional socialist views. So my 

colleague and I conferred and thought we were both way too old to put up with the possibility of 

disruption, so we pulled out. And the sponsors were a little disappointed. They felt they could go 

ahead with it and contain whatever attempts there might have been to disrupt. But they were 

gracious and fully accepted our decision. So from what I understand, since I'm not on social 

media, but from what people have told me, there's been a lot of back and forth on disputing the 

claim that we were disinvited. It's disingenuous, obviously. And in fact, I understand that one of 

the protestors admitted as much that the demand that the event be reconstituted as a debate was 

basically an attempt to cover themselves. But anyway…. 

Ralph Nader: Well, it’s good that you clarified that. This is a good time to segue into what's 

been called cancel culture. When we were growing up, Adolph, and you were in the early civil 

rights struggle and so was I, the censorship came from the right wing; it came from 

conservatives. They would censor school books in Texas and elsewhere. They would excise 

anything that would portray slavery or genocide of Native American tribes. And they'd go 

through it line by line. They would push legislation to make membership in the Communist Party 

a crime and keep them from getting on the ballot. And the same against socialism, [which] was 

almost never mentioned when I was in college. Now, you not only have censorship from the 

right, which is extraordinary, look what voter suppression, the ultimate chancellorship. But you 

have it from the left. And this idea of politically correct, which I think started in Oberlin 

[College], actually, where they don't want to hear any other arguments. And they want to shut 

people up even when the differences are relatively minor like party line operating here, which 

has had very devastating consequences that I don't think politically correct people thought out. 

off. For example, if you talk to the lecture bureaus now, they can't get lectures even for people 

who talk about corporate crime and corporate abuse. Why? Because they're not following the 

party line of just talking about race, gender, and homophobia. So what happens is, as you know, 

the seedbed for social justice movements rise not just in the streets, they rise from college 

campuses, the environmental movement, women's rights movement, civil rights movement. And 

that's because people went around, talking before large student audiences; they signed them up 

with clipboards; they motivated them, right?  

Adolph Reed: Oh, yeah, that’s right.  

Ralph Nader: That's gone now. That's one of the casualties of politically correct insistence. And 

it's something that I think you referred to is that people who demand the resignation of CEOs for 

a racial slur or blackface in a play years ago, don't demand resignation of CEOs who are 

fomenting wars, who are supporting the military industrial complex, who are toxifying the lungs 

of their children, who are stealing, lying, cheating consumers, who are abusing workers. So you 



 

 

see, it becomes a grotesque misallocation and missed opportunity to establish a major national 

movement. 

Adolph Reed: Well, no I think that's absolutely correct. It's a bit of a slant association, but I 

think it's pertinent anyway. Let me relate an incident, an anecdote. This is probably, oh my God, 

probably close to probably more than 30 years ago, now that I'm counting. But I was a consultant 

for a civic group in Richmond, Virginia, who were trying to figure out how to respond to a 

proposed change to the municipal charter from an at-large system to award-based system. And 

one of the members of the group, you know, a number of them were elected officials, but 

others… and one of them was a retired GE executive, Black guy—and this must have been 

like ’98, so I guess it was more like 20 years ago—who had lived in Greenwich, Connecticut for 

a long time, so you know, Greenwich. And he had retired to Richmond. And he was looking 

back nostalgically on his personal association with Jack Welch, because apparently, Welch had 

been a spearhead of GE’s decision to hire Black engineering graduates from the Howard 

Engineering School in D.C., the HBCU for those who don't know. And it was a progressive 

thing. And then I remember when I was in college some years later, it was understood that GE 

[General Electric] and Xerox and IBM were among the most progressive corporate employers at 

that point for middle-class college graduates. And I mentioned to the guy over lunch when he 

was waxing nostalgic about Welch. This was at the very moment when Welch made his 

infamous statement that his ideal factory was on a barge, so that he could move it anywhere in 

the world to get the cheapest labor. And the guy took a sip of his drink and he put it down and 

sighed and said, “Well, you know, you just can't always think about the working brothers, right?” 

