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THE  INDYPENDENT
C A L E N D A R

S U M M E R
SUNDAYS JUNE 15 ONWARDS • 8PM 
• FREE 
COMEDY SHOW  
Get some giggles in and take a load off 
at Secret Sauce, the iconic free comedy 
show. Lineups are not announced very 
far in advance, and often feature well-
known comics who have been featured at 
Comedy Central, HBO, Netflix etc. so you 
never know if you’ll discover someone 
new or have a run-in with someone 
famous.  
BEAUTY BAR 
14TH STREET 
MNHN

JUNE 12-JULY 18 • VARIES • FREE 
WORLD CUP WATCH EVENTS  
Played every four years, the World Cup 
is the world’s most popular sports event 
watched by billions around the globe. 
Here in NYC, the five boroughs will each 
have a large public space for watching 
games with other fans of “the beautiful 
game.” Rockefeller Center in Manhattan, 
Brooklyn Bridge Park, the Billie Jean 
King National Tennis Center in Flushing 
Meadows Corona Park, the Bronx Termi-
nal Market and Staten Island’s University 
Hospital Community Park. All events will 
feature local food, be family friendly and 
celebrate the spirit of the local borough. 
Check out the nynjfwc26.com/fan-events 
to stay up to date. 
ALL BOROUGHS. 

THURS JUNE 18 • 4:00-6:00PM • 
FREE 
VIDEO GAME CLUB 
The Harlem Library hosts a video game 
club for kids aged 13-18 years. Nintendo 
Switch & pS5 controls are provided. Test 
your skills with friends every Thursday. 
Our city’s libraries have skill-building, 
educational and entertaining classes 
spanning different interests. See nyc.
gov/summer to keep up with all the free 
events you can enjoy this summer.   
HARLEM LIBRARY 
9 WEST 124TH STREET 
HLM

WED/THURS JUNE 17-18 • 5:00PM 

• FREE 
BALLROOM DANCING 
Omari Wiles and his company Les Ballet 
Afrik bring their electric show New York 
is Burning to an outdoor stage. In a 
powerful celebration of queerness and 
resilience, they pay homage to Paris is 
Burning and the history of ballroom 
dancing in 1980s New York. Rooted in 
the ballroom tradition, a mini ball will 
round out the event, accompanied by 
a live DJ! This is a Summer for the City 
event by The Lincoln Center, which hosts 
events, classes, parties and more by 
phenomenal artists.  
HEARST PLAZA 
30 LINCOLN CENTER PLAZA 
MNHN

THURS JUNE 18 • 7-9PM • FREE 
PICNIC PERFORMANCES 
Bryant Park’s Picnic Performances is a 
free outdoor festival introducing New 
Yorkers to extraordinary artists. Britton 
& The Sting and Joan As Police Woman 
are featured as part of Joe’s Pub Pride 
Lineup. funk liberation band, Britton & 
The Sting’s music celebrates queerness 
and joy, a church without walls. Joan as 
Policewoman defies genre, she’s eclectic, 
magnetic and dynamic, and has collabo-
rated with some of the finest musicians. 
This year she revisits her seminal album 
Real Life. BRYANT PARK  
MNHN

FRI JUNE 19 • 3PM • FREE (RSVP 
ENCOURAGED) 
MUSIC CONCERT AT THE BANDSHELL 
BRIC hosts an exceptional lineup in 
celebration of Black freedom and 
creativity. This year it’s a family affair. 
Infinity Song (Alt-rock) and Victory Boyd 
(timeless singer-songwriter) are siblings, 
they share a stage and a sound birthed 
in the same household. Annie and the 
Caldwells (gospel and blues), a Missis-
sippi family band led by matriarch Ms. 
Annie Caldwell, completes a bill where 
family is not just a theme. It is the lineup. 
DJ Duane is a light in the underground 
scene, featuring soulful themes, deep 
house and disco edits that are highly 

sought after. 
LENA HORNE BANDSHELL 
141 PROSPECT PARK WEST 
BKLN

SAT JUNE 20 • 2:30PM ONWARDS 
• FREE 
MOVIES UNDER THE STARS: THE GREAT 
DEBATERS 
Movies Under the Stars is a series that 
brings communities free movies across 
the boroughs in every park. The Mayor’s 
Office of Media and Entertainment and 
NYC Parks bring more than 150 film 
screenings to parks throughout the five 
boroughs. Enjoy family-friendly enter-
tainment in the city's parks and play-
grounds, ranging from great new movies 
to all-time classics. The Great Debaters 
is directed by Denzel Washington. He 
also stars in it. It tells the true story which 
chronicles the rise of a debate team at 
a small all-black college in Texas during 
the 1930s. While this film is PG-13, many 
films in the series are kid-friendly. 
ST. NICHOLAS PARK 
135 ST & ST. NICHOLAS AVE 
MNHN

SAT/SUN JUNE 20-21, JULY 25-26 • 
11:00AM-5:00PM • FREE 
FAD MARKET 
FAD Market features a fresh lineup of 40 
plus independent makers, designers, 
artists, and small businesses. Discover 
handcrafted jewelry, art, apparel, bath 
and body care, home goods, artisanal 
packaged foods, and more — all thought
fully curated and locally made. Hop on 
the ferry to Governors Island and enjoy 
the waterfront views, open green space, 
and great food that is available, or bring 
a picnic basket of your own.	  
GOVERNERS ISLAND 
MNHN

SAT JUNE 20 • 1PM ONWARDS • 
FREE, DONATIONS ENCOURAGED 
44TH ANNUAL MERMAID PARADE 
Dress in your finest mermaid-inspired 
outfits, gather your babes and pack your 
beach bag. The iconic Mermaid Parade 
is a community-run parade powered by 

your spirit and donations. Musician Jesse 
Malin will be this year’s King Neptune 
and Grammy Winner Ricky Lee Jones 
is Queen Mermaid. If you’re feeling 
adventurous, you can sign up to walk the 
parade. This parade is a favorite for good 
reason.  
BOARDWALK 
CONEY ISLAND 
BKLN

FRI/SAT JUNE 19-20 • 12:00PM-
11:30PM • FREE-$20 
RECLAMATION DAY  
A first of its kind, Reclamation Day, 
is hosted by BLIS (Black Liberation 
Indigenous Sovereignty). You’re invited 
to an immersive cultural gathering and 
community exhibition envisioning a 
future where hope is not just alive in the 
collective imagination but actionable. 
Featuring over 40 artists who are actively 
shaping narratives around reparations, 
land back, sovereignty, solidarity, and a 
new economy. The event features films, 
food, exhibits and dj sets. 
LENAPEHOKING 
25 KENT AVE 
BKLYN

TUE JUNE 23 • 6:00AM-9:00PM • 
FREE  
ELECTION DAY 
The June 23 Democratic primary is 
where the winners of most of NYC’s 2026 
elections will be determined in a year 
when socialists and bold progressives 
are challenging the Democratic Party 
establishment up and down the ballot. To 
vote, you must be a registered Democrat. 
Early voting runs from Saturday June 13 
to Sunday June 21. For more info, see 
nycvotes.org.

JUNE 26 • 8:00-10:00PM • FREE 
SUMMER STAGE 
Laurie Anderson will perform “Republic 
of Love,” a collection of songs and stories 
about the current state of America, with 
some history thrown in. Anderson will be 
backed by Sexmob, an instrumental jazz 
quartet that emerged from the Knitting 
Factory scene in the mid-’90s and is 



3
M

ay 2026
THE

INDYPENDENT

C A L E N D A R

S U M M E R
known for raw improvisation and 
inventive arrangements 
RUMSEY PLAYFIELD 
CENTRAL PARK 
MNHN 

SAT JUNE 27 • 5PM ONWARDS 
• FREE 
DYKE MARCH 
“Hot Dykes Melt ICE” is this year’s 
theme in support of BIPOC dykes 
and immigrants. The Dyke March 
is a protest march not a parade, 
to remember that in the face of 
discrimination, harassment and vio-
lence, choosing to live in freedom 
and openness is resistance in itself. 
The step off at Bryant Park at 5pm 
and continues down 5th Avenue to 
Washington Square Park. Let loose 
at the afterparties.  
BRYANT PARK 
MNHN

SUN JUNE 28 • 2:30PM ON-
WARDS • FREE 
QUEER LIBERATION MARCH  
The 8th annual Queer Liberation 
March is organized by the Reclaim 
Pride Coalition and demands true 
liberation for all LGBTQ+ individu-
als. This year’s theme is Breaking 
the Chains of War and Oppression 
for Trans and Immigrant Rights. 
No cops, no corporations, no BS: 
the roots of freedom. Intentionally 
organized on the same day as the 
more corporate Pride March, this 
is a march for the people, not for 
the commodification of queerness. 
Folks will assemble at 2:30PM, step 
off at 3pm from Union Square and 
march to Foley Square.  
UNION SQUARE 
MNHN

SUN JUNE 28 • 10:00AM-
12:00PM • FREE WITH GAR-
DEN ADMISSION 
PAPERMAKING  
Join artist Chloe Seibert for a paper-
making workshop where recycled 
and organic materials sourced 

from the garden will be used to 
make handmade paper during this 
free workshop. Participants will be 
able to take home their handmade 
paper, and be asked to leave a piece 
behind. The paper will be used 
by garden visitors to place their 
wishes and secrets in the urns, to be 
burned at the end of the summer 
and turned into fertilizer. 
QUEENS BOTANICAL GARDEN 
43-50 MAIN STREET FLUSHING 
QUEENS

TUES JUNE 28-JULY 5 • FREE 
SUMMER OF LUDD 
Inspired by the 19th century British 
textile workers who fought against 
automation, today’s young Luddites 
say “Eyes off the screens, eyes on 
each other” as we confront tech 
oligarchs who want to crush our 
agency, employment, privacy, and 
natural environment.  Tompkins 
Square Park on the Lower East Side 
will serve as homebase. Events 
will include self-defense classes, 
meditation, soil chromatography, 
Luddite rizz, “Learn to Sew for Guys 
and Bros,” a workshop to “cleanse” 
your phone of apps and install anti-
surveillance tech stacks, organizing 
against data centers, activist tactics 
in the 21st century, human search 
engine (come ask questions of 
other humans!), radio in public 
space, concerts and zine-making. 
All promotion for the event will be 
done off social media and festival 
programming will be handed out 
on-site. Luddite Hotline: (347) 814-
5194. For SoL program guidebooks 
theofficialsummerofludd@proton.
me  
TOMPKINS SQUARE PARK 
MNHN

