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 OPINION

Trump lays waste  
to prevailing culture

We can’t even trust ‘reasonable’ Republicans

D onald Trump is doing 
exactly what he was 
elected to do.

He was not elected to be 
a legislative president. He 
never showed any real inter-
est in policy during the cam-
paign. He was elected to be 
a cultural president. He was 
elected to shred the dominant 
American culture and to give 
voice to those who felt voice-
less in that culture. He’s do-
ing that every day.

What’s troubling to me is that those 
who are the targets of his assaults seem 
to have no clue about what is going on. 
When they feel the most righteous, like 
this past weekend, they are actually los-
ing and in the most peril.

Let me try to explain what I think 
is happening:

After World War II the Protestant es-
tablishment dominated the high ground 
of American culture and politics. That 
establishment eventually failed. It toler-
ated segregation and sexism, led the na-
tion into war in Vietnam and became 
stultifying.

So in the late 1960s along came a 
group of provocateurs like Abbie Hoff-
man, Jerry Rubin and the rest of the 
counterculture to upend the Protes-
tant establishment. People like Hoffman 
were buffoons, but also masters of po-
litical theater.

They never attracted majority support 
for their antics, but they didn’t have to. 
All they had to do was provoke, offend 
the crew-cut crowd, generate outrage and 
set off a cycle that ripped apart the cul-
tural consensus.

The late 1960s were a time of in-
tense cultural conflict, which left a lot 

of wreckage in its wake. But 
eventually a new establish-
ment came into being, which 
we will call the meritocratic 
establishment.

These were the tame heirs 
to Hoffman and Rubin. They 
were well-educated. They cut 
their moral teeth on the civil 
rights and feminist move-
ments. They embraced eco-
nomic, social and moral 
individualism. They came to 
dominate the institutions of 

American society on both left and right.
Hillary Clinton is part of this more-

educated cohort. So are parts of the con-
servative establishment. If you’re reading 
this newspaper, you probably are, too, 
as am I.

This establishment, too, has had its 
failures. It created an economy that ben-
efits itself and leaves everybody else out. 
It led America into war in Iraq and sent 
the working class off to fight it. It has 
developed its own brand of cultural snob-
bery. Its media, film and music industries 
make members of the working class feel 
invisible and disrespected.

So in 2016, members of the outraged 
working class elected their own Ab-
bie Hoffman as president. Trump is not 
good at much, but he is wickedly good 
at sticking his thumb in the eye of the 
educated elites. He doesn’t have to build 
a new culture, or even attract a majority. 
He just has to tear down the old one.

That’s exactly what he’s doing. Donald 
Trump came into a segmenting culture, 
and he is further tearing apart every fis-
sure. He has a nose for every wound in 
the body politic, and day after day he 
sticks a red-hot poker in one wound or 
another and rips it open.

The members of the educated class 
saw the weekend’s NFL fracas as a fight 
over racism. They felt mobilized and uni-
fied in that fight and full of righteous 
energy. Members of the working class 
saw the fracas as a fight about Ameri-
can identity. They saw Pittsburgh Steel-
ers coach Mike Tomlin try to dissuade 
Alejandro Villanueva, a three-time com-
bat veteran, from celebrating the flag he 
risked his life for. Members of this class 
also felt mobilized, unified and full of 
righteous energy.

I don’t know which faction is bigger, 
or which would win an election, but all 
that matters is that Trump is shredding 
the culture and ending the dominance of 
the meritocratic establishment.

He continually goes after racial mat-
ters in part because he’s a bigot but also 
in part because multiculturalism is the 
theology of the educated class, and it’s 
the leverage point he can most effec-
tively use to isolate the educated class 
from everyone else.

He is so destructive because his ene-
mies help him. He ramps up the aggres-
sion. His enemies ramp it up more, to 
preserve their own dignity.

But the ensuing cultural violence 
only serves Trump’s long-term destruc-
tive purpose. America is seeing nearly 
as much cultural conflict as it did in 
the late 1960s.

It’s quite possible that after four years 
of this Trump will have effectively de-
stroyed the prevailing culture. The reign 
of the meritocratic establishment will be 
just as over as the reign of the Protes-
tant establishment now is.

Of course Donald Trump is a buffoon. 
Buffoonery is his most effective weapon. 
Because of him, a new culture will have 
to be built, new values promulgated and 
a new social fabric will have to be wo-
ven. That’s the work of the next 20 years.

David Brooks is a columnist for The 
New York Times.

P resident Trump clearly 
has no clue what’s hap-
pening on health care, 

taxes or really any other ma-
jor policy front. He has also 
made abundantly clear that 
he has no interest in getting 
up to speed.