[laughter] But that's a genuine feeling, right? And it's a genuine commitment and it points to like 

a genuine tension within a society. Well, we roll into the college campuses. And I mean, this is a 

kind of leftism; I tend to think of it as an ersatz leftism. It's more performative, which of course 

youth activism often is. I can remember in my youth, it was more performative than it probably 

could have been, you know, productively, and it's expressive, and performative; it's immediatist, 

because you know, young people don't have so much of a time horizon when thinking about the 

pursuit of political change; so there's that.  But it's also the case and see, this speaks to a larger 

and more serious problem with what we think of as a movement now, that that kind of focus, you 

know, what's expressed in the cancel culture, is consistent with career ladders in what we think 

of as movement-related activity, right? I mean, specifically, the kinds of activism that 

fundamentally is embedded in the logic of corporate hierarchy. Take, for instance, like an 

experience that at least three of us share. Public Citizen, right? The majority of the work that 

we'd done over the years, vitally important work, centered around either lobbying or litigation. 

The problem is that both of those activities presume at least neutrality from the appropriate 

federal domains. Once the right and the democratic neoliberals have taken complete control, then 

it's harder to do either of those things anymore. We get less and less; we put more and more 

work in to get less and less in the way of output. And as Paul Wellstone once put it, he said, you 

know, the right proposes something truly horrible; our side responds with something slightly less 

horrible. The slightly less horrible thing passes, and we have a party and pop champagne to 

celebrate a victory that's actually helped to make things worse for us than they were before! It's 

not like anybody's doing anything bad, but it's that the incentive structures, even within the 

movement, have sort of followed along behind the general rightward drift. So responsible 

liberalism now is like two standard deviations to the right from where the responsible liberalism 

was in 1944, for instance, right? If this is the world that young people are preparing themselves 

to be engaged in, if these are where the career options are, as the movement becomes more and 



 

 

more like NGOs [non-governmental organizations] and more and more, I mean, responsible to 

funders like Ford and Carnegie and worse, then it's only natural that political aspirations will 

evolve that are compatible with not challenging those deep corporate structures, but finding other 

ways to be expressively leftist. 

Ralph Nader: They have to find a way to step it up is the way I would say it. I mean Trump 

comes in and he turns on the throttle toward deepening fascism. And they haven't figured out a 

way to step up their confrontation and their mobilization against Trump; even their language is 

wonky. It's not up to Trump. 

Adolph Reed: No, exactly. That's exactly right. Yeah. And I mean, part of it too, and that's quite 

an important perspective, Ralph. Because part of it too is that the nostalgic of new reflections, 

and I think people from our era are as guilty of this as anybody else, the tendency to look back 

nostalgically on the youth mobilizations in the sixties, around the civil rights movement or 

around the war, and to expect too much from protests. I mean, we were able to win what we won 

partly because the demands didn't fundamentally challenge the system, partly because with 

respect to the anti-war movement, I think Ho Chi Minh and the anti-war movement inside the 

military made it easier for us to win there. But we were able to win ultimately because there was 

a center of gravity or because the center of gravity among the governing elites was open to a kind 

of liberal reformism that has not been the case since Reagan and especially since  Clinton, but 

the practice continues. So protest has to presume some kind of neutral-to- sympathetic ear among 

the ruling class; we don't have that anymore. So protest can't do that work by itself anymore. 

Jane McAlevey, long time organizer and now a sociologist also makes a crucial distinction 

between what she calls mobilizing and organizing. And mobilizing comes down to marshaling 

the constituencies that you have to do stuff. And the focus of organizing is on creating a 

constituency that you need through deep connections with people. I mean, you know, our work 

with the Debs-Jones-Douglass Institute like in South Carolina, particularly, but elsewhere also, is 

focused on the premise that we don't have the base that we need to make the change that we 

want. We can't count on a sympathetic ear from the governing elites of whatever party. So one of 

the objectives has to be to take the approach of connecting with people who don't already agree 

with us to try to broaden the base to meet the challenge. But I'm sure that all of us on this call 

have the experience of going to the protest rallies where we see the same 200, or if you're in New 

York, 2000 people, whom you see over and over again. And everyone feels better about it, but 

we don't have any impact on anything, because we don't have like the sympathetic or open voices 

within the governing institutions anymore. 