TUES JUNE 30 • 10:00AM-
3:00PM • FREE (RSVP 
REQUIRED) 
THE LUDDITE CONFERENCE ON 
PARTICIPATORY FUTURES  
The conversation around BigTech 

and AI is often one 
in which the citizen 
remains helpless. The 
Luddite Conference 
aims to change this 
by inviting provoca-
tive questions which 
first help us learn with 
more clarity about 
where we are in this 
moment, how we got 
here and what we 
can do in response to 
reclaim personal and 
collective agency for a 
participatory future.  
TISHMAN AUDITO-
RIUM, THE NEW 
SCHOOL  
63 5TH AVENUE  
MNHN

EVERY TUES JULY 01 ON-
WARDS • 10:00AM • FREE 
COMMUNITY TOGETHER TUESDAYS 
Have you ever wanted to learn 
about the medicine in the herbs 
in your kitchen or how to grow 
herbs or brew teas? Come gather 
outdoors at Lydia’s Magic Garden, 
enjoy a cup of tea and learn about 
herbs — the original medicine. Ses-
sions are kid-friendly. 
LYDIA’S MAGIC GARDEN 
100 E 118TH ST 
HLM 

THURS JULY 2 • 6:00PM-
11:00PM • FREE 
MOVIES WITH A VIEW:  
Brooklyn Bridge Park’s Movies With 
A View kicks off its 26th season 
of screening films outdoors with 
a 4th of July weekend screening 
of Hamilton starring Lin-Manuel 
Miranda. Other Thursday evening 
screenings this summer include 
When Harry Met Sally (July 9), 
the classic rom-com starring Meg 
Ryan and Billy Crystal, Bend It Like 
Beckham (July 16), a movie about 
a young woman pursuing her pas-
sion for soccer against her family’s 

wishes and Do The Right Thing, 
Spike Lee’s celebrated movie about 
racial tensions in a 1980s Brooklyn 
neighborhood. Show up early with 
snacks and a picnic blanket. Movies 
begin at dark.  
BROOKLYN BRIDGE PARK	  
BKLN

FRI JULY 10 • 6:00PM-11:00PM 
• FREE 
MUSIC AT THE BANDSHELL 
Habibi Festival brings the vibrant 
sounds of Tunisia, Morocco, Sudan, 
and beyond to Brooklyn. DJ Kofta 
of the iconic party series Yalla! 
Party Project will keep the vibes 
high as  things off with the Habibi 
Festival house band, led by Yacine 
Boulares and featuring special 
guests, including Tunisian cellist/
composer Nesrine, and Sudanese 
singer-songwriter Mai Elgizouli. The 
avant-garde artist EMEL will head-
line with her theatrical avant-garde 
electronic, rock, and pop sound.  
LENA HORNE BANDSHELL 
141 PROSPECT PARK WEST 
BKLN

JULY 17 • 6:30PM • FREE 

NO COPS, NO 
CORPORATIONS: On Sunday 
June 28, the Queer Liberation March will go 
from Union Square to Foley Square.

WORLD CUP: Each of the five 
boroughs will have a large public space for 
watching games with other fans.

MOVIES WITH A VIEW:  Spike 
Lee’s Do The Right Thing is one of the 
movies that will be screened this summer at 
Brooklyn Bridge Park.
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6 AI IN THE SCHOOLS
NYC parents, students & teachers 

are calling for a two-year halt on the 
rollout of AI in the city’s 1,600 public 
schools.

8 DATA CENTER RESISTANCE
A broad coalition of groups in 

Western New York is fighting to stop a 
TK square foot data center. 

9 FROM THE SHOP FLOOR
Former union shop steward turned 

congressional candidate Claire Valdez 
is ready to fight for the working class.

10 ELECTION GUIDE
Socialists and bold progressives 

are challenging the establishment 
across the city as the June 23 
Democratic primary approaches.

13 THE DSA DIFFERENCE
A longtime New York City DSA 

organizer explains what makes the 
organization tick and why it has been 
so successful. 

14 ART & REVOLUTION
A political vision centered on 

listening to and meeting the needs of 
the people can enrich one’s art too, 
says Nicholas Powers. 

16 SHE WILL BE HEARD
Sexual violence so extreme it 

confounds imagination is the subject 
of two of the best-selling books on the 
planet.

18 NYC 1776
250 years ago this summer, 

New York was put under military 
occupation that lasted seven years. 

19 DIVIDE & CONQUER
Steven Thrasher’s new book 

looks at how capitalism creates a 
tiered system of rewards to create an 
“overseer class.”

21 WBAI PROGRAM GUIDE
Keep up with all the great 

programs on WBAI-99.5 FM, 
including The Indypendent News 
Hour!
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PUBLIC EDUCATION

C L A S S R O O M
C O N T R O V E R S Y
PARENTS, TEACHERS PUSH
PAUSE ON AI ROLLOUT
By Ella Spitz

T
he New York City public-school system is the larg-
est in the country, encompassing over 900,000 
students and close to 1,600 schools. Despite its 
sprawling nature, one pressing issue has united a 
group of concerned parents, educators, and com-

munity members: the use of artificial intelligence in the class-
room. 

In a petition that’s garnered over 3,800 signatures since Oc-
tober, the AIM coalition (New Yorkers for an AI Moratorium, 
including the groups NYC-DSA Tech Action, Climate Families 
NYC, Alliance for Quality Education, Parent Coalition for Stu-
dent Privacy, MORE-UFT, the Coalition for Racially Just Pub-
lic Schools, Class Size Matters, Parents for AI Caution and NY 
Kids PAC) is calling for a two-year moratorium on the use of 
generative AI in public schools. 

The demand for a moratorium has gained more traction 
amidst the city Department of Education’s release of its guid-
ance on the use of AI in March, followed by a 45-day feedback 
period that has since ended. The site states the guidance will be 
updated “soon” after incorporating the feedback. In late May, 
Chancellor Kamar Samuels acknowledged that the original 
guidance was not aggressive enough in its AI guardrails, par-
ticularly for the district’s youngest students. 

At a seven-hour school board meeting in early May, over 
100 people testified against the use of AI in schools. Several 
district Community Education Councils (CECs) in the city have 
passed resolutions in support of an AI moratorium, as well. 

The moratorium demand pushes back on the popular notion 
that it is inevitable that AI will become embedded in society, so 
institutions and individuals should adapt to it and keep up. 

“If you read the DOE guidelines for AI, they are overtly stat-
ing it’s not a question whether or not AI will be in our class-
rooms—it will be. The question is to what extent and for what 
purpose,” Martina Meijer, a fourth-grade public-school teacher 
at PS 310  in northern Manhattan, said. “I would just like us to 
take a few steps back and ask why it would be.” 

AN ED TECH PIPELINE

NYC schools have been using K-12 education technology, or 
ed tech, for years. Ed tech like iReady, a screener for math and 
reading assessments, is used by about one-third of American 
students. Despite its widespread usage, waves of parents and 
teachers have criticized the tech for being murky, confusing, 
and inaccurate in its assessments. iReady itself does not feature 
AI elements, but its parent company, Curriculum Associates, is 
conducting a pilot program for voice-AI technology to support 
reading and literacy. 

While the tech has a lot of overlap, the moratorium is fo-
cused on tools that incorporate generative AI specifically, main-
ly the Amira and Writable apps. In Amira, students read out 
loud, and it listens and assesses their reading and pronunciation 
skills. In Writable, students write to an AI assistant that offers 
feedback and prompts on their writing. Both are listed as “sup-
plemental” curricula by HMH, an ed tech company that has 
two active contracts with the DOE totaling over $55.6 million. 

Meijer, who’s been a teacher for 18 years, said she’s seen the 
DOE move from prioritizing internal curriculum writing and 
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professional development to relying on external con-
sultants from companies like HMH. Over the last three 
years, she said, the professional development meetings 
she is required to attend have become “sales pitches” by 
HMH representatives for Amira and Writable.

“HMH has very publicly changed and transformed 
itself into an AI company first, curriculum company sec-
ond,” Meijer said. “I’m actively resisting it on a daily 
basis.”

She and others in the fight against AI are not only 
shedding light on the pervasiveness of ed tech companies 
in the classroom. They are also calling attention to com-
panies popping up on the resumes of several former and 
current city school officials: Former chancellor Melissa 
Aviles-Ramos now has a senior role at HMH; another 
ex-chancellor, Richard Carranza, joined IXL, an ed tech 
company similar to iReady, shortly after leaving his po-
sition; and current Chief Academic Officer Dr. Miathe-
resa Pate is a Google fellow. 

In May, deputy chancellor Daniel Weisberg wrote a 
piece for The74 advocating for the use of AI tools in 
school as a solution to the “catch-up crisis.” Weisberg 
argues that solving this “crisis” would be “nearly impos-
sible” without AI, that teachers’ workloads had become 
unsustainable without AI tools. 

AI & THE TEACHERS’ WORKLOAD

This argument that AI can help teachers in the classroom 
had been supported by union leadership at the national 
American and the United Federation of Teachers, its city 
local, until late May, when AFT President Randi Wein-
garten spoke out against too much AI and technology in 
the classroom. This position is drastically different from 
her previous stance on AI in education, reflected by the 
union’s acceptance of a $23 million donation from AI 
founders last summer to open the National Academy for 
AI Instruction in Manhattan, for AFT members.

Meijer, a union representative for her school, said 
leadership never surveys teachers and actively snuffs dis-
cussions at meetings about AI, reflecting the UFT’s un-
democratic system. 

“The only thing worse than having these six oligarchs 
deciding the future of our education system in our coun-
try is to watch our union officers and presidents capitu-
lating and rolling out the red carpet to them,” she said. 

Meijer said she agrees that teachers’ workloads has 
become unsustainable, but that using AI is not the solu-
tion to that problem. She said that she receives invita-
tions at least three times a week to workshops about 
how to use AI in the classroom to “work smarter, not 
harder.”

“If we act as if a computer could do our job for us, 
then a computer could do our job for us,” Meijer said. 
“I can anticipate my students’ struggles and needs. Am I 
perfect all the time? Of course not. But I’ll tell you what, 
I’m 1,000 times better than a robot.”

She said that using the ed tech or generative AI tools 
in the classroom only artificially lowers teachers’ work-
loads, and is a poor substitute for reducing class sizes, 
providing teachers with more prep time, and hiring 
more counselors and teachers. 

One of the selling points of Amira is its ability to un-
derstand and “speak” in Spanish. But Meijer said that 

she’s seen the technology misunderstand students with-
out American accents—which counteracts this bilingual 
feature. 

“It’s a real time-waster,” she said. “We need more in-
tervention to support our English language learners, and 
that should be in the form of human beings.” 

Another reason behind the demand for an AI mora-
torium is to hesitate for a beat to collect data and study 
the effectiveness of these AI tools on students’ learning. 