Unfortunately, Trump’s un-
seriousness has become so 
grotesque, so all-consuming, 
that it has distracted us from 
dozens of other dilettantes 
and demagogues in Washing-
ton — far too many of them other mem-
bers of Trump’s own political party.

Trump may be a toddler, we keep tell-
ing ourselves, but at least some (com-
parative) grown-ups on Capitol Hill are 
thinking things through. Maybe we don’t 
agree with them all the time; maybe they 
have a different vision for the role of 
government than many of us do. Still, at 
least a few thoughtful, moderate, princi-
pled, solutions-oriented people in the leg-
islature are working to offset the White 
House’s abdication of policy leadership.

The flaming dumpster that was Cas-
sidy-Graham, the Obamacare repeal-and-
replace legislation withdrawn without a 
vote on Tuesday, should disabuse us all 
of that notion.

What’s been threatening the health-
care coverage of tens of millions of 
Americans isn’t Trump. It’s the entire 
Republican Party.

This garbage bill should 
teach us two things: Repub-
licans don’t care about pro-
cess, and they don’t care 
about policy. You could be for-
given for also concluding, as 
they’ve increasingly suggested 
this week, that they don’t care 
about regular Americans, ei-
ther.

For years we’ve been told 
that the original sin of the 
Affordable Care Act was that 
it was procedurally flawed. It 

was passed in the dead of night, con-
structed in smoke-filled backrooms and 
only passed thanks to partisan budget 
gimmicks.

These critiques were mostly nonsense, 
of course.

Obamacare went through a painfully 
slow, yearlong process. It was considered 
at lots and lots of hearings. It received 
multiple assessments from the nonparti-
san Congressional Budget Office and at-
tracted a supermajority of Senate votes.

Contrary to popular misconception, 
the bill was not even passed using the 
budget reconciliation process.

All of these attacks may not be true of 
Obamacare’s passage — but they do ap-
ply to Republicans’ attempts to repeal it.

Republican senators gave themselves a 
few days, and just one cobbled-together 
finance committee hearing, to pass a bill 
along party lines with no full CBO bud-

get score. In the absence of any indepen-
dent assessment of what their proposal 
does, they made up numbers that ignore 
big chunks of the bill.

The proposal is opposed by nearly ev-
ery conceivable stakeholder, from doctors 
to insurers to pharmaceutical compa-
nies to patient advocates. Not only be-
cause the process is being rushed, but 
also because what’s actually in the bill 
is so terrible.

On major questions of policy, legis-
lators punted to the states, giving them 
two years to build new health-care sys-
tems from scratch — even though state 
legislators have little expertise in the 
matter and few of the resources avail-
able to Congress.

This alone would be sure to desta-
bilize insurance markets. Now layer on 
severe funding cuts, ultimately punish-
ing every state; the removal of the indi-
vidual mandate, which makes sure risk 
pools aren’t dominated by the most ex-
pensive patients; and the unwinding of 
federal regulations designed to protect 
those with pre-existing conditions and 
to make sure the insurance plans that 
consumers buy actually cover anything.

Chaos, premium spikes for the sick 
and the poor, and the hemorrhaging of 
tens of millions of Americans from in-
surance rolls are all foreseeable conse-
quences. 

In other words: It’s what happens 
when an entire party decides to aban-

don policy experts.
Note that it’s not just the usual tea 

party crazies pushing for this monstros-
ity. It’s many supposedly reasonable Re-
publicans, too. These include Republicans 
such as Sens. Jeff Flake of Arizona and 
Ben Sasse of Nebraska, upon whom we’ve 
heaped loads of praise for their princi-
ples and backbone.

Even Sen. Lisa Murkowski, R-Alaska, 
who helped kill the Senate bill the last 
go-around, has at this point said merely 
that she has reservations about the leg-
islation. 

Given how this bill was constructed 
and what it contains, anything other than 
a flat-out rejection gives the lie to her 
“reasonableness.”

If even late-night TV host Jimmy Kim-
mel, who has made a career out of play-
ing an average Joe, can figure out how 
vulnerable this legislation leaves millions 
of unlucky Americans, surely senators 
can spot the problems, too.

We knew we can’t trust Trump to craft 
careful policy that puts regular Ameri-
cans’ needs above his own. Judging from 
this debacle, it looks like we can’t trust 
the rest of his party to do so, either.

Catherine Rampell (crampell@wash-
post.com) was a reporter for The New 
York Times and The Chronicle of Higher 
Education before joining The Washington 
Post as a columnist.

G UE S T V I E WP OI N T

N ancy Fadeley’s Sept. 8 letter, 
“Field-burning tragedy led to a 
book,” reminds us that once upon 

a time, Oregonians believed field burning 
was an essential and unstoppable agri-
cultural practice.