Ralph Nader: Well, you know, there's a certain pleasure that progressives get out of brilliant 

diagnosis of injustice, systemic injustice. 

Adolph Reed: Right. No, that's true. And they will diagnose over and over and over and over. 

Ralph Nader: I thought it's an important distinction between mobilizing and organizing. 

Another one is discriminatory injustice gets people very angry who are at the brunt of the 

injustice. But indiscriminatory injustice, which global corporations are very good at on climate 

disruption with floods and hurricanes. And who do you think is the brunt of that--usually lower-

income people. That doesn't get as much attention. And indiscriminatory injustice, to me, is a 

very neglected mobilizing and organizing concept. 

Adolph Reed: Right. Well, I think that's right. Well, yeah, absolutely. And I mean, you know, 

going back to Tony Mazzocchi in the Labor Party, we've always taken the position that the 



 

 

fundamental identity in the United States, and for that matter, in the world, that's shared most 

broadly, is the identity of being expected to work for a living. And having the same sets of 

everyday concerns, like if you have a job, keeping it; if it's not a good one, getting a better one; I 

mean, healthcare, housing, education, et cetera, et cetera. And those are the experiences that are 

shared most broadly in American society. And frankly, one of the reasons, I cite these numbers a 

lot, but between 6.7 and just over 9 million people who voted for Trump in 2016 had voted for 

Obama at least once. So that tells you by itself that there's something more complicated going on 

there than just racism and transphobia and sexism and nativism. But the problem is that the more 

that our side insists that only those isms, those bad things, were what appeals to people about 

Trump, the more it feeds into the Trumper’s efforts to harden the boundaries in American 

politics along those lines of cleavage. I mean, this is anecdotal, certainly, but I've heard a number 

of cases now, a couple of my own family, about people whose friends, coworkers, and in some 

cases in-laws, or whatever, voted for Trump in 2016, almost sheepishly saying that they were 

doing it for their taxes and their money, which is okay. But how many of those people are now 

reporting, or my contacts are now reporting that those same people who voted for Trump for 

explicitly opportunistic reasons, if you want to put it that way in 2016, are now sort of buying 

into the QAnon  conspiracies and recycling all the rest of the anarchy in the street stuff.  So what 

that means is that Trump and the right have been able successfully, and we know how they do 

this; they've got a tremendous media apparatus and a propaganda apparatus. I mean they 

understand organizing in a way that our side by and large doesn't. 

Ralph Nader: They understand divide and rule, and the Democrats don't understand, unite and 

rule. And when they started turning their back, the Democratic Party on blue-collar workers, 

that's when Reagan got so many of the votes, the Reagan Democrats. And Trump got people who 

switched from Obama in 2012 to Trump. And it continues to go on. I mean, [do] you think most 

people in this country know that the Democratic Party passed a bill for $15 an hour although 

they gave it until 2025 to be fully implemented! They just go with rhetoric; they don't know how 

to drive it home because they're more interested in contributions from the Walmarts and other 

corporations yet they could win this election on living wage alone, living wage alone. 

Adolph Reed: Right. Oh no, absolutely, especially now. Well, look, I mean, it's like no accident. 