Dr. Kaliris Salas-Ramirez, a neuroscientist and educa-
tor with children in New York City public schools, said 
it is difficult to analyze the use of AI in schools compre-
hensively, because the city school district is so large, and 
individual schools are handling AI differently. 

“The use of AI is not mandated. For me, that’s code 
for it’s not regulated,” Salas-Ramirez said. 

Since the Eric Adams administration installed the 
NYC Reads curriculum, which incorporates HMH 
products, in the 2023-2024 school year, data from 
screener assessments showed that the percentage of ele-
mentary-school students scoring above the national me-
dian on reading tests had risen to 41.6% in the spring of 
2025, up from 39.1% in the spring of 2024. But it was 
still unclear to experts if that increase was a consequence 
of the curriculum. 

PITFALLS OF AI TOOLS

Not only could these tools be ineffective for learning in 
schools, but community members are concerned they 
could actually harm it.

A 2025 study led by Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology research scientist Nataliya Kosmyna found that 
participants using AI chatbots to help write essays “con-
sistently underperformed at neural, linguistic, and be-
havioral levels” and “struggled to accurately quote their 
own work,” while those using only their brains had bet-
ter recall and showed a higher level of neural activity. 

Salas-Ramirez said that humans are problem-solvers, 
and attempt to find shortcuts as efficient solutions. But 
this, she said, has heightened the desire for instant grati-
fication and has lowered attention spans. 

“We’re reducing all of the ways we as human beings 
learn. We have minimized experiences where people 
make mistakes, where people are troubleshooting things, 
because we’re humans looking for constant, immediate 
gratification,” Salas-Ramirez said.

Advocates for a moratorium are also concerned 
about how these AI tools can compound discrimination 
and inequity already present within the school system.

“My kids are Black and Puerto Rican, and knowing 
that these algorithms are just spitting out racial bias is 
really concerning for me,” Salas-Ramirez said. “I have 
worked really hard to build up my two boys that are 
dealing with racism every single day of their lives. I don’t 
need a chat bot to exacerbate all of those experiences 
for them.”

A Stanford University study from January 2025 
found that AI chatbots give users with names common-
ly associated with racial minorities and women worse 
advice that would lead to less advantageous outcomes. 
Similarly, a 2024 study published in Nature found that 
chatbots are prejudiced against dialects like African 
American English (AAE) and “are more likely to suggest 

that speakers of AAE be assigned less-prestigious jobs, 
be convicted of crimes and be sentenced to death.”

In the realm of education, Common Sense Media, a 
nonprofit that gives technology ratings based on kids’ 
safety, found that AI assistants for teachers generated 
different behavioral-intervention strategies based on the 
student’s name: While “Annie” often received de-escala-
tion-focused strategies, “Lakeesha” tended to get “im-
mediate” responses. 

At a time when public schools are often replacing pa-
per books with digital passages, Meijer fears a dystopian 
future for the American education system.

“This is not going to propel us into educational eq-
uity by any means,” she said. “We’re going to have a 
two-tiered education system, one of which values critical 
thinking and creativity, and the other of which involves 
children being siloed with headphones on, ignoring the 
person right next to them.” 

Parents and advocates are also concerned about data 
privacy with these generative AI tools, given the lack of 
guardrails and regulation. Amira, for instance, records 
students’ voices and obtains biometric student data.

The city school system has been victim to major data 
breaches and cybersecurity attacks recently. In 2022, the 
personal data of 820,000 current and former students 
was compromised, and in 2024, students’ names and 
dates of birth were accessible to hackers following a data 
breach of the schools’ records program.   

A state audit from April that covered 2020 to 2025 
found that city schools’ data-privacy policies do not 
cover or describe “certain fundamental areas” of the 
federal cybersecurity guidelines, and often failed to re-
port every data or security breach within the necessary 
timeline. The audit also found that the public schools do 
not keep a comprehensive list of centralized applications 
they used and do not have a documented policy for clas-
sifying data as confidential or protected. 

OPTING-OUT AS PROTEST 

Some parents advocating for a moratorium have taken 
matters into their own hands. Jim Baker, a Brooklyn 
father of three, opts out his children from using AI in 
the classroom. He said the idea was spurred a couple of 
years ago after his son told him they had stopped assign-
ing paper books to read in the fourth grade. 

Opting out “was a constant pressure. It took several 
months to have conversations and be at PTO meetings, 
and provide evidence, and say this is why this is bad,” 
Baker said. “We need to continue to increase how stu-
dents perform by giving them books to read and giv-
ing them quality education by teachers who are trained 
professionals doing a culturally responsive curriculum.”

Baker emphasized that the “opt-out” method is about 
more than just shielding his own children from AI. 

“What we’re trying to fight by opting out and by pro-
testing is the erasure of democracy in educational spaces, 
and what we’re fighting for is some degree of account-
ability from public officials who run the DOE,” Baker 
said. 
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‘JUST STOP THE NONSENSE’
WESTERN NY RESISTS MEGA-DATA CENTER

By Allie Tutich

A
s state legislators in Albany are pushing to 
pass a moratorium on new data centers, a 
coalition of Western New York residents, 
the federally recognized Tonawanda Sen-
eca Nation, and other organizations are 

fighting against a proposal for the largest data center 
in the state. 

Stream U.S. Data Center is seeking to construct a 
2.2 million-square-foot data-center complex near Ala-
bama, a town of about 1,800 people halfway between 
Rochester and Buffalo. It would be on land directly ad-
jacent to the Tonawanda Seneca reservation territory 
and several publicly owned land and wildlife refuges.

“This is a massive complex that would change the 
way of life, the quality of life, and environmental qual-
ity for the region,” said Sarah Howard, an organizer 
and environmental consultant to the Tonawanda Sen-
eca.

It’s not the first data-center plan to threaten the 
Tonawanda Seneca. In September 2025, the Genesee 
County Economic Development Center rescinded its 
approval of another Stream data-center plan due to the 
Tonawanda Seneca and the Sierra Club suing the com-
pany’s developer for insufficient environmental review. 

Three months later, Stream returned to the develop-
ers with new funding and ambitions for the site. With 
the financial backing of Apollo Global Management, a 
private-equity firm cofounded by Leon Black, they pro-
posed a $19.46 billion data center—more than twice 
the size of the one the GCEDC rejected. This complex, 
dubbed Project Double Reed, would consist of three 
buildings on 90 acres in the Western New York Science 
and Technology Advanced Manufacturing (STAMP) 
industrial park. 

Howard has witnessed the Alabama community and 
the Tonawanda Seneca build a broad-based coalition 
of opponents. Data centers are “the ultimate big tent 
issue,” she told The Indy, as there are “many different 
interest groups that are concerned about the rampant 
unregulated buildout of data centers and allocation of 
public monies to service [and] subsidize data centers 
across New York.” 

In March, Stream requested a $1.46 billion tax-
abatement package for the creation of 125 jobs at 
STAMP, which would cost the state $700 million in 
lost sales-tax revenue. The Buffalo-based Investigative 

Post wrote that its $11.7 million cost per job “may be 
the most expensive in U.S. history.”

While the GCEDC says that Project Double Reed 
will infuse the Alabama area with much-needed invest-
ment and jobs, Howard says the ones who will profit 
will be “big tech and multinational corporations.” 

Tonawanda Seneca spokesperson Grandell Logan 
described how the Nation has retained longstanding 
traditions surrounding the use of medicinal plants and 
subsistence hunting in the Big Woods, the diverse pri-
mary forest that abuts the STAMP complex. He says 
noise pollution, light pollution, and potential contami-
nated runoff from the center might impair their use and 
enjoyment of their lands. “We’ve done a lot of work in 
our history to really ensure that a lot of our freedoms 
are maintained,” he adds.

Logan believes that the STAMP project represents a 
trend of wealthy technology corporations preying upon 
rural and indigenous communities. He contends that 
“as an indigenous person living in occupied territory, I 
can say that we’re not out of the colonial era, and this 
is just another example, another symptom of it.”

Alabama residents have fervently voiced their opin-
ions at numerous public hearings, yet Cheryl Cordes 
says “[Stream and GCEDC] don’t want to hear our 
opinion. They don’t want to listen.” 

Cordes lives a half-mile from the site of Project Dou-
ble Reed. Alongside the Allies of Tonawanda Seneca 
Nation, she has been a key figure in resisting this data 
center. 

“I feel like I’m climbing a mountain,” she says. 
She has knocked on more than 250 of her neighbors’ 
doors, gone to public hearings, traveled to Albany to 
rally against data-center construction, and been threat-
ened by a town supervisor. 

Stream is preying on Alabama, Cordes told The In-
dypendent, because it “only has 1,700 residents, and, 
according to the Health Department, [we’re] an un-
derprivileged community.” “They know the median 
income is $50,000 to $65,000,” she continued. “They 
targeted us because we’re an aging-out community.” 

Stream estimates the facility will consume over 500 
megawatts of electricity each year, enough to power 
410,000 homes. Large-load users, primarily hyperscale 
data centers, strain existing power supplies, which in-
creases electric bills throughout the state. Wholesale 
electricity prices have more than tripled in some areas 
near data centers, Bloomberg reported in September 

2025, and that drives up customers’ bills. Cordes says 
some Alabama residents may be unable to afford such 
rate hikes, and as they are “tapped out financially.” 

As hyperscale data centers, like Project Double 
Reed, materialize at a seemingly explosive pace, the 
Department of Energy projects that data centers could 
represent up to 12% of all U.S. electricity consumption 
by 2028.

With 48 large-load projects in New York State 
requesting connection to the energy grid as of Janu-
ary 2026, the additional 11 gigawatts they would use 
could affect regional energy bills in the coming year. 
State Senator Kristen Gonzalez (D-Queens/Manhattan/
Brooklyn), chair of the Internet & Technology Com-
mittee, says the state is not prepared for the scale and 
demand of hyperscale data centers, like the STAMP 
data center. 

“As legislators, it really is our responsibility to have 
a holistic plan for what it means, not only to put more 
demand on the energy grid, but protect our local com-
munities, protect our utility bills, and certainly preserve 
our water supply,” she told The Indy.

On June 1, Gonzalez introduced a bill that would 
enact a one-year moratorium on data-center construc-
tion—reduced from the three years in an earlier version 
after opposition from Gov. Kathy Hochul. It would 
also require the Department of Environmental Conser-
vation and the Public Service Commission to conduct 
assessments of the environmental impacts and costs 
of hyperscale data centers, while implementing regu-
lations that protect ratepayers and communities like 
Alabama, according to Food & Water Watch. The bill 
passed the legislature on June 4 and now it sits on Gov. 
Hochul’s desk where she has until the end of the year 
to sign it, or not.

