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So it turns out trying to put a socialist in the White House was the easy part. Last year, when I came here for the first
People’s Summit—a gathering of the Bernie tribes—my big worry was that the determined minority of Bernie-orBust-ers was going to try to stampede the rest of us out of the Democratic Party, clearing the way for Donald Trump.
Instead, some 3,000 activists from around the country came together for discussion, debate, and dancing without
any of the sectarian string-pulling I’d frankly expected. “Our job,” Charles Lenchner, a co-founder of People for
Bernie, the group that organized the summit along with National Nurses United, told me, “is to reflect back [to the
people] what they already care about—and then get them to take action.”
Likewise, despite the mainstream media’s reflexive insistence on portraying Sandersistas as spoilers, the talk this
year was about how the movement can take over the party. “We are so close,” said Nomiki Konst, a journalist
appointed by Sanders to the party’s Unity Reform Commission. Not everyone was so sanguine—and of course the
corporate wing of the party is fighting back—but the people I talked to here want to reclaim the party and return it to
its populist and New Deal roots, not destroy it.
Far from dispersing or responding to the election of Trump with despair, more progressives (some 4,000) showed up
this year. And this time there was a clear indication of intent, spelled out in the organizers’ declaration that it was
time to move “from resistance to power.” “We sent a very strong direction to the establishment wing of the
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Democratic Party,” said Winnie Wong, who helped start Occupy Wall Street, co-founded People for Bernie, and was
one of the summit’s chief architects. “The party,” she added, “needs to change or die.”
Like Konst, Wong is concentrating her efforts on change. Indeed, while the Illinois Green Party had a booth—just
around the corner from the Workmen’s Circle, which was giving away buttons using Bernie and Trump to illustrate
the difference between a mensch and a putz—and the usual Trots hawked newspapers on the sidewalk outside the
cavernous McCormick Place convention center, inside the hall the talk was about building progressive grassroots
organizations, identifying and training leaders, and running for office. Christine Pellegrino, the Long Island
progressive who, with backing from the Working Families Party, flipped a longtime-Republican New York State
Assembly district, was just the most recent in a wave of Berniecrats in attendance, including California
Congressman Ro Khanna; Black Lives Matter activist and South Fulton, Georgia, Councilman khalid kamau; Larry
Krasner, who just won the Democratic nomination for Philadelphia district attorney; and Chokwe Antar Lumumba,
who had just become the mayor-elect of Jackson, Mississippi. Meeting as we were only days after Jeremy Corbyn’s
stunning success in Britain, the previously impossible suddenly seemed merely difficult.
Because no one in Chicago pretended it was going to be easy. The corporate grip on the Democratic Party is not
going to be broken without a fight. And while there was even more talk this year than last about the need to build a
“Tea Party of the left,” there was also much more widespread recognition of the difficulties of doing so—and why,
despite the seductive example of the alt-right in capturing the Republican Party, progressives can’t simply cut and
paste that strategy into our own struggle.
“The conditions for a Tea Party of the left are very different from the actual Tea Party,” said Waleed Shahid, cofounder of the millennial group #AllofUs. Progressives “still haven’t found a way to tell the story of who we are—or
that all of these candidates are part of the same movement,” he added.
“The only way we’re going to move forward is by holding together a very diverse base,” said Tobita Chow, chair of
the People’s Lobby. Reflecting on the difficulties the left has faced—inside the Sanders campaign and more
generally—in simultaneously grappling with racial justice, economic inequality, social justice, and sexual oppression,
Chow said: “We have to explicitly name that diversity, and yet move forward as one. The Tea Party doesn’t have that
problem.”
Sanders himself gave the summit’s keynote speech—a vintage stemwinder that included all the usual applause
lines (“$27!”), plus a surprisingly sensitive section anatomizing Trump’s betrayal of the working class on trade, health
care, and taxes. The huuuge lines before his speech underlined the senator’s unique star power as the most—
perhaps the only—widely loved elected official in the country, and the perils posed by the fact that, so far, Sanders’s
social capital does not seem readily transferable. At least not in Montana or Omaha.
Though not in any way his fault, the cult around Sanders—including a handful of supporters with preprinted signs
calling for him to run as an independent in 2020—is just one of the dangers the left must surmount before we can
truly contest for power. We also need to find a new way to work together beyond coalitions of convenience—a way
of acknowledging that our aligned interests and shared values go beyond single-issue campaigns. Or as Naomi
Klein said, “We need to lay out our ‘Yes.’”
For the moment, though, it felt enough just to be visible to one another—in our strength, our diversity, our optimism,
and our growing numbers. As Corbyn’s remarkable story should remind us, our power comes not from ideological
certainty, financial leverage, or social privilege, but from the simple, inescapable fact that we are the many, and they
are the few.

2/2