I mean, and I've often said that that Carter was actually just a warm-up act for Reagan and I'm as 

proud to say that I never voted for Jimmy Carter for anything as I am to say that I never voted for 

Joe Lieberman for anything either, and had multiple opportunities to do each. But yeah, that's 

right. And I mean, but it's no accident, as the old slogan used to go. But that's not that the 

Democrats are stupid; it's that, it comes down to this, I think--the Republicans have been able to 

put together an electoral coalition that doesn't have anything to do really with their class policies, 

with their economic policies or their class base. They've been able to mobilize it around religious 

and so-called cultural issues. The Democrats, just by virtue of the fact that historically, they've 

been considered the party of labor and of working people of whatever, race, color, or prior 

condition of servitude... I mean, the Democrats are faced with a conundrum every four years that 

the two segments of their base, I mean, the electoral base, which is popular working people and 

the political base, which like the Republicans’ political base, is Wall Street, are in a kind of zero-

sum relation to each other. So  the working people who are inclined to vote for the Democrats 

want to see some downward redistribution where the Republicans have been able to put together 

an electoral base that's more concerned about, you know, full voting rights for every zygote and 

stuff like that. So they avoid having that zero-sum kind of relationship like between their 

electoral base and their political base. 



 

 

Ralph Nader: Greased, I might say, by the Electoral College, which cost the Democrats two 

presidential elections in 2000 [and] 2016. And they still won't support the grassroot s effort that 

is already up to 191 electoral votes--getting states to pass laws saying they'll give the electoral 

votes that whoever wins the national popular vote [that] Illinois, California, Maryland, New 

York [have] already passed. And the Democrat apparatchiks won't lift a finger to help this effort. 

Adolph Reed: Right. Yeah, no, that's true. And well, I mean, so why do you think they're 

reluctant to do it? 

Ralph Nader: They've got a sinecure and they've got comfortable protocols dialing for the same 

campaign dollars that Republicans are. And they never pay a penalty for losing elections that 

they should have landslided [against] the worst Republican Party in history. So they don't get 

fresh energy in new people; they never get fired. And they look for scapegoats like the Greens 

and they hire the same corporate consultants who make more money between elections with their 

corporate clients than they do with their Democratic Party clients. And they have these feeble, 

non-memorable ads, hundreds of millions of dollars that the consultants get 50% commission; 

there is no penalty for losing for this Democratic National Committee. Look what they did, as 

you indicated, to Bernie Sanders in 2016 and 2020. So let’s open it up to Steve and David who 

I'm sure want to say something and ask something.  

Steve Skrovan: Yeah. Adolph, one of the things that has heightened this racial sensitivity is the 

recent uproar over police brutality. How does that fit into a class construct? I mean, Trump said, 

“Hey, White people are getting shot too.”  

Adolph Reed: Yeah. Well, you know, Trump's right. I mean, and like this speaks to one of the 

problems with disparity as being the principle of inequality. And I mean, my son has written 

about this with respect to the standard line about the origins of the Social Security program and 

New Deal agricultural exclusions, that with respect to Social Security it's true that two thirds of 

Black workers were excluded from the outset as domestic or agricultural workers. The problem 

for a strict racial interpretation is that three fourths of the people who were excluded overall for 

those reasons were White. So, an easy way out is to say, well, the Whites were collateral 

damage, but that's kind of ridiculous, right? And there's something like that that pertains to the 

police killings and police brutality. I mean, I'm in no way naive about racist police enforcement. 

I mean, the first time I saw the film, The Battle of Algiers in a theater in 1966, I thought, gee, I've 

been in that movie. [laughter] 

Steve Skrovan: Because it is disproportionate.  