Cordes supports the moratorium. “Just stop the 
nonsense,” she stated. “Stop the political charades 
and start protecting the constituents and citizens in the 
state, because this is so detrimental, and right now it’s 
out of control.” 
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NEXT STEP, CONGRESS
CLAIRE VALDEZ RIDES A MOVEMENT MOMENT

By John Tarleton

A
fter propelling Zohran Mamdani 
into the mayor’s seat last year, New 
York City DSA is trying to put two of 
its members in Congress this year— 
Darializa Avila Chevalier in NY-13 in 

Upper Manhattan and the West Bronx and Claire 
Valdez in NY-7 which has been repped by the 
retiring Nydida Velasquez since 1993. Velasquez 
has anointed Brooklyn Borough President Antonio 
Reynoso as her successor. Mayor Zohran Mamdani 
and NYC-DSA’s army of door-to-door canvass-
ers are backing Valdez who represents a Queens 
Assembly district in Albany. If successful, she will 
take the helm of what is arguably the most leftwing 
congressional district in the country. This interview 
was edited for length and clarity. 

THE INDYPENDENT: You’ve made your previ-
ous experience as a low-wage worker and a union 
activist a major theme of our campaign? Why do 
you think those experiences matter and how would 
it inform your work in Congress?

CLAIRE VALDEZ: The experience of being a low-
wage worker and feeling trapped in your job and feel-
ing you have no control over your life is a very com-
mon one in New York City and in the United States. 
The less common experience is having the opportu-
nity to organize with your co-workers for more and 
to actually have power to be able to sit at the bargain-
ing table to win better wages and working conditions, 
and feel like you aren’t alone, and that you do actually 
have political control, not just over your work life, 
but over your whole life. That’s an experience that I 
want as many people as possible to have.

The federal government can also play a role in 
making sure that working people have dignified, safe, 
stable housing, dignified, safe, stable jobs, health care 
that is free at the point of service, and that we aren’t 
tying ourselves to these forever wars and to genocide 
and spending billions of dollars on things like ICE 
that don’t build stability and safety in our commu-
nities. We need to make sure that people have real 
power in their lives, and have the federal government 
be a part of that. 

What are some memories that stand out from your 
time in your union?

I remember walking into my first union meeting and 
seeing 200-300 people in this auditorium, talking about 
our contract — about what we thought we deserved, 
and if we thought we could win more. It was just a pro-
foundly democratic experience. It showed that I wasn’t 
fighting for myself by myself, that I had 500 coworkers 
that were standing with me at any given moment. I was 
proud to stand with them too.

You moved to New York City a decade ago and 
have been derided as an outsider by some of your 
critics. What are your thoughts on this kind of 
New York nativism?

People come to New York City from all over the world 
for all kinds of different reasons.The story of New 
York’s 7th congressional district is one of artists and 
workers and immigrants who have made beautiful 
communities and are being displaced by private equity 
and the real estate industry who have identified our 
neighborhoods and our homes as vehicles for profit. So 
many establishment Democrats have taken their dona-
tions, have made partnerships with these entities that 
are pushing people out. We’re the ones fighting against 
a system that has displaced many people over decades. 
As socialists, we’re the ones saying that we need re-
ally strong tenant protection so people can stay in their 
homes. We’re the ones who are saying we’re not going 
to take a dime from real estate.

So you believe older residents and newer residents 
have more in common than what divides them?

Absolutely. We’re all being displaced by the same forces. 
We don’t build power by trying to pit neighbors against 
each other. We know who the enemies are. It’s A&E and 
Bronstein and Pinnacle. These huge development cor-
porations that are coming in and trying to build luxury 
towers over our working-class neighborhoods. Those 
are our enemies, and when we organize together, we can 
win against them. 

You and other DSA electeds joined protests against 
Israel’s war of annihilation in Gaza from its onset in 

October 2023. What was 
that like to go up against 
the whole political and 
media establishment that 
backs Israel to the hilt? 

It was a really difficult po-
litical moment. The Netanyahu government was making 
explicitly genocidal statements. They intended to carry 
out a genocide, and that is what has unfolded over the 
last two and a half years. Many Democrats either put 
their heads in the sand or condemned the protesters. 
People have come around now that political opinion has 
shifted on this. But, that should not have taken more 
than 60,000 people dying and being murdered.

The federal government spends about $1 trillion per 
year on the military. Your website talks about cutting 
that spending by a fraction. What kind of fraction do 
you have in mind?

Well, we’ll see. I would like to see it cut

10%? 20%? 50%?

I’d like to see it cut very substantially. Bernie Sanders 
has talked about a 10% cut. I think we can go further, 
especially with a trillion dollars. Imagine what we could 
spend hundreds of billions of dollars on in the United 
States every year. Medicare for All, ending homelessness, 
making sure that everyone has nutritious food, rehabili-
tating our public housing. And it’s not just the public 
benefits that we can shore up, but the new ones that we 
can bring into being if we had that kind of funding and 
reoriented the way that we think about our budget away 
from the idea that our safety requires militarism and and 
death and destruction, when it actually requires public 
education, public health care, public housing, and things 
like that.

Visit indypendent.org for more interviews with insur-
gent candidates running in the June 23 Democratic 
primary including Darializa Avila Chevalier, Conrad 
Blackburn, Aber Kawas and David Orkin.

IN THE FIELD: 
The author interviews 
Claire Valdez at Msgr. 
McGolrick Park in 
Greenpoint, Brooklyn.
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BROOKLYN
CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT 7
Brooklyn-Queens
Antonio Reynoso   •   Claire Valdez   •   Julie Won

It’s Progressives vs. Socialists in the race to succeed Rep. 
Nydia Velasquez in one of the most leftwing congressio-
nal districts in the country. Velasquez is backing her pro-
tege Brooklyn Borough President Antonio Reynoso. Mayor 
Zohran Mamdani is backing his close DSA ally Assembly-
member Claire Valdez. 

Reynoso points to his years as a local reformer. Valdez 
touts her background as a rank-and-file union activist and 
has slammed Reynoso for taking more than two years to 
denounce Israel’s genocide in Gaza which Valdez opposed 
from the beginning. Reynoso has almost all the labor union 
endorsements while Valdez has the backing of NYC-DSA 
and its army of door-to-door canvassers. Thanks to more 
than 22,000 individual donors, Valdez has out fundraised 
Reynoso despite Reynoso’s average campaign donation of 
$950 compared to Valdez’s of $50. 

CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT 10
Brooklyn-Manhattan
Dan Goldman   •   Brad Lander

Dan Goldman won his congressional seat in 2022 with 26% 
of the vote in a divided field. Once in office, he proved to be 
an aloof figure who refused to meet with critics of Israel’s 
genocide in Gaza even as antiwar sentiment roiled his dis-
trict. His detractors will likely have the final word. 

In late May, an Emerson College/Pix 11 poll came out 
showing Goldman trailing former NYC Comptroller Brad 
Lander by 34 points. Lander, a liberal Zionist who calls Is-
rael’s actions in Gaza a “genocide,” represented Park Slope 
on City Council for 12 years and is especially popular on the 

Brooklyn side of the district.
ASSEMBLY DISTRICT 54
Bushwick/Cypress Hills/East New York
Erik Dilan   •   Christian Celeste Tate 

Erik Dilan has somehow continued his absentee, do-nothing 
tenure in the State Assembly for almost a decade after DSA’s 
Julia Salazar swept his father State Senator Martin Malave 
Dilan out of office in 2018. DSA narrowly failed to dislodge 
Dilan in 2022. This year it’s running anti-poverty activist 
Christian Celeste Tate. 

DSA’s progressive base in Bushwick came out in droves 
for Zohran Mamdani in 2025. If Tate taps into that same 
enthusiasm and DSA’s field program can help bring its tax 
the rich message deeper into East New York, Tate will be 
well-positioned to win. Dilan, meanwhile, is counting on 
older Latino homeowners in the Cypress Hills part of the 
district to save him, again.  

ASSEMBLY DISTRICT 56
Bedford-Stuyvesant/Crown Heights
Eon Huntley   •   Stefani Zinerman

Incumbent Stefani Zinerman narrowly held off a fierce chal-
lenge from DSA-endorsed Eon Huntley in 2024. Now both 
candidates are back for a rematch that flipped heavily to 
Zohran Mamdani in 2025. 

Zinerman, a Hakeem Jeffries ally, has strong institu-
tional support and is receiving a massive influx of Super 
PAC money. Huntley, a department store worker and for-
mer PTA president, has the backing of local State Senator 
Jabari Brisport and Councilmember Chi Osse. As Huntley’s 
campaign entered June, it reported having knocked on more 
than 40,000 doors in the district. 

QUEENS
ASSEMBLY DISTRICT 37
Long Island/Maspeth/Sunnyside/Woodside/Ridgewood
Samantha Kattan   •   Melissa Orlando   •   Pia Rah-
man

With incumbent Claire Valdez trying to move up to Con-
gress, three candidates are vying for this lefty district in 
Western Queens. Samantha Kattan is a tenant organizer 
and longtime NYC-DSA activist who has the organiza-
tion’s backing. She has also been endorsed by Zohran 
Mamdani, Bernie Sanders, WFP and a half dozen ma-
jor unions. In addition to affordable housing, Kattan is 
emphasizing her support for universal childcare as the 
mother of a 17-month old child. 

Melissa Orlando has been an advocate for better tran-
sit access in the World’s Borough and has championed 
small business as head of the Sunnyside Chamber of 
Commerce. Pia Rahman is health care worker and for-
mer campaign manager for Assembly District 34 candi-
date Brian Romero. She would be the first Bangladeshi-
American elected to the State Assembly.  

ASSEMBLY DISTRICT 38
Ridgewood/Glendale/Woodhaven/Ozone Park/Richmond 
Hill
David Orkin   •   Jenifer Rajkumar

Assemblymember Jennifer Rajkumar is best known for 
showing up at Eric Adams’s public events in a body hug-
ging bright red dress, lest her presence go unnoticed. Her 
act may soon be cancelled. 

DSA-backed David Orkin has worked as an immi-
grant labor rights lawyer at Make the Road New York 
for the past dozen years. He is campaigning across a dis-
trict that stretches from super-lefty Ridgewood—where 

Claire Valdez will also appear on the ballot—to Glen-
dale’s conservative white homeowners to the heavily im-
migrant neighborhoods of Woodhaven, Ozone Park and 
Richmond Hill. Entering June, Orkin had received five 
times as many in-district donations as Rajkumar and 10 
times as many total individual donations, according to 
reports filed with the New York Board of Elections. Raj-
kumar, however, dominated in one category: her average 
campaign donation was $1,046 vs. $53 for Orkin. 