Annually throughout the Willamette 
Valley, farmers torched hundreds of 
thousands of acres of grass seed fields, 
claiming economic necessity. During the 
era that we accepted that myth, we en-
dured summers of smoke-laden air black-
ening the skies over Eugene, Springfield 
and surrounding communities. Deadly 
highway pileups, asthma attacks so se-
vere people were rushed to local hospi-
tals, and dangerous levels of air pollution 
that raised the risk of stroke and heart 
attack were the disastrous results. 

For decades, the Legislature took no 
action because the Grass Seed Council, 
an industry lobby group, threatened that 
ending field burning would cripple the 
grass seed industry.

Yet against these odds, in 2009 Ore-
gonians won a ban by proving that field 
burning affected people’s health and 
safety of people in unacceptable ways. 
That successful legislative campaign, led 
by Rep. Paul Holvey, D-Eugene, was sup-
ported by the work of Beyond Toxics and 
the Western Environmental Law Center.

Oregon has not looked back since. No 

one misses the coughing, headaches and 
asthma attacks caused by the smoky air 
that once permeated the mid- and south-
ern Willamette Valley. 

The drive to ban field burning is anal-
ogous to today’s struggle to ban aerial 
herbicide spray and the demonstrable 
need to protect public health and safety. 
Used extensively in state and private tim-
ber management, herbicides mixed with 
oil and chemical “enhancers” are sprayed 
by helicopters near homes, schools and 
the springs and rivers that provide Ore-
gon’s drinking water. 

People get sick and are put at risk 
against their will. Mayors in Depoe Bay 
and other coastal towns, with often futile 
hope, write letters to timber companies 
asking them to stop spraying herbicides 
mere feet from their cities’ municipal 
water supply.

Just as they once deferred to grass 
seed lobbyists, today’s legislators are 
afraid to question the claim that private 
timber owners will go bankrupt without 
aerial herbicide sprays.

This is déjà vu. We can challenge 
this myth with lessons learned from in-
novative farmers who found alternatives 
to field burning that boosted grass seed 
industry profits. 

In 2009, the year the burn ban passed, 
Oregon’s grass seed industry was worth 
$300 million, and every summer farm-
ers set fire to 250,000 acres of grass 
fields. In 2016, the Oregon Department 

of Agriculture and the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture report, a total of 12,449 
acres were burned — a 95 percent re-
duction — but the industry is now worth 
$436 million. That 45 percent increase 
in economic value represents a win-win 
for farmers and easier breathing for Or-
egonians.

Change often brings not bankruptcy, 
but innovation. Instead of torching 
250,000 acres, today’s grass seed farm-
ers augment their incomes by baling 
the grass straw and selling it as animal 
feed. Grass farming is also rotated with 
other cash crops such as meadowfoam, 
winter wheat and clover to garner new 
and substantial economic benefits. Ore-
gon State University researchers found 
that rotating crops and composting ex-
cess straw directly into the seed field im-
proves soil health and deters unwanted 
weeds and disease.

If it were required to use alterna-
tives to aerial herbicide sprays, the tim-
ber industry could likewise innovate to 
enhance profits. We know it’s possible, 
because today some foresighted forest-
ers produce diverse species of wood vi-
tal to rural mills and jobs, without any 
aerial herbicide applications!

Field burning, once touted as a con-
ventional agricultural practice, proved 
unnecessary and deadly. Aerial herbi-
cide sprays are likewise promoted as a 
conventional forest practice, resurrect-
ing the identical mythic phrase that the 

field burning industry used to normalize 
a practice dangerous to public health. 
That same fiction is used to cloak this 
incontrovertible truth: Aerial herbicide 
spraying poisons entire ecosystems and 
is just as devastating to public health as 
was breathing smoke from thousands of 
acres of burning fields. 

Many of us will remember when 
Olympic runner Steve Prefontaine needed 
medical treatment after field burning 
smoke caused him to cough up blood 
from his seared lungs. Perhaps if he were 
still alive, he’d be fighting on behalf of 
rural Oregonians who’ve been rushed 
to emergency rooms while coughing up 
blood from breathing a chemical soup 
of herbicides. 

Oregon will never go back to the 
days when we suffered from field burn-
ing smoke. It’s now time to see poor log-
ging practices and aerial pesticide sprays 
for what they truly are: unhealthy, un-
safe and propped up by the same out-
dated claims once used to perpetuate 
field burning. 

Whether by local initiative or by state 
legislation, we need to ban ultra-hazard-
ous aerial herbicide sprays and turn our 
support to innovative, nonharmful forest 
practices built on ecological stewardship 
and respect for public health.

Lisa Arkin of Eugene is executive di-
rector of Beyond Toxics.
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