Adolph Reed: Yes, yes. It's disproportionate, but it's also, I mean, disproportionate by zip code, 

right? And I don't know how much sense it makes to try to parse the extent of which, or the 

extent of the disproportionality is attributable like to racism, because among other things, I mean, 

racism is an abstraction; and how much of it isn’t. And I certainly grant that a chunk of it is. I 

mean, there were racist practices and racist cops. But it's also the case that the fundamental 

function of police, especially underneath neoliberalism, is to impose stress on poor people to 

reduce the threat that they might present to property, right? And as my colleague, Walter Benn 

Michaels and I just said in an article, it wouldn't be newsworthy to say that the police, I mean, 

disproportionately beat down on poor people, because that's kind of what the function of the 

police is. So, I mean here too, if police killed White people at the same rate that they kill Black 

people or kill Black people at the same rate that they kill White people, does that mean that the 

society is just? No, because they shouldn't be killing anybody, unless they absolutely have to, 



 

 

like in gun battles with John Dillinger or whatever. So it's certainly true that racist or that a big 

component of hyper policing, as we've experienced it over the last decades, is bound up with 

racist othering. And I should put a period there just to make it sound or to make clear that I'm not 

trying to diminish that point by making the follow-up point, is that racist othering is not the only 

kind of othering that there is that's problematic with respect to considering, you know, the sort of 

dangerous cowboy black-shirt operations of the hyper-militarized police force. I mean, the idea 

that all a police officer has to  do, is say that I was afraid, you know, to justify shooting 

somebody nine times in the back, is quite telling about what kind of policing we have in this 

country and what needs to change. But again, like here too, the demand of what we might call 

the local left for, defunding the police or abolishing the police. And it's kind of slippage as to 

whether you can favor defunding without favoring abolition and what defunding means under 

those conditions. Most people in this country, Black, White, or otherwise want police, right? You 

might even say anybody that owns a car and a television wants a police force, right? I mean, so 

the response isn't, but to say, or the contention that the main problem with policing is that the 

system is racist, doesn't get to the heart of what the main problem is. And you don't need to 

bypass confronting racist practices or tendencies within police forces to recognize that the 

system of policing in the U.S. needs to be altered radically to fit not just, you know, the ideals of 

a democratic society, but also within the Constitution, right? Because now, cops can be 

prosecutor, judge and executioner for something as trivial as falling asleep in a Burger King 

drive-through line or having a broken tail light. And it seems like that should be considered a 

constitutional breach. 

Ralph Nader: And the concept of law enforcement reform simply has to be expanded to include 

corporate crime, which kills, injures, sickens and steals far more than all the street crime put 

together. The data are overwhelming on this. So, I urge people in the Black Lives Matter 

movement to start going after Trump for defunding the corporate crime police that is allowing 

this horrible exploitation in the inner city, horrible types of toxics. There is a study out recently 

from the Harvard School of Public Health Adolph, which went after the hair product companies 

who sell hair products with toxins to African-American women. And it was a study launched by 

Dr. Todd who is an African-American woman and connecting with endocrine disruptors, all 

kinds of cancer, other diseases. And there's no corporate crime cops on these companies’ back. 

You see, we're dealing here with a terrible schism between people of goodwill on both sides and 

there's got to be a unity. There's gotta be a unity around indiscriminate injustice as well as 

discriminatory injustice. That's the only thing that will deal with the main structure of oppression 

and repression, the corporate state, Wall Street controlling Washington and turning government 

against its own people. 

David Feldman: Can I ask a question about the Bernie campaign? Could you talk more about 

the surprise and shock that Bernie supporters, especially White Bernie supporters had, when 

Congressman Clyburn, put the thumb on the scale in South Carolina; what did Bernie supporters 

wake up to about the African-American community? 

Adolph Reed: Well, I mean, there were a couple of really interesting attempts to grapple with 

that, articles I can send you guys links. Two [were] by Cedric Johnson, a political scientist at the 

University of Illinois in Chicago, and one by me and my colleague, Willie Legette in South 

Carolina, who is interestingly is both a founding co-chair of the South Carolina Labor Party and 

is now the lead organizer of our Medicare for All South Carolina campaign. Yeah. I mean, I was 

down there working around in the South Carolina primary. See, the problem was when you get 



 

 

down to it, I think the greatest problem is like a misapprehension of what the Black vote means. 

And it's a little bit like, to be honest, it's a little bit like a mystique that goes back to SDS  

[Students for a Democratic Society] and the Black Panthers, which is the notion that there's a 

kind of a politically pure, intrinsically revolutionary Black community. 