STATE SENATE DISTRICT 12
Astoria/Maspeth/Sunnyside/Woodside/Ridgewood
Aber Kawas   •   Stephen Raga

With Senate Majority Leader Michael Gianaris retiring, 
there is a hotly contested race to replace him featuring 
Aber Kawas and Assemblymember Stephen Raga. They 
are both children of immigrants, though their paths that 
brought them to this race are very different. Kawas is the 
daughter of Palestinian refugees. When she was young, 
her father was detained by ICE and deported. The trau-
ma of family separation and the financial hardship that 
followed “shaped how I see the world and made me the 
organizer I am today,” says Kawas who has been politi-
cally active since she was a teen-ager. 

Kawas is endorsed by NYC-DSA and Zohran Mam-
dani and would be the first Palestinian-American elected 
to the state legislature. Raga, the former executive direc-
tor of a Woodside-based community organization, has 
taken a more traditional path to office, serving as chief 
of staff to his predecessor before being elected to the As-
sembly in 2022. He has received numerous endorsements 
in a race that will test how much the district’s left-leaning 
voters value Kawas’s alignment with DSA and the mayor 
vs. Raga’s longstanding ties in the community. 

LEFT VS. ESTABLISHMENT
A  V O T E R ’ S  G U I D E  T O  S O M E  O F  T H E  M O S T  H O T L Y
C O N T E S T E D  R A C E S  I N  N Y ’ S  J U N E  2 3  D E M O C R AT I C  P R I M A R Y

New York is a one-party city 
where almost all elections 
are decided in the Democrat-

ic primary. Once upon a time an in-
cumbent rarely faced a competitive 
primary and served in their post as 
long as they wished, often passing 
their seat on to a carefully chosen 
successor. Not anymore.

Call it the Zohran effect. After Mayor 
Mamdani’s upset victory last year 
over Andrew Cuomo, socialists and 
bold progressives are challenging 
the establishment across the city. 
New York City DSA is at the forefront 
of this effort with a slate of 10 insur-
gent candidates. Early voting runs 
from Saturday June 13 through Sun-
day June 21 with polls open on elec-
tion day from 6am to 9pm. Mail-in 
voting is also an option. For more in-
formation on how and where to vote, 
see vote.nyc. 
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MANHATTAN
CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT 13
Manhattan-Bronx
Darializa Avila Chevalier   •   Adriano Espaillat 

When Adriano Espaillat denounced anti-genocide 
protesters camping out on Columbia University’s 
campus lawn in the spring of 2024 as “extremists,” 
he couldn’t have guessed that support for Israel in the 
Democratic Party would collapse within two years. 
Nor could he have known that one of the encamp-
ment organizers would come for his job. 

But, here we are. Espaillat, 71, looks old and tired 
and out of touch. Boosted by a late endorsement 
from Zohran Mamdani, Darializa Avila Chevalier, 
32, is surging in a district that flipped to the left last 
year and voted for Mamdani by 19 points in the pri-
mary. DAC’s slogan of “Babies Not Bombs” appears 
to be resonating with voters angry at the billions of 
dollars spent on foreign wars amid unmet needs here 
at home. 

ASSEMBLY DISTRICT 65
Lower East Side/Chinatown/Financial District
Mariam James   •   Illapa Sairitupac   •   Jasmin 
Sanchez

The Lower East Side was a socialist hotbed in the 
early 20th century. DSA-backed Illapa Sairitupac, a 
Peruvian-born immigrant, social worker and tenant 
organizer, wants to revive that radical spirit. He won 
34% of the vote in 2022 in a four-way race won by 
Grace Lee. With Lee running for an open State Senate 
seat, Sairitupac and DSA are back for a second try. 

Sairitupac has a coveted endorsement from Zohran 
Mamdani who won the district handily. Perennial 
candidate Jasmin Sanchez has a base of support in 
the NYCHA houses along the East River where she 
has lived her entire life. Manhattan Democratic Party 
Vice Chair Mariama James has similarly deep roots 
in the area near the World Trade Center where she 
grew up and later engaged in extensive post-9/11 ad-
vocacy.

ASSEMBLY DISTRICT 69
Morningside Heights/Upper West Side
Eli Northrup   •   Stephanie Ruskay

As policy director for the Bronx Defenders, Eli 
Northrup lobbied state legislators over many years 
for criminal justice reform. Dealing with timid, poor-
ly informed state legislators left Northrup so frus-
trated he decided to run for State Assembly in 2024, 
finishing second to Micah Lasher in a crowded field. 

With Lasher running for Congress, Northrup is 
back for a second try. He has endorsements from 
AOC and Zohran Mamdani and dozens of other 
electeds, unions and civic organizations. His oppo-
nent Stephanie Ruskay has the backing of Manhat-
tan Borough President Brad Hoylan-Sigal and Coun-
cilmember Gail Brewer (D-Upper West Side). Ruskay 
also has the support of a Super PAC bankrolled by 
former Cuomo donors that has spent more than 
$400,000 to defeat Northrup. 

ASSEMBLY DISTRICT 70
Central Harlem/West Harlem
Conrad Blackburn   •   Jordan Wright

Conrad Blackburn was raised in public housing proj-

ects in Florida by a single mother. Jordan Wright en-
tered the NY State Assembly two years ago as the 
heir to a third- generation Harlem political dynasty 
that includes his father Keith Wright, who held the 
same assembly seat for 12 terms. Blackburn moved 
to New York a decade ago and has worked as a pub-
lic defender in the Bronx. 

His DSA-backed challenge to Wright and the 
Harlem political machine is not being taken lightly. 
Blackburn is facing more than $2 million in out-
side spending from Michael Bloomberg, DoorDash, 
wealthy Zionists and the sports gambling industry, 
among others. He has responded by being every-
where in the district as he tries to pull off an upset 
victory that once seemed as unlikely—Bing Bong!— 
as the Knicks winning a championship. 

STATE SENATE DISTRICT 27
Lower East Side/Chinatown/SoHo/West Village/Tribeca/
Financial District
Grace Lee   •   Yuh-Line Niou

Yuh-Line Niou was a progressive stalwart in the New 
York State Assembly from 2016 to 2022.  In 2020, 
she fended off a primary challenge from Grace Lee, 
a corporate Democrat with close ties to Wall Street. 
In 2022, Lee won the Assembly District 65 seat Niou 
vacated to run unsuccessfully for Congress. With a 
Lower Manhattan State Senate seat opening up this 
year, the two rivals are facing off once again. 

Lee has the lion’s share of endorsements and has 
raised three times as much money as Niou. Niou has 
been endorsed by Bernie Sanders, Brad Lander and 
the Working Families Party and still has many sup-
porters who remember her fondly for her principled 
opposition to Gov. Andrew Cuomo when he still 
ruled Albany with an iron fist. 

L E F T  V S .
E S T A B L I S H M E N T
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THE DSA DIFFERENCE
LONGTIME NYC-DSA ORGANIZER EXPLAINS
WHAT MAKES THE ORGANIZATION TICK

By Eric Thor

I
n March 2021, as 59 state legislators were pre-
paring to call on Andrew Cuomo to resign, the 
governor’s office did what powerful offices of-
ten do. It made a list. Who can they call up and 
pressure? Who can they peel off? Melissa DeR-

osa, a top Cuomo aide, ran down the names. When 
she got to Zohran Mamdani, the text she sent to a fel-
low operative at 10:58 on the morning of March 11, 
later released by Attorney General Letitia James, was 
short. “Zohan is DSA so we don’t have play there.”

Governor Cuomo’s political operation, at full 
steam and in total emergency mode, looked at a then 
freshman assemblymember and all they saw was a 
dead end. What stopped them, and what has led to 
Zohran Mamdani’s success and that of many other 
NYC-DSA electeds, wasn’t just individual brilliance 
or an enlightened set of principles, it was being im-
mersed in a mass organization of working people. 

For NYC-DSA, mass political organizing has been 
the driving force that took it from a fringe organi-
zation to electing not only a mayor but local, state, 
and federal representatives who represent millions, 
and passing transformative legislation like the Build 
Public Renewables Act. This development of coher-
ence and focusing on working-class people, through a 
genuine practice of democracy, has brought deep buy-
in from thousands of organizers, and it’s the essential 
power behind these wins and exponential growth. It’s 
the same power I’ve seen over nearly the past decade 
of organizing across the city, the power that enabled a 
new assemblymember like Zohran to block the NRG 
power plant in his district, win $450 million in debt 
relief for taxi-medallion owners, and, years later, run 
and win as mayor. That is the NYC-DSA difference.

With New York’s June 23 primaries fast approach-
ing, it’s all the more important to underline what a 
NYC-DSA endorsement is. For a left-leaning voter, 
what sets a NYC-DSA-endorsed candidate apart from 
a candidate who simply claims to be “progressive” 
or have similar policy positions, is a real and mate-
rial growing movement, the growing relationships of 
thousands upon thousands of politically active New 
Yorkers that extend far beyond the ballot box and 

confines of any one district. Those relationships are 
how working people can build power inside and out-
side the traditional halls of power, fight entrenched 
political interests and how a working-class agenda 
can actually move forward and win.

There are countless photos from NYC-DSA that 
you might have seen a friend post. Masses of people 
out in the freezing cold of February collecting signa-
tures on green sheets with frozen pens to get their 
candidate on a ballot, to the scorching heat of June 
outside poll sites and subway stops from 6am to 9pm, 
palm cards and posters in hand, armies of neighbors 
talking to other neighbors. Oftentimes I get a “Thank 
you for volunteering” from strangers. However, this 
buy-in and dedication isn’t charity but us all politi-
cally fighting for a better world, conversation after 
conversation. 

Our process for deciding which candidates to en-
dorse is arduous, with long questionnaires, multiple 
forums, and deliberations where rank-and-file mem-
bers decide whether a candidate is worth hours and 
hours of our lives, whether we will knock countless 
doors and lend our skills and our knowledge. Ideolog-
ical alignment and policy stances must be there from 
the jump. But critically what the endorsement also 
weighs is material, the commitment of people’s time 
and labor, not simply a shared set of positions. It is all 
of us collectively sharpening and honing our politics, 
developing a shared analysis of the terrain and iden-
tifying what interventions we can make to change it. 

As a freshman assemblymember new to Albany, 
Zohran said in a 2021 interview with Jacobin, “You 
go into that chamber, and the whole way it is set up is 
for you to bend to power. All of the incentives are for 
you to bend to power.” Folks are isolated from their 
districts, their offices often underfunded and under-
staffed, and power players both elected and unelected 
push and pull you in one direction, theirs. That’s why 
bright progressives often fold, whether in Albany or 
DC. What’s unique for NYC-DSA legislators is that 
there’s an active mass organization alongside them. 
They can buck lobbyists and leadership, and keep 
bringing in and empowering their own constituents 
and others across the state. 

