Election season makes me feel like the kid who doesn’t have a stuffed
animal on “bring your teddy bear to school” day. Everyone else has a
favorite who they can tell good stories about and cuddle with, but I
don’t so I feel left out. Then I remember that there are good reasons to
resist getting pulled down by the undertow of elections.

Like cute stuffed animals, politicians make people feel good while
having a marginal effect on positive social change. The main
differences between stuffed animals and politicians are that 1) stuffed
animals are actually cuddly, and 2) people don’t invest vast amounts of
political hope and agency in stuffed animals. I recognize that arguing
against what many people hold dear makes me kind of a grump, but I
aspire to be one who is not stuck in idle criticism but is offering
alternative ideas. The variety of grumpiness that I espouse is one
grounded in grassroots social movements that focus on direct action
independent of party politics.

The prickly issue of politicians relates fundamentally to questions of
the leftist orientation to the state. The cheery reformer smiles big and
promises to make the system work for you. The grouchy revolutionary
rolls their eyes and gets back to transforming the system from the
bottom up. The recent prominence of social democratic politicians, like
Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, has provided a big
platform for the cheery reformers to make their case to the public. They
speak of universal healthcare, free college, and many other nice things.

What of the curmudgeons? In rejecting electoralism do they abhor
healthcare and cherish student debt? Do they ignore the plight of the
masses by focusing only on utopian goals at the expense of immediate
material reforms? Are the grouches ruining socialism? As a card-
carrying grouch, let me soothe your fears and dispel some mistaken
notions about political crankiness.

First, grouches like free and universal health care as much as starry-
eyed reformers. The grumps just think that running election campaigns
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government is better led by grassroots social movements than by trying
to install in the government higher-level managers who will fix the
problems from the inside and from the top down.

In the words of civil rights organizer Ella Baker, “Strong people don’t
need strong leaders.” That quote, especially as applied to politicians,
encapsulates everything this essay is trying to articulate.

“You’ve been swooning over social movements this whole time but
haven'’t even shown how they do all these supposedly great things.”

The good news is that learning about social movements is more
exciting than scrutinizing all the ins and outs of why voting for
politicians isn’t effective. The best place to learn about what social
movements are and what they’ve accomplished is by learning about
their history. While I’ve used the labor movement of the 1930s and the
civil rights movement of the 1960s as examples, every major beneficial
historical change in the US has been accomplished through social
movements in some form.

It’s true that all social movements are multidimensional and have
elements within them that have tended towards political elections, but
all social movements have also had strong anti-electoral tendencies as
well. There’s a reason why narratives about social change in the 1930s
that came about from labor struggle highlight strikes and unions and
not the various left and labor political parties of the day. Similarly,
while some in the Civil Rights Movement, like Bayard Rustin, wanted
to reorient the struggle towards working within the Democratic Party,
many in the base and the leadership were resistant. Neither Martin
Luther King Jr. nor Ella Baker were opposed to electoralism in the
strong sense I’'m advocating, but they were at pains to keep their
movement independent of political parties and instead focus on mass
direct action. King held a press conference in 1967 to put down rumors
and push back against the pressure he faced from his more electorally-
focused friends and supporters about the idea of running for president,
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unconvinced. Before getting to the heart of the critique of electoralism,
it’s worth reviewing the evidence that our government does not
embody the democratic rule of the people.

In a recent paper, political scientists Miles Gilens and Benjamin 1. Page
perform a large-scale quantitative analysis of public opinion data
compared to legislative policy and conclude “that economic elites and
organized groups representing business interests have substantial
independent impacts on U.S. government policy, while average
citizens ... have little or no independent influence.”

To take just one important example, why is the US the only wealthy
industrialized country in the world that doesn’t have universal
healthcare? From 2008-10, the only time when major healthcare reform
seriously made it on the table in the last 50 years, 77% of Americans
polled said that it was the government’s responsibility that everyone’s
basic healthcare needs be met, 73% supported a public option for the
government to compete with private insurance plans, and 60-70%
across a series of polls showed support for single-payer healthcare.

The resulting Affordable Care Act produced none of these
overwhelmingly popular reforms. Instead, the continued defectiveness
of our healthcare system is evident today with 30 million Americans
still lacking health insurance, 44 million additional Americans
remaining under-insured, and an average of 20% of all people with
health insurance forgoing or delaying treatment each year for a “serious
condition” because of high costs. Healthcare offers a stark illustration
of the public opinion-policy gap, but similar discrepancies can be found
across the most important policies in the country, including defense
spending and wars, education funding, and climate change.

