
xiii

INTRODUCTION
 

DOING ACTIVIST HISTORY

William Horne and Nathan Wuertenberg
The George Washington University

In the months since we launched The Activist History Review on Inauguration 
Day 2017, one of the most frequent objections to our work has been that 
history is totally unrelated to the present. History, the story goes, is static—a 
predetermined set of facts that ground Americans in a common identity. 
Our current struggles, as depicted by pundits and politicians alike, are ahis-
torical—a temporary rupture with this ill-defined mass of great speeches, 
heated battles, and awe-inspiring innovations. The culprit in this American 
history-as-mythology may be our schools and textbooks which, laden with 
key terms and leading questions, often depict historical knowledge as com-
plete rather than ongoing. Perhaps it is the timeline, with its deceptive begin-
ning, middle, and end, which portrays history as linear and distant. It may 
even be our desire to view ourselves as unique, engaged in our own strug-
gles wholly disconnected from those of prior generations. But whatever the 
cause, the mythological view of history is not only wrong; it is dangerous.

Donald Trump’s campaign slogan “make America great again” epitomiz-
es the misapplication of simplistic renderings of history. Whatever time 
the much-discussed phrase refers to, it misconstrues history as a greener 
pasture to which we can return. Nothing could be further from the truth. 
Prior generations experienced bitter struggles of their own. Many, like the 
Civil War, the Great Depression, or Jim Crow, were even more daunting 
than those we confront today. Moreover, not only are the issues we face 
produced historically—prior events, ideas, and systems of power created 
our world—but many are merely contemporary iterations of chronic prob-
lems faced by Americans. Expressions of exploitation rooted in race, class, 
and gender are hardly new. In many ways, they represent the foundation 
of American systems of power. This history is as complicated and messy as 
it is ever present. Americans are a living testament to its fruits and to the 
pressing need for rigorous and meaningful historical study.



DEMAND THE IMPOSSIBLE

xiv

The chapters of this volume serve several ends, all of which are meant to 
address problems generated by depictions of history-as-mythology, both 
within academia and more broadly outside it. First, they are intended to 
demonstrate the origins of contemporary public policy debates. Wheth-
er it is Kathleen Brian’s analysis of the origins of the preexisting condition 
or Thomas Barber’s inquiry into the roots of philanthropy’s shortcomings, 
these works should help readers understand the foundations of contempo-
rary political issues. Second, the essays are meant to show elements of his-
torical continuity. Works like Kyla Sommers’ on the longstanding racism 
inspiring Congressional Republicans to subvert D.C. statehood or Tom Fo-
ley’s analysis of prior energy shifts reveal our chronic collective shortcom-
ings. Identifying their persistence may help activists better articulate how 
we perpetuate crises through our cumulative failure to understand and ad-
dress problems as ongoing. Engaging in dialogue with activists in this way 
represents the third purpose of this collection. The following investigations 
of monuments, racism, energy production, health care, poverty, and the 
nature of the Democratic Party draw from, and examine, issues important 
to contemporary dissidents. They are intended to inform activist struggles 
just as the ideas of engaged folk ought to drive scholarly inquiry. Finally, 
this body of work is meant to encourage academics to engage more fully 
in public discourse. While American scholars and universities have often 
been at the forefront of social struggles, many within the academy continue 
to depict this work as illegitimate. We hope this collection illustrates the 
utility and rigor of politically engaged scholarship and inspires others to 
take up the mantle, lest the profession make itself obsolete.

The collection is organized into thematic couplets. The volume opens with 
“Liberals, Leftists, and the Democratic Party,” two analyses of the nature of 
the Democratic Party and its place in American politics. Where Ben Feld-
man sees the lack of any meaningful program of redistribution as a sign 
of conservative hegemony and Democratic failure, Nathan Wuertenberg 
views racism as the organizing principle behind Party initiatives and Amer-
ican politics more broadly. Wuertenberg asserts that, in Trump’s victory, 
we see the response to the “fundamental needs of a white American nation-
al identity” ostensibly threatened by Barak Obama and Hillary Clinton. 
Feldman views the culprit as the corporate Democrat, expressed in Nancy 
Pelosi’s famous remark that “We’re capitalist. That’s just the way it is.” The 
two converge in the assertion, however, that the politics of the Democratic 
Party have failed to protect vulnerable Americans. The election of Donald 
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Trump, a boon to white nationalists and one percenters alike, lends cre-
dence to both critiques and makes a compelling case that activists must 
demand more of their political representatives.

The second couplet, “Racism and Rights: African Americans and Contest-
ed Citizenship(s),” works to unveil the complex mechanisms at play in the 
implementation and maintenance of racial hierarchies on both structural 
and individual levels. Kyla Sommers’ “‘Hands off DC’: Race and Congres-
sional Control of Washington, D.C.” documents a long history of federal 
interference in the local politics of the national capital. Present-day efforts 
by Congressional leaders like Jason Chaffetz are rooted in that history, one 
that is characterized largely by the efforts of segregationist politicians to use 
the capital as a bulwark against the expansion of African American rights. 
Sarah Senette’s “Ferray vs. Pompeyo the Free Black: Fear and Black Masculin-
ity in the Era of the Haitian Revolution” observes similar processes at work 
in the trial of a black man accused of assaulting the white patron of a New 
Orleans tavern in 1795. For white judicial officials in colonial New Orleans, 
Pompeyo’s alleged assault threatened the racial and gendered hierarchies 
that upheld their very livelihoods. As with later Congressional interferenc-
es in D.C. politics, the men prosecuting Pompeyo wielded the structural 
means at their disposal to quash the latest challenge to their social standing 
and preserve the status quo.