It’s fundamentally different politics, where a prag-

matic, smart progressive 
would never support leg-
islation like Not On Our 
Dime, which would end 
tax-exempt status for New 
York charities that funnel 
donations to Israeli settle-
ments stealing Palestinian 
land, but a bold socialist 
one would, because they’re 
operating on different po-
litical terrain. The goal 
isn’t to be the smartest 
dealmaker, where backroom brilliance buys a foot-
note. It is to contest and reauthor power by bringing 
working-class people into it. The wins aren’t by the 
volume of legislation passed, but from organization, 
mobilization, and real positive change in people’s 
lives. It’s turning our democracy into a 24/7 system 
rather than something that happens once at the ballot 
box every two or four years.

So when you see the little red NYC-DSA logo on a 
candidate’s palm card left at your door, you can rec-
ognize that thousands upon thousands of people have 
poured large swaths of their lives into building an or-
ganization much bigger than themselves. That we’re 
looking to fundamentally revitalize our democracy, 
and that the candidate has that organization’s trust to 
be one of its leaders. That the candidate will stay com-
mitted to the promises they’ve made, because they 
will continue to be in motion alongside the movement 
after election day. While a progressive may champion 
an incremental legislative improvement or monetary 
deliverables year after year, our goal is not simply to 
get someone into a seat to do business as usual, but to 
collectively transform our city, our state, and beyond.

Eric Thor is an active member of New York City 
DSA living in Astoria, Queens. He was NYC-DSA’s 
co-chair from 2023-2024.

SIX MONTHS 
BEFORE 
ELECTION DAY: 
Seventy DSA volunteers 
gather on a cold January 
afternoon to begin door-to-
door canvassing for Conrad 
Blackburn, a DSA State 
Assembly candidate in 
Harlem they had recently 
voted to endorse.
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LEFT ROMANTICISM

HOW REVOLUTIONARY
POLITICS MAKES ART &
SPIRITUALITY, BETTER
By Knick Powers

I
t was a New York moment. The subway platform 
was a fluorescent limbo between the bar and home. I 
watched three MTA workers checking gear. They had 
hard, chiseled faces but soft brotherly eyes. The boss 
led them in big yoga breaths. One by one, they stepped 

into the tunnel. The lanterns in their hands were dancing 
fireflies as they vanished in the dark. I swear it was like see-
ing Rembrandt’s The Night Watch.  

The world knows New York as the capital of high art. But 
we who live here know a secret. The city is the art. It gives us 
moments of accidental beauty that stops your breath. Maybe 
it’s a misty night, when the sky is purple-grey and buildings 
glow like electric crowns. It could be when you see a faraway 
plane reflected on a car window. It could be the summer as 
kids leap in out of a fire hydrant’s spray and at sunset, the 
neighborhood is dipped in honey. 

Life is art because art is not what you see but how you see 
it. For too long, I thought real art had to shun society. You 
heard the quote, “art for art’s sake”. Be like Van Gogh. Free 
the five senses from ideology. Focus on color. Forget justice. 
I was wrong. What if I told you, there’s a dynamic combina-
tion of art, politics and spirituality? One that fits our needs. 
One that fits this moment. It is Mass Line politics and Ameri-
can Romanticism. 

What does that even mean? Mass Line politics, known 
in the U.S. as participatory democracy, is the feedback loop 
between activists and the people. Leadership listens. The 
people speak and decide. Together they create a living move-
ment. Think Ella Baker and SNCC. American Romanticism 
is one of the first art forms in the U.S., it praised imagination 
and nature and our innate goodness. Think Walt Whitman. 
Think Alice Walker. Now add New York, where the cyclone 
strength of millions lives at rollercoaster speed. Add them up 
and you get a new art, a new spirit, you could call it the Left 
Romanticism. 

Close your eyes and imagine Ella Baker drinking shots 
with Walt Whitman. Mamdani does LSD with Allen Gins-
berg. Ntozake Shange dancing at Occupy Wall Street. Open 
your eyes. Can you see what they see? I’m a middle-aged 
man but damn it, sometimes I feel like a newborn baby. My 
mind is a fresh blank page. Everything is a miracle. Why Left 
Romanticism? Why now? The Far Right sold America fear. 
They sold us vs. them. They sold purity. We can challenge 
that with a love for diversity. Everything they fear, we find 
beautiful because it is reality. It’s our lives. 

THE WAGES OF SIN

“This is what democracy looks like.” Our chant shook the 
sky. We marched past a church and I spun around to see it. 
As a child, my mom took me to Catholic school. My fam-
ily said God was there. I did not find Him. I did find nuns 
gliding like black swans who pecked us on the head. I found 
creepy priests in confession booths asking for detailed erotic 
dreams. I found God had rules. I blinked away the memo-
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HOW REVOLUTIONARY
POLITICS MAKES ART &
SPIRITUALITY, BETTER

ry and turned back to the raucous No Kings march, 
so full of life and love and family vibes. Everything 
I looked for in church was in the street. Right here. 
Right now.  

I was sent to Catholic school in the 80’s for the 
same reason a lot, I mean a lot of Black and Latino 
kids were sent. The public schools were a war zone. 
In the halls, so many kids were beat up, stabbed or 
shot that in the morning, instead of saying the Pledge 
of Allegiance, a teacher pulled out a bugle and played 
“Taps”. I’m joking but just barely. But I ran from 
Catholic school and church as soon as I could. I ran 
from its rules and terror. God burns you in Hell for 
sin. God watches you. God needs you to be his Sun-
day alarm clock.

Years later, on a night drive in a U-Haul, I played 
George Carlin’s bit. I was going to graduate school 
and the night highway was a good place to peel off 
the past. I listened to Carlin, “There’s an invisible 
man living in the sky…he has a special place, full of 
fire and smoke and burning and torture and anguish, 
where he will send you to live and suffer and burn and 
choke and scream and cry forever and ever ‘til the end 
of time! But He loves you.” I laughed and laughed 
and laughed. 

I wasn’t just running away. I was running towards 
something I was too young to name. I felt it. A lot 
of us do in our childhood. Remember laying on the 
grass, staring at the sky, so long the clouds became 
your homework. Between words, sunlight held your 
face like a father. Playing in the rain was baptism. Ev-
erything vibrated with wonder. You felt part of some-
thing majestic. Wasn’t this God?  

Funny, the faster I ran from one church, the quicker 
I found new ones. I replaced Catholicism with Islam, 
then Islam with Rastafarism, then Rastafarism with 
Marxism. Here I was in New York, my hometown 
to start a new life but I found myself in church again. 
Now at a Communist meeting, I sat in a chair like I 
did in a pew. I had a new holy book, Marx’s Capital. 
I had a new catechism, revolutionary theory. I had a 
new sin, my own bourgeois consciousness. I even had 
a new apocalypse, the Revolution. Halfway into the 
meeting, I felt the rules and terror again. I felt the need 
to run. I pushed through the doors out to the sun. 

I would have been lost. Circles are traps. I was 
lucky. Mom sensed my aimlessness and gave me Walt 
Whitman and Allen Ginsberg. I had a friend, Bridgit, 
who shared books by Alice Walker and Toni Morri-
son. The beauty of their voices outweighed the Ko-
ran and the Bible and Capital. My feet touched the 
ground. 

One day in September, while going to teach at a 
downtown community college, hijackers rammed 
planes into the Twin Towers. Our screams in the street 
rattled our skulls. Here again, the space between 
words filled with rising smoke and the smell of the 
dead. 

Years later, I walked into an Indypendent meeting. 
I met people who today are my best friends. I discov-
ered mass line politics, the healthiest part of the Left. 
It faces out to the people. At the time we didn’t de-
scribe it as such. We were journalists. We did the work 
not realizing the work made us. The more I reported, 
the more mass line politics needed art to describe the 
reality of the people. Innate to the Left was a deep 
spirituality, a new Romanticism.

I saw this art in the sublime moments of protest. 
After the Dobbs decision to overturn Roe v. Wade, 
we marched. Faces overtook faces like waves. We felt 
hopeless and angry. One woman, dressed as the Stat-
ue of Liberty, held a giant clothing hanger made of 
tin foil. In the setting sun, it looked like a fiery scythe. 
We looked up. She swung it back and forth. Its light 
led us on. 

LEFT ROMANTICISM

It’s easy to get drunk off the people in New York. Walk-
ing in the Fulton subway station, I see a Black trans 
model sing, “I’m a Barbie girl, in a Barbie world”, 
past Hari Krishnas shaking pooja bells as three Black 
cops, stride by as a baggy-eyed Mexican woman sells 
churros to a German tourist as a mentally ill homeless 
man trots up and down the stairs to chase an invisible 
animal and always, people stream by in an unending 
river through the city. Face after face after face. 

Left Romanticism; the political principle of center-
ing people first and shaping their needs into a vision 
and American Romanticism, the joy of imagining, the 
value of the wild individual and the natural sublime. 
It is a total accident. I never in a million years thought 
that working at the Indypendent and teaching litera-
ture and being a New Yorker would have led to a new 
aesthetic, a new spirituality. But it has. And it saved 
me. 

The unexpected gift of Left Romanticism is that it 
transforms how one sees; instead of looking at art, 
how we experience life becomes art. Beauty and tran-
scendence are not locked in museums or churches, it’s 
at our fingertips. Communion is not only in religion, 
it can be a deep House dance party, or a protest. Or 
say during a black-out, the city darkens. Neighbors 
park cars to stop traffic. A local man grills food for ev-
eryone. Musicians play bongos. Adults use flashlights 
to guide children. The street looks like an Impression-
ist painting by Monet. 

Left Romanticism saved me from classism. Living 
in America, in New York is like standing on an airport 
conveyor. You glide toward a more expensive life. You 
see the American Dream and want it. It flashes bright 
on every phone, laptop and flatscreen TV. Higher 
price car. Higher price love. Higher price home. High-
er price language. Hell, who wants tap water when 
you can buy a Dasani bottle? I was caught on that 

class conveyor, too. I wanted to glide up to the New 
York Times or a MacArthur Genius Grant or the ex-
pensive wine that was so red, a vampire could mistake 
it for blood. 

Seeing through the eyes of Walt Whitman or Ella 
Baker changed me. I saw the sweatshop behind the 
fashionable clothes. I saw the suicidal Chinese work-
ers behind I-phones. I felt the Earth baking to death 
from the gasoline we burned. I read the lies in the 
media like Fox News,  the Times, and YouTube in-
fluencers. Too often, the price of the good life is bad 
faith. Proclaiming “art is for art’s sake” becomes a 
white flag to high culture gate-keepers that you won’t 
challenge the exploitation that makes their existence 
possible. To choose good faith is to look at our reflec-
tions on store windows, and realize that version of us 
chases illusions of status. None of us really need it. 
Life is elsewhere. 