David Feldman: That there is a strain of conservativism that the left doesn't recognize. 

Adolph Reed: Well, it's not just that though. Like in South Carolina in particular, I mean, look, 

Clyburn is like a big wheel in the National Democratic Party. When he stopped temporizing or 

being coy and put his thumb on the scale, as we knew he was going to for Biden, he actually said 

that as far as he was concerned, the race was between Biden and Medicare for All. And then we 

looked, because we're trying to figure out how to organize down there where he's like a political 

kingmaker. And, you know, Clyburn had gotten more money from big pharma than anybody else 

in the [U S] House. The problem isn't the particular ideological composition of the Black vote; 

the problem, I think, is more the idea of the Black vote. And what I mean by that is that, you 

know, especially in the South, in the states that are not just dominated by Republicans, but by the 

most dangerously reactionary type size Republicans, Black voters tend to vote defensively 

instead of aspirationally.  And when you think about it again, in light of what I mentioned earlier 

about the class forces that have been dominant in defining what we're all supposed to think of as 

the Black political agenda for the last half century, it makes sense that Black voters don't look to 

the voting booth as the place to express their aspirational politics, right? There's a transactional 

dimension to it as well, especially in a state like South Carolina where Clyburn sits atop, I 

wouldn't call it a machine, but it's certainly a primus inter pares among kingmakers for Black 

political aspirations within the state. I mean, for a number of years in early nineties, I lived in Sid 

Yates’s district on the North side of Chicago and the near suburbs where the same kind of thing, 

my neighbor actually, Jan Schakowsky, was one of the hopefuls waiting to be there when Sid 

Yates finally decided to retire. And it's something like that going on in South Carolina now, you 

know, with Clyburn.  This is what I think is the fundamental problem that both in 2016 and in 

2020, the Clintonite Democrats and their allies had set up the following propositions: one, that to 

win the nomination and to have any hope of winning the election, any candidate had to show an 

ability to draw this thing called the Black vote. The first test of that was going to be in South 

Carolina, just given like the fall of the primaries and the composition or the high Black 

composition of the Democratic Party in South Carolina. So the first test of the Black vote 

proposition, comes in a state where a key Clintonite Black Democrat is like the key political 

persona in the state. So it's almost like a setup, right? There's no way that Bernie was going to 

beat whoever Clyburn tapped or whoever the mainstream Dem was, because the entire weight of 

the political culture was stacked against him. So, I mean, I don't think it's so much a matter of an 

ideological distribution among Black voters… 

David Feldman: But if you were a Republican operative, couldn't you get a big swath of the 

African-American vote by appealing to their church going? I mean, the church is big, big in the 

African-American community. [And] capitalism, personal responsibility--African Americans 

don't have a problem with capitalism. And an argument can be made that a lot of them don't have 

a problem with the police. My reading of the crack sentencing, I don't know if this is apocryphal, 

maybe you could speak to this, but the unfair crack sentencing some say came from the African-

American community, that they were the ones who told the mayors and the Congress people that 

crack was decimating the inner city and we needed to get these dealers off the street. 

Adolph Reed: Yeah, definitely. No, that was absolutely— 



 

 

David Feldman: So, there are conservative tendencies that are ripe for the picking for the 

Republicans. 

Adolph Reed: Well, yeah, except for one thing, of course, which is that still, Blacks, of whatever 

class level are more dependent for their livelihoods on the public sector than Whites are.  

David Feldman: You can get people to vote against their self-interest. That's what the 

Republicans are best at.  