Despite the insistence by some that the high school civics class theory
of politics holds true, most Americans have a low (and perhaps
accurate) estimate of the quality of our governing institutions. Public
approval for Congress in recent decades has mostly oscillated between
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I don’t consider a vote a resource at any meaningful level because
voting takes so little effort, and so I’m not against voting for politicians
because you think one’s better than another. But when it comes to
actual resources, every donation or afternoon committed to social
movements will do more to shift the balance of power in society to
create change than commitment to a political campaign can do.

“But power! You're forgetting power! If political office were so
ineffectual why do politicians wield so much power?”

It may seem confusing that politicians both have lots of power and are
virtually useless at creating positive social change. Why is this? Despite
appearing as contradictory claims, the idea that politicians are powerful
and can’t create positive change are two sides of the same coin.

The state is not a neutral tool that can be applied equally to any task.
Rather, the manufactured imbalance of power against democracy is
the state. Whether politicians, once in a office, will act in a way that
advances the interests of the masses depends entirely on what the
masses can do to force politicians to act accordingly. The leverage
of the masses lies precisely in the disruptive potential of huge
numbers of people taking action together. That unique leverage is
scuttled when the organizational strategy for advancing the interests
of the masses is diverted into merely campaigning for politicians.
The optimist will claim that social movements can operate within
and outside the state simultaneously, but that's not how the state
works. Each step social movements take towards allying with
politicians is a step they take away from grassroots power in the
communities where the masses live and work.

This is why citizens using the state as a vehicle for social reform has
been so impotent while elites using the state as a vehicle for social
control and maximizing profit has been so overpowering. Only in
those periods of immense social movement activity outside of the
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certain kind is precisely what’s needed to create social change. I find
little conceptual distinction between the millions of people who buy
Coca-Cola (over the greater evil of Pepsi) every day as a collective
action from those millions who vote. Individuals buying Coca-Cola is
not the cause of society’s problems, but neither is it the solution. If
anything, millions of people acting as mere aggregated sums through
the institutions of the status quo is a prime way the status quo is
perpetuated, not challenged.

“But don’t we need some way for the population to interface with
governing institutions to influence their functioning and to ensure that
they are run according to the desires of the citizens?” Yes, but the best
way to make that mode of interfacing as meaningless as possible is to
make the form of interaction between the government and the citizens
as narrow as possible, such as voting for politicians. I agree that people
need to interface with existing governing institutions, but voting is the
least effective way of doing so.

“But if we don’t vote, the bad guys will take over!” Scaring people into
voting is no way to create change nor prevent disaster. Spooking people
distracts from deeper problems of the political system that voting
doesn’t address. However, for those who truly believe some politician
is not as bad as the other one, it’s not that I disagree. Despite my many
grumblings, I don’t insist that voting is entirely futile, just that it’s
mostly so. If you think it’s worth the minuscule effort, go for it and
don’t feel bad about it. I'm just critical of the widespread belief that
voting will have more of a positive effect than a normal effort-to-
reward calculus would indicate. The degree that voting is overvalued
as a form of political engagement is the degree it displaces other more
effective forms and forestalls social change.

“People died for the vote.” More than that, they fought for the vote.
That people fought and died for the vote and then won is less a
testament to how voting is the most important thing. Rather, it’s more
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that all politicians had to act within. The difference between
Eisenhower winning in 1956 and Bernie losing in 2020 is far less an
illustration of individual political acumen or charisma but of the
relative power of social movements in those eras.

Richard Nixon spent his first years as president in the late 1960s trying
to pass a version of universal basic income which would have been the
largest redistribution of wealth to the poorest citizens in US history.
This was not because old Dick had a big heart, but because he was
staring down the largest and most militant social movements since the
1930s and needed to pander to and compromise with more radical
demands. That Nixon also created the Environmental Protection
Agency via executive order and signed the act that created the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) is a tribute to
the grassroots activists of the 1960s and 70s and has little to do with
Nixon’s personal qualities or ideas as a politician. Once again, social
movements are the dominant, short-term, and long-term cause of better
policy, to which politicians are not even second fiddle but only the
ninth or tenth.