Left Romanticism was scales falling from my eyes. 
Against the hierarchy in religion and a lot of political 
ideologies, here was a way to see real world diversity 
as the most beautiful thing ever. Against Orthodox 
Judaism, Christianity and Islam’s banning of homo-
sexuality, I can lounge in Central Park, see two gay 
men feed their adopted baby and burp it and feel love. 
Against Marxist ideas of economic determinism or a 
political vanguard, I can hear neighbors, debate and 
laugh with a DSA canvasser, and feel hope. 

Left Romanticism transforms you into a high-pow-
ered, antennae. You tune into strange and mysterious 
signals. You hear voices and feel the temperature and 
color of their soul. You are in awe that in the heart 
of diversity is a paradox. Difference teaches you, hu-
man essence. Hair styles and fashion and skin color 
and bone structure and politics all circle us like a fast-
forward wheel but at the center is the human face, the 
hub of life, staring out at the flow of time. We are all 
so much the same. 

You are everyone you are afraid of and everyone 
you love. You are everyone you hate and everyone you 
admire. You are everyone you hurt and who hurt you. 
You are your family and you are the stranger. Left 
Romanticism is walking the path of Ella Baker and 
Walt Whitman, Malcolm X and Tina Chang, Mahog-
any Brown and Mayor Mamdani. In this New York 
you feel the heart beats of nine million people, loudly, 
rhythmically drumming like a Blue Man Group Show. 
In that drumming is a morse code message. Put your 
ear to it. Listen.
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WHEN DOES THE VICTIM
B E C O M E  S U R V I V O R ?
Nobody’s Girl: A Memoir of Surviving Abuse and Fighting for Justice 
By Virginia Roberts Giuffre 
Knopf, Oct 2025, 400 pages 
 
A Hymn to Life: Shame Has to Change Sides 
By Gisele Pelicot 
Translated by Natasha Lehrer & Ruth Diver 
Penguin Press, Feb 2026, 256 pages 
 
Girls Play Dead: Acts of Self-Preservation 
By Jen Percy 
Doubleday, Nov. 2025, 272 pages

By Karen Malpede

S
exual violence so extreme it confounds 
imagination is the subject of two of the best-
selling books on the planet. Women are hun-
gry for such stories, perhaps, because there 
is hardly a woman alive who does not think:  

“That could have been me.” Or, “That might have 
been my daughter,” raped in war, while walking down 
the street, drugged on a date, in her marriage bed, 
gay, straight, or trans, in a bathroom, alley or taxi 
somewhere, after dinner at a billionaire’s Manhattan 
townhouse. 

Nobody’s Girl, Virginia Giuffre’s ghostwritten 
autobiography of being trafficked by Jeffrey Epstein 
and Ghislaine Maxwell, was bought by Knopf in a 
bidding war for an undisclosed six-figure advance. It 
sold a million copies in the first two months of re-
lease. Gisele Pelicot’s A Hymn to Life: Shame Has to 
Change Sides, written in the aftermath of a decade 
of being drugged by her husband and raped by men 
he invited into their bedroom, was published world-
wide in 28 languages this April. No literary writer 
can claim such interest. The two books are publishing 
phenomena made from societal nightmares. 

A more modest-selling rape book is Jen Percy’s Girls 
Play Dead: Acts of Self-Preservation. In an empathic 
and poetic voice, Percy explores physical reactions to 
sexual violations. She explains why so many women 
freeze under attack just as animals do, hoping their at-
tackers will lose interest in a carcass that seems dead. 
She tells how women dissociate and watch their fro-
zen body being raped from a safe place on the ceiling. 
She tells the harrowing stories of three black women, 
incarcerated for decades after they killed their serial 
abusers in moments of terrified fury.  

For Virginia Giuffre, as for the three imprisoned 
women in Percy’s book, sexual abuse began at home 
in childhood, not by strangers but by male relatives. 
Giuffre’s father fingered her in bed and then invited a 
close friend to do the same. Rather than believe her 
story, her mother sent her to a reform school. 

For Gisele Pelicot rape began in the fifth decade of 
what she thought a happy marriage. She was a grand-
mother in her sixties, supposedly unattractive to men, 
when her husband began slipping enough   Lorazepam 
into her mashed potatoes and drinks that she passed 
out. For years, he invited local perverts into their bed-
room. Some were in their twenties, some married, a 
brave firefighter among them. They penetrated the 
mouth, vagina, anus of the woman frozen as if dead 
on her own bed, while her husband filmed their rapes.  

These books ask the unanswered questions. Why 
is rape desirable to so many men? What is the plea-
sure of having sex with children? Of penetrating an 
unconscious woman? Why is turning a female into 
a thing a turn on? Most rapists and pedophiles are 
never arrested, fewer go to trial. Jeffery Epstein’s first 
arrest for “soliciting sex with a minor” was treated so 
leniently he was allowed to leave the county jail on 

“work release”; he continued to rape girls with his 
ankle bracelet on. 

If Dominque Pelicot had not been arrested for “up-
skirting” (filming up the 
skirts of three women) in 
the supermarket where he 
and his wife shopped, and 
where he sometimes sched-
uled “viewings” for pro-
spective rapists of Gisele 
pushing her shopping cart, 
she most likely would have 
died from an unintentional 
overdose. Instead, local 
police arrested him for a 
sexual misdemeanor, seized 
his computer and found the 
rape films he made.

When the police officer 
first showed Gisele pho-
tographs of her limp body 
being entered by a stranger, 
she did not recognize her-
self. “But, look, those are 
your bedside lamps,” the 
officer had to say.  

Yet, Gisele Pelicot’s har-
rowing abuse was unique 
in two ways not usually ap-
plicable to raped women. 
She remembers absolutely 
nothing of the many dozens 
of assaults on her drugged 
body while the police had 
irrefutable evidence of se-
rial rape.  At trial, Dominic 
Pelicot received the lon-
gest allowable sentence, 
20 years. He is in his 70s 
and presumably will die in 
prison. 

Few women are as 
“lucky,” if that term ap-
plies. Most remember in 
vivid detail what happened 
as they lay frozen and ter-
rified. Police questioning 
is often hostile. Very few 
rape cases ever go to trial. 
Raped women often suf-
fer for years from a litany 
of debilitating physical 
and psychological symp-
toms, many of which Percy 
chronicles. In the aftermath 
of rape, all women, including Pelicot, find their lives 
drastically changed.

Pelicot thought she was edging toward demen-

tia because of her frequent 
memory lapses. She feared 
for her physical health be-
cause of messy vaginal dis-
charges. The neurologists 
and gynecologists she visited, 
with her husband, attributed 
these symptoms to neurosis. 
She was just an aging woman 
falling predictably apart. 

Once Dominic is in jail, 
Pelicot begins to come to 
terms with the hideous real-
ity she had not known ex-
isted. Shocked and bereaved, 
she enters a long mourning 

process. She moves to an island and begins to walk 
miles and miles with her dog, along the seashore and 
through woods, walking her way through memories 

of the past she thought she lived, walking herself 
into a new life. Three years after Dominque’s arrest, 
friends introduce her to a recent widower, a man who 
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cared for his ailing wife. They fall in love and marry. 
Four years later, she is strong enough to ask that the 
trial of her abusers be open to the press and public.  
It becomes a national, then international event. Ev-
ery morning a growing crowd of women cheers Gisele 
Pelicot as she walks to court, followed by her lawyers 
and her new husband. “Shame must change sides” is 
their collective mantra and becomes the subtitle of her 
autobiography. 

Because she does not remember, she can go on to 
write a story of her life that barely mentions rape. 
Her greatest trauma is the death of her loving mother 
when she was only nine and her gentle father’s remar-
riage to a cold stepmother.

Dominque Pelicot, on the other hand, had an abu-
sive tyrannical father; perhaps this early violence ex-
plains his later actions, she wonders. They marry at 
19. Gisele is convinced that they have found true love. 
She starts work as a temporary employee, and then 

she is hired full-time. Over the years, she ascends to an 
executive secretarial position, even as she bears three 
children. Dominque tries to make a living as an elec-

trician, and then becomes an unsuccessful real estate 
agent. After he is arrested, he will also be convicted 
of an earlier unsolved rape of a woman to whom he 
was showing an apartment. It’s possible he murdered 
another rape victim, but there is not enough evidence 
to convict. Still, Gisele has no hint. When a close 
friend tries to tell her she is married to man whose 
true nature she does not know, Gisele stops speaking 
to her. Dominique is frequently out of work but be-
cause of her success, they join the French middle class. 
Along the way, Gisele has an affair with a co-worker. 
They live apart, then reunite. They retire to the town 
of Mazan in the South of France and rent a house 
with a swimming pool so that the children and grand-
children will visit often. Gisele writes of many happy 
times with their family. Although a daughter-in-law 
finds Dominique masturbating with the door open 
and he suggests to a grandson that they play doctor, 
these appear as isolated acts. 

Dominique Pelicot be-
came a sexual monster, but 
he lived a nondescript life. 
He had no power in the 
world except over his wife, 
and perhaps, his daughter, 
who is convinced he raped 
her, too, based on the evi-
dence of two photographs 
he took of her in sweatshirt 
and underpants she does 
not recognize as hers.  His 
co-conspirators were ordi-
nary, suburban perverts, 
easy to convict.

Virginia Roberts Giuffre 
remembered each assault, 
beginning with her father, 
in her own bed when she 
was a child. Rather than 
believe her, her mother sent 
her to a reform school from 
which, Jenna, as she was 
called, ran away. The man 
who offered her a ride to 
Miami, brutally raped her 
on the way. She escaped 
again. Sitting alone on a 
curb her first trafficker, Ron 
Eppinger, stopped his Ca-
dillac and told her to get in. 
A supposed model agent, 
he offered to “take care of 
her”. He bought her thongs 
and sexy bras; took her to 
his home, introduced her to 
his other girls, and took her 
to his bed. She was 15 years 
old. 

Two years later, living 
again at home, her father 
got her a job as a towel 
girl in the spa at Donald 
Trump’s Ma-a-Lago. She 
was reading a book on 
massage, when Ghislaine 
Maxwell spotted her, pretty 
and young. She brought 
her to Jeffrey Epstein’s 
nearby house to give him 
a massage, then sex. With 
Epstein-Maxwell, Jenna 

found a family of sorts. Sometimes when the day’s sex 
work was done, the three of them would cuddle on 
the couch, eat popcorn and watch television. Epstein-

Maxwell took Jenna with them to London and intro-
duced her to Prince Andrew. Gishlaine instructed her 
to do with him what she did with Jeffery. Among the 
others she serviced is an unnamed former prime min-
ister, believed to be Israel’s Ehud Barak, who left her 
bloodied from anal sex; and the Harvard lawyer, Al-
len Dershowitz. 