Adolph Reed: Well, yeah, it is. Except the Republicans operate in a setting in which nobody is 

appealing to working people's material concerns. And the question, as I often put it, to White 

workers, frankly, is okay, well, so what's more important to you, that no woman could ever have 

an abortion, or that you have a right to healthcare? But this is a set of alternatives that don't get 

put before the electorate. With respect to Black voters. I think, look, I mean, Trump goes after 

the [US] Post Office, right? I mean the post office is almost iconic. And by the way, before 

Trump went after the post office, Obama went after the post office. I want to make that clear and 

probably also give a shout out to the great work that the American Postal Workers Union is 

doing in trying to preserve the post office for all of us, not to mention pursuing postal banking. 

But the post office has been iconic as a source of stable middle-class employment for Black 

Americans, and frankly, not just Black Americans. I was talking to a White postal worker in my 

neighborhood post office in Narberth and Montgomery County, PA, who was chatting. And he 

talked about how now he's close to retirement. He said, you know, I bought a house and put four 

kids through college on this job.  So, I mean, there's a way that that kind of visceral 

understanding or fundamental understanding about the importance of government is a mediation. 

Yeah. I mean, you'll find Black people who vote Republican because of Jesus, or right-wing 

Jesus or I mean abortion or whatever. But I don't think that's ever gonna go but so far, just 

because of the material connections up and down. And I mean, you remember like in the 

eighties, you know, Gingrich and Jack Kemp tried to push the Republican Party or at least 

rhetorically tried to push it; I think Kemp was sincere. I don't think Gingrich has ever been 

sincere about anything except maybe sincerely committed to adultery. But [they] tried to push 

the Republican Party to separate themselves from the Klan [KKK] basically, to try to appeal to 

Black voters. And I guess for whatever reasons, it hasn't worked. I mean, from my perspective, 

you know, in one sense, if we could wipe the slate clean and start all over, I'd be quite happy to 

see conservative Black people voting for the Republicans and the working class Black and White 

people vote for the Democrats. 

Ralph Nader: Well, we're almost running out of time. We've been talking with Professor 

Adolph Reed, Professor Emeritus at the University of Pennsylvania, widely published author. 

Before we close, Adolph, is there anything else you'd like to say? Because there's so much to 

say, we certainly didn't cover everything. 

Adolph Reed: Well, no, we didn't. I mean, yeah, I'll say this. Like this might be a thought to 

leave the audience with. As we look around the globe, both in South America and in Europe and 

on the fringes of Europe and elsewhere in the global South, what we're seeing now is that we 

might be coming upon a moment at which neoliberalism, as a global order, is exhausting its 

capacities for delivering enough to enough people in many societies to justify or to legitimize it 

or to maintain its legitimacy as a democratic, small d, order. And to the extent that that's the case, 

my sense is that there are only two ways forward. One is in the direction of authoritarianism and 

the other is in the direction of serious pursuit of social democratic-style reform. And I think that 

that's something for us to keep in mind.  One of my concerns about Biden is that while we need 



 

 

to do everything possible to get Trump out of office, a Biden administration that limps through 

for four years, the same sort of one neoliberal crap, you know, that we had from Clinton and 

Obama, could just pave the way for a more competent version of Trump, which is obviously 

more dangerous. The point that I'd leave you with though finally, Ralph, going back to the 2000s 

and all of the vitriol that still comes from the mainstream Dems claiming that your candidacy 

cost Gore the election--my response has always been the same--to invoke an R&B tune from the 

early seventies by a singer named Ann Peebles, the title of which was “I Didn’t Take Your Man, 

You Gave Him to Me”, because as my son has pointed out, if Gore had carried Tennessee, what 

happened in Florida wouldn't even have mattered.  

Ralph Nader: Or Arkansas.  

Adolph Reed: Right. That's right. Right. That's right. But his home state and Clinton’s home 

state, which just said something about how worthless the candidates were, and that's one of the 

reasons that you ran, and I voted for you.  

Ralph Nader: You know, I say what Gore says, he won the national popular vote; it was taken 

from him by the Electoral College, thrown into corrupt Jeb Bush Florida, where it was stolen 

from him and confirmed by the 5-4 Antonin Scalia Supreme Court usurpers. Well, I think we 

have to close, unfortunately, Adolph. 