“Monuments and Power: Racism and Public Memory,” the third section, 
examines the debates over monuments and public spaces that continue 
to provoke strong reactions from across the political spectrum. Douglas 
McRae’s “Monuments, Urbanism, and Power in Urban Spaces: Looking at 
New Orleans, Louisiana from São Paulo, Brazil” explores transnational pat-
terns of glorifying the exploitation of disadvantaged groups. David Roten-
stein’s “Producing and Protesting Invisibility in Silver Spring, Maryland,” 
meanwhile, ties urban history to commemoration, observing the ways that 
local developers and politicians overlook the impact of white supremacy 
on the urban landscape. They demonstrate that Confederate monuments 
are part of a much larger tendency in the United States and abroad to 
whitewash histories of exploitation and abuse. Whether choosing to build 
statues of Confederates or gloss over segregation in public murals, local of-
ficials tend to erase the central role of racism in American history. Taken 
together, they show that altering monuments that glorify white supremacy 
does not destroy history, but rather preserves it.
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The fourth couplet, “Jobs and the Environment: Moving Beyond the 
Herrenvolk Democracy of Coal,” examines the intersection of the protests 
and movements surrounding climate change, energy production, and work. 
While Tom Foley examines an ongoing energy shift towards renewables, 
William Horne investigates the impact of mechanization facilitated by coal 
production in the early twentieth century. Foley and Horne argue that 
among the most significant pitfalls of energy transformations are the ex-
tent to which their benefits are realized unevenly.  Working people, whether 
Horne’s washerwomen of the 1930s or Foley’s coal miners of the present 
day, find themselves all too easily discarded in favor of cheaper alternatives. 
Those of us advocating for clean energy policies may want to ensure that 
their financial benefits are spread more evenly if we hope to accelerate the 
shift to green technology and mitigate climate change.

“Insuring Mental Health: Treatment and Access for the Mentally Ill,” the 
fifth section, explores the structures that prevent the adequate treatment of 
mental illness. Jade Shepherd examines a prior approach to mental illness 
in “Treating Mental Illness in Victorian Britain.” She finds that although 
institutionalization could be difficult for patients, it provided a sense of 
community that many modern treatment methods lack. Kathleen Brian’s 
“Inheriting Expulsions from the Insurance Industry” investigates early 
forms of the preexisting condition, created by life insurers to prevent those 
with mental illness from purchasing a policy. Shepherd’s and Brian’s essays 
illustrate the impact of monetized treatment on mental illness. Where deep 
cuts to public services undermined some of the communal aspects of treat-
ment explored by Shepherd, the profit margins of corporations created 
systems that are still used to prevent those with mental illness from receiv-
ing benefits. Their work indicates that, if we hope to meaningfully improve 
mental health, we must encourage state and corporate actors alike to view 
patients as investments rather than expenses.

The final couplet, “Poverty as Policy: Wagelessness and Aid,” takes a close 
look at the state and private charities as vehicles of social welfare. Tessa 
Davis’s “Taxing Values: What Our Tax Code Says About Us” clarifies the 
logic behind the tax code and the ways policymakers use it to penalize or 
promote behavior. Part of what makes the tax system so complicated is also 
what makes it worthwhile, that “we allocate the shared responsibilities of 
government differently in the name of fairness.” Thomas Barber examines 
the strings attached to charitable work in “From Moral to Political Econ-
omy: The Origins of Modern Philanthropy’s Charitable Feedback Loop.” 
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He argues that capitalism transformed charitable institutions into ways 
of encouraging growth rather than alleviating suffering. Davis and Barber 
suggest that much of our public discourse treats those receiving benefits, 
whether in tax relief or charitable services, as undeserving or burdensome. 
This view, they find, ignores the history of vulnerable groups and the public 
good accomplished by vigorously intervening to alleviate their suffering.

This collection of essays reveals much about us and our moment. It shows 
the substantive nature of the debates of the 2016 election. Rather than fad-
ing into obscurity, these issues continue to find expression from the streets 
of Charlottesville to the halls of Congress. They have deep historical roots 
and significant implications for our society—who we are and who we hope 
to become. Viewing them through a historical lens treats with respect those 
engaged in the political struggles of our day. Similarly, it illustrates the ways 
that we, as scholars, can use our work to contribute to ongoing debates. If 
we fail to contribute to these efforts, we risk convincing the public that our 
labor is obsolete and surrender the work of informing popular movements 
to those less aware of the roots of contemporary problems. Further, being 
unresponsive to the politics of our day validates depictions of scholars as 
elites who care little for the needs of working folks and marginalized com-
munities. We can no longer restrict our work to boldly critiquing outdated 
forms of exploitation and inequality. The cost is simply too great.