Even though the historical examples I draw from are mostly at the
federal level, it’s merely for the convenience of using widely known
reference points. Against the claim that one can have more of an effect
on policy by engaging elections at the local level, all of the anti-
electoral arguments made here apply equally to all levels of
government. Despite differences in scale, the mechanisms and
elements of elections are largely the same (voter as passive consumer,
politicians as corporate brands). School boards are one of the most local
levels of government and the school board members in my city almost
all belong to the same center-left party and yet routinely violate their
own stated principles when advancing school privatization and
attacking unions. When local activists have mobilized and shut down
meetings in protest, school board members have consistently caved to
grassroots pressure and reversed their votes.
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Every political campaign relies on constructing a branded cult of
personality around a candidate. Because sound bites are an inadequate
medium for presenting policy ideas, political campaigns come to
revolve more around a candidate’s personality than their policy
proposals and political records. This isn’t the fault of any individual
politician; it’s the logic that all political campaigns must apply if they
want to maximize their appeal and exposure to fit the requirements of
using mass media.

So the vast majority of voters come to know a politician through a
picture of their smile as plastered across mailers and TV ads, a couple
slogans like “tough on crime” or “tax the rich,” and a few labels such
as “experienced,” “outsider,” “bipartisan,” “progressive,
oriented,” and so on. This political packaging comes to stand in for
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movement-

actual policy records and political relationships that might be indicative
of future governance. Biden’s recent presidential campaign had little to
say about his role in financial deregulation that paved the way for the
2008/9 financial collapse or the 1994 Crime Bill that helped super-
charge mass incarceration. While I am more sympathetic to many of
Bernie Sanders’ policy proposals, his campaign ads certainly didn’t
focus on some of the less flattering parts of his political record, such as
his past symbiotic relationship with an arms manufacturer or his close
friendship and political alliance with a Vermont billionaire real estate
developer. As corporations know well, the best way to maximize
appeal and exposure to mass markets (millions of voters are treated like
millions of any other kind of customer) is to build a brand around a
simple object that is injected with surface-level emotional appeal,
however loosely that is tied to the rational interests of the consumer.

The most devious aspect of the individualizing nature of the election
campaign is how it encourages people to outsource their political
agency to a politician. It’s the politician who has to promise they’ll fix
things, and the citizens come to see themselves as largely passive
consumers whose only meaningful participation is choosing one
political brand over another. All the laziness entailed in merely voting
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by doing exactly the opposite of everything that’s bad about it, what do
we get? We end up not with a good political campaign but rather a
grassroots social movement without the unavoidable electoral focus on
elevating a single person’s ideas and character and without succumbing
to the pressures placed on us by the rules of pacifying state institutions.

There’s a wide spectrum of opinion on the left about on how useful
politicians are. Kind of like my arguments above about voting, I don’t
think politicians are in themselves bad and I recognize that occasionally
they can have a small effect on things. Many see politicians as the most
important factors of social change, though I see them as the least
important factors. Despite my crankiness I’m not anti-politician in the
strict sense that I think they’re bad people as individuals, I just can’t
discover any historical evidence or theoretical argument to be pro-
politician either.

“But can’t we combine the best elements of social movements with the
best elements of political campaigns and do them together?”

Politicians who want to present themselves in a progressive light will
try to attach themselves to social movements and will say that they are
part of the movement. But if the arguments presented here are valid,
electoral campaigns have nothing to add to social movements because
social movements already contain all the good things we want and need
to create social change.

Each element of an election campaign is just a worse version of that
element of a social movement: Elevating the individual politician vs.
community agency; the narrow engagement of the vote vs. kinds of
community engagement and collective action needed to disrupt the
status quo and win demands; investing resources in political ad
campaigns vs. grassroots organizational infrastructure and support;
etc... No matter how much a politician tries to be the exception, there
are underlying institutional pressures baked into the rules of the game
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The other dominant form of “action” around political campaigns is the
rally. Like voting, attending political rallies doesn’t involve much
active participation. Whether it’s the candidate themselves or one of
their surrogates who’s speaking, attendees typically sit or stand around
for an hour or two while somebody talks at them. This kind of event
further encourages the projection of values and hopes onto an aspiring
public servant who “does stuff” while the citizen-voter doesn’t have to.