Adolph Reed: Well, it's been fun. Thanks for having me. And I appreciate the conversation and  

renewing old ties.  

Ralph Nader: That’s good. This has to be continued. We didn't focus enough on the election, 

but we'll get to it anyhow. 

Adolph Reed: Okay. Very good.  

David Feldman: We've been speaking with Professor Adolph Reed. We will link to his work at 

ralphnaderradio.com. First, let's take a short break and check in with our corporate crime 

reporter, Russell Mokhiber. 

Russell Mokhiber: From the National Press Building in Washington, D.C., this is your 

Corporate Crime Reporter, Morning Minute for Friday, September 11, 2020; I'm Russell 

Mokhiber. A class of drugs used for many conditions, including allergies, colds, high blood 

pressure and depression, may be associated with an increased risk of developing mild thinking 

and memory problems, particularly in people who have genetic risk factors for Alzheimer’s 

disease or markers of this condition. That’s according to a study from the recent issue of 

Neurology. These types of drugs, called anticholinergic drugs, are used for motion sickness, 

urinary incontinence, overactive bladder, Parkinson’s disease and high blood pressure. The study 

found that cognitively normal people taking at least one anticholinergic drug were 47% more 

likely to develop mild cognitive impairment, which can be a precursor to dementia, over the next 

decade, than people who were not taking such drugs. For the Corporate Crime Reporter, I'm 

Russell Mokhiber.  

Steve Skrovan: Thank you, Russell. Welcome back to the Ralph Nader Rader Hour. I'm Steve 

Skrovan along with David Feldman and Ralph. And we're going to answer some of your listener 

questions. At least, Ralph is; I don't know if I can answer any of these. This question comes from 

a longtime listener, Wendy Noon. She says, “I understand that you have material to teach civics 

education. How can we, the Alachua County Florida Board of Education acquire that material?” 

She says, “I'm thanking you in advance for any ideas, directions and insight. You have led us to 



 

 

winning our first election where each of our trained persons won their seats. This is thanks to 

your diligence and continually educating us. For this and much more that your work has blessed 

us with, I want to thank you.” from Wendy Noon. 

Ralph Nader: Effective question, Wendy. There's a book we put out some years ago. It's still 

relevant. It's called Civics for Democracy: A Journey for Teachers and Students by Katherine 

Isaac. And that really is a good workbook for civic education, civic-skill development, like how 

to file a [FOIA] Freedom of Information Act [request], organize a coalition and many other very, 

very elevating suggestions, so you can become a powerful citizen. Also, Tufts University has a 

[civic studies] citizen department where they have a lot of good material that you can connect 

with. 

Steve Skrovan: All right. Thank you for that question, Wendy. I want to thank our guest again, 

Adolph Reed Jr. For those of you listening on the radio, that's our show. For you, podcast 

listeners, stay tuned for some bonus material we call “The Wrap Up”. A transcript of this show 

will appear on the Ralph Nader Rader Hour website soon after the episode is posted.  Subscribe 

to us on our Ralph Nader Rader Hour YouTube channel. And for Ralph's weekly column, it's 

free. Go to nader.org. For more from Russell Mokhiber, go to corporatecrimereporter.com. To 

acquire a copy of How The Rats Re-Formed the Congress, go to ratsreformcongress.org. 

David Feldman: The producers of the Ralph Nader Rader Hour are Jimmy Lee Wirt and 

Matthew Marran. Our executive producer is Alan Minsky. Our theme music, “Stand Up, Rise 

Up”, was written and performed by Kemp Harris. Our proofreader is Elisabeth Solomon. Our 

intern is Michaela Squier. Join us next week on the Ralph Nader Rader Hour when we welcome 

back Jim Hightower to talk about the upcoming election. Thank you, Ralph. 

Ralph Nader: Thank you, everybody. To our steady listeners, spread the word with other radio 

stations to pick up the program. 

[57:52] 
[Audio Ends] 