The fact that electoral campaigns happen in short bursts in between
long intervals of 2-4 years means that the infrastructure formed around
these political candidates is fleeting and ill-suited for creating
meaningful change. Furthermore, all the other groups and communities
that get sucked into electioneering see their primary concerns and
activities momentarily shoved aside while getting so-and-so into City
Hall or the White House is prioritized.

An example from my personal experience comes from time I spent in
2013-14 in Occupy Homes Minnesota (OHMN), an anti-eviction group
that used direct action to keep banks and sheriffs from forcibly taking
people’s houses. When a local socialist ran for a seat on the city council
and claimed to be a part of the grassroots movement, much of the paid
and unpaid leadership of OHMN diverted resources away from home
defense and towards neighborhood canvassing for his election,
depriving the org of much of what it needed to actually fight off the
banks in a tense period when eviction rates were still high. The
candidate ended up losing, but that hardly mattered as the OHMN
leadership’s decision to neglect its own mission and base for a few
crucial months severely weakened an already struggling group. The
organization collapsed and dissolved shortly after.

Politicians? Baloney
Election campaigns are just one stage of the life cycle of the politician

where grassroots forces are systematically weakened. Even when the
less shitty politician does win the election, they are immediately put
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negligible influence on policy outcomes compared to the vibrancy of
the social movement and the communities where 99.9% of the
important work gets done.

Consider two pivotal moments that fundamentally altered social
relations in the US and led to era-defining legislation on labor unions
and civil rights. The labor movement didn’t acquire rights by voting for
politicians to give them rights: Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidential
campaign in 1933 didn’t even mention worker rights, he supported an
auto industry proposal in March 1934 that legalized company-run
“unions,” and he even refused to endorse Senator Robert Wagner’s
collective bargaining legislation circulating in Congress in early 1934.
Roosevelt’s labor secretary Frances Perkins said, “I’d rather get a law
than organize a union” to address worker grievances and keep them
from striking, preferring paternalistic government over the idea of
allowing workers to have their own independent organization and
power. Only after the most disruptive strike wave in US history rocked
the country in mid-1934 and was threatening to go even bigger in what
was already a crisis of profit of the Great Depression were major
concessions granted for union rights in the National Labor Relations
Act begrudgingly signed by Roosevelt in 1935.

Similarly, it wasn’t the politicians who led the charge that resulted in
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 or the Voting Rights Act of 1965, but
rather a social movement of community activists in the black freedom
movement. Before becoming president and signing those bills, Lyndon
B. Johnson spent two decades as a reliable pro-segregationist
congressman of the Southern Democratic faction and was known for
using the n-word profusely. Upon entering national politics, where he’d
have to appeal to a broader social base than was needed to be elected
as a Texas congressman, black social movements had by then shifted
the national consciousness on race to the degree that he needed to
become more tolerant publicly and willing to compromise with
movement demands. Even then, Johnson was constantly at odds with

14

Greece’s public assets. The social democracies of Northern Europe
have been in retreat since the 1970s as social democratic parties make
concessions to austerity and are increasingly losing parliament seats to
centrist and even right-wing parties. Social democratic parties have
consistently turned their backs on the social movements that provided
the pressure that led to their enviable social programs in the first place.
While socialist politicians and political parties have never really
controlled governments in the US to the extent they have occasionally
in European countries, the evidence from across the pond suggests that
even if socialists were able to take over the US government, only
disappointment would follow.

Electoral contests reward those politicians who highlight style over
substance. It’s not an issue of a politician’s individual moral integrity
but rather of the way the whole electoral and political system is
constructed to remove as far as possible the vote from actually setting
policy. Despite good intentions, politicians give socialism a bad name.

Political parties? Pffft

“If a politician betrays their constituents, they ll vote them out and get
someone who truly represents them.”

That sounds reasonable, but there are a few reasons this is ineffective
as a lever of meaningful democracy. First, with most terms of political
office lasting four years, that’s a tremendously long time to wait and
for politicians to have free reign before they’re “voted out next time.”
Second, there’s no official way in the US for citizens to directly recall
politicians. There are highly bureaucratic and lengthy methods for
other politicians to unseat a particular politician, but they are very
rarely used and almost always for scandals instead of the routine
betrayal of the very campaign promises that got them elected in the first
place.
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