Virginia Roberts escaped sexual bondage, again, 
at age nineteen by traveling to Thailand, on Epstein-
Maxwell’s dime, to pursue her dream of becoming a 
practitioner of Thai massage. Maxwell booked her 
into a nice hotel with enough money to pay for her 
Xanax addiction. “Have a nice life,” Epstein said 
when she called to tell him she was never coming back. 
Four weeks into the eight-week course, she went out 
drinking with a friend. She met a handsome martial 
arts practitioner, Robbie Giuffre. Ten days later, they 
were married by a Tibetan monk. The couple moved 
to Australia. Soon, she became the mother of two 
sons. She said the birth of her third child, a daughter, 
made her realize she must go public with her story to 
protect other women from sexual abuse.  

But, if Virginia Roberts Giuffre has become the 
hero of the Epstein survivor movement, she is also 
its greatest (known) victim. The publishing industry 
that produced Nobody’s Girl, might be counted as her 
last abuser. Pelicot’s and Percy’s books are memorable 
for their empathy for self and others. Nobody’s Girl, 
written in an as told to a ghostwriter, first person, 
undistinguished, voice hides the truth about Giuffre’s 
increasingly violent marriage and her life-long addic-
tion to drugs.

The book begins with her panic attack at the Lou-
vre, on a trip to France to testify against the model-
agent, sex-trafficker, Jean Luc Brunel. Behind closed 
doors, she “answered the most dehumanizing ques-
tions you can imagine.” She endured other brutal de-
positions and won settlements in undisclosed amounts 
from the Epstein estate, the former prince’s Royal 
family and Dershowitz, but without any admission of 
their guilt. Virginia Giuffre was unraveling as fast as 
her ghostwriter could narrate their fabricated story of 
Giuffre as the warrior-survivor.

In hospital to treat an infection, she fell and broke 
her neck. Her increasing physical problems exacerbat-
ed her depression. Hospitalized again, she swallowed 
240 painkillers she had smuggled in. Revived with 
Narcan; she survived. “I vowed to get better, once and 
for all,” she told her ghostwriter, Amy Wallace, who 
did not pause her work on the final manuscript de-
spite Giuffre’s seriously suicidal state. Too ill to travel 
across the ocean to testify at Maxwell’s trial, Giuf-
fre’s victim’s statement became a headline in the Daily 
Mail. Then, Robbie received custody of their children 
with a restraining order against her. 

As Nobody’s Girl neared publication, Giuffre 
wrote a note to her ghostwriter and to her longtime 
publicist that reads like one final plea for help that 
would not be heard: “In the event of my passing, I 
would like to ensure that “Nobody’s Girl” is still re-
leased.”—which, of course, it has been, literally over 
Giuffre’s dead body.
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NE W YORK
CITY UNDER
O C C U P A T I O N
Occupied City: New York and the American Revolution 
Museum of the City of New York  
Through April 2027

By Theodore Hamm

T
his coming August 27 marks the 250th 
anniversary of the Battle of Brooklyn, the 
first shots of which were fired near the 
present-day 36th Street subway station. 
George Washing-

ton and his Continental Army 
quickly retreated across the 
East River, and within three 
weeks, British forces con-
trolled Manhattan. 

Loyalists to the crown 
poured into the city, seizing 
property vacated by fleeing 
Patriots and moving into the 
homes of the roughly 5,000 
people who stayed behind. 
Several thousand enslaved 
Blacks journeyed to the city 
in order to fight for England, 
which promised emancipa-
tion in return. In Wallabout 
Bay (near the current Brook-
lyn Navy Yard), thousands of 
Patriots held as prisoners of 
war starved to death on grue-
some prison ships. 

The seven-year period in 
which British troops held 
sway is the ostensible focus 
of “The Occupied City: New 
York and the American Revo-
lution,” a new exhibition at 
the Museum of the City of 
New York (MCNY). Orga-
nized in partnership with the 
Gotham Center for New York 
History, the show offers plen-
ty of good insights and excit-
ing artifacts about the periods 
before and after the anticolo-
nial uprising. But despite its 
title, the exhibit’s presenta-
tion of the British occupation 
is surprisingly brief.  

The curtain opens in 1763, 
when the French and In-
dian War ends with the Brit-
ish seizing control of eastern 
Canada. Although victori-
ous, the crown was deeply in 
debt—and thus slapped its 
North American colonies 
with a wide range of taxes in 
the Stamp Act of 1765. The 
show’s carefully re-created 
tavern and equally well-deco-
rated coffeehouse bring to life 
the settings in which New Yorkers voiced their objec-
tions to the crown’s impositions. 

One of the MCNY show’s many strengths is the 
brief stories of some lesser-known figures from the 
revolutionary era it provides, via audio narration by 
actors. The tale of Isaac Sears (aka “King Sears”)—a 
wealthy seaman, merchant, and Patriot rabble-rous-

er—packs a wallop. Sears’ many targets 
included James Rivington, publisher of 
Rivington’s New-York Gazetteer, a Loyal-
ist rag. 

Museumgoers of all ages will likely en-
joy the opportunity to pull down a simu-
lated statue of King George III. The pro-
cess requires tugging on two ropes, with 
a surprising amount of effort needed to 
make the computer-generated image tip 
over. The experience was all the more 
galvanizing for yours truly because King 

Charles and Queen Camilla had just rolled through 
town on a red carpet. “No Kings” is a timeless rally-
ing cry.   

The actual “Occupied City” section of the exhibit 

is far less stimulating. It proceeds along a dimly lit 
corridor near MCNY’s third-floor elevators. Although 
the brutality of the prison ships is highlighted, viewers 
never learn that the total number of Patriot captives 
tortured to death in Wallabout Bay—over 11,000—
exceeded the number of Washington’s troops that 
died in the entire war. Nor is there any mention of 

how the brutality influenced subsequent local support 
for the 8th Amendment’s prohibition of cruel and un-
usual punishment. 

“The house was full of men plundering everything 
they saw,” reads a large banner, quoting Helen Kor-
tright Brasher, a Patriot who fled the city when the 
British rolled in. Although her home was in Paramus, 
NJ, Brasher’s experience was common throughout 
the region. Yet the exhibit makes no reference to the 
impact of British troops’ wanton thievery on the 3rd 
Amendment’s provision against quartering, which re-
mains a rather uncontroversial component of the Bill 
of Rights.  

The post-revolution section of the exhibit again 
picks up steam, showcasing the American version 
of the Book of Negroes, an impressively well-pre-

served artifact (on loan from 
the National Archives). The 
oversized volume recorded 
the plight of 3,000 slaves 
who fought for the Brit-
ish. Throughout 1783, the 
crown’s Brigadier General 
Samuel Birch presided over 
the so-called “Birch Trials” 
at the Fraunces Tavern, ulti-
mately helping Black Loyal-
ists gain safe passage to Nova 
Scotia, London and the West 
Indies. 

As the show explains, in 
the wake of the Constitu-
tional Convention of 1787, 
it was the anti-Federalists, 
led by Gov. George Clinton, 
who demanded inclusion of 
the Bill of Rights in exchange 
for supporting ratification of 
the Constitution. Alexander 
Hamilton and many fellow 
local Federalists opposed 
such additions, calling them 
“unnecessary.” In the words 
of an exhibit banner, the anti-
Federalists may not have been 
champions of “popular de-
mocracy”—but we nonethe-
less can appreciate their fight 
for civil liberties.  

Occupied City closes with 
a provocative large-screen 
video compilation (by Tim 
Gersten) that shows many 
pivotal Revolutionary War 
sites in New York City today. 
The projections patiently cap-
ture tranquil moments in the 
current surroundings, from 
the Fraunces Tavern to a Loy-
alist fort manned by Black 
soldiers in the Bronx. The late 
18th-century really does not 
seem like the distant past. 

“Occupied City: New York 
and the American Revo-
lution” is on view at the 
Museum of the City of New 
York through April 2027. 

Ted Hamm’s Meet Mayor Mamdani: The Spectacular 
Victory of a Democratic Socialist in New York City 
is now available from OR Books.
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The Overseer Class: A Manifesto 
By Steven W. Thrasher 
Amistad, May 2026, 386 pages

By Renée Feltz

I
n The Overseer Class, scholar, journalist and 
activist Steven Thrasher lays out his theory of 
the “phenomenon in which people from mar-
ginalized populations amass power not by 
uplifting people from the communities they 

come from, but by collectively cracking the skulls 
of their own.” 

For his take on this familiar problem, he draws 
on contemporary theorists like Olúfẹ́mi 
O. Táíwò, whose book Elite Capture 
shows how “a radical concept can be 
stripped of its political substance and 
liberatory potential,” as well as au-
thors James Baldwin and Toni Morri-
son, whose work and lives were aimed 
at overthrowing the overseers he de-
scribes. 

“When you get these jobs that you 
have been so brilliantly trained for, just 
remember that your real job is that if 
you are free, you need to free somebody 
else,” he quotes Morrison telling her 
students in 2003. “If you have some 
power, then your job is to empower 
somebody else. This is not just a grab-
bag candy game.” 

With similar passion, Thrasher of-
fers a powerful cultural and political 
critique, academic analysis, and — as 
his book’s subtitle suggests — “A Man-
ifesto.” Almost Chomsky-like both in 
his explanation of how we are groomed 
through the media and propaganda, 
and in his approach, Thrasher provides 
so many examples to define his terms 
and their nuances that it becomes im-
plausible to disagree with him (and em-
barrassing when he names some of your 
favorite films or TV shows). 

Look no further the 2023 news cycle 
“dominated with a powerful message of 
state-approved genocide of an indige-
nous people” in Gaza, Thrasher writes, 
and how “that lethal message was 
largely delivered by Black Americans.” 
Key figures included: White House Press 
Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre; United 
Nations Ambassador Linda Thomas-
Greenfield and her Deputy Robert 
Wood, who cast the lone vote in the 
U.N. Security Council against a cease-
fire that December, “acting as a kind of 
global Black cop for the ruling class.” 

While he does call out “overseers who specifical-
ly have ill intent,” Thrasher focuses overall on class 
dynamics. “When it comes to how racial capitalism 
is maintained,” he writes, “the systemic, economic 
dynamics of an overseer class of people are indis-
pensable to upholding hierarchies of patriarchy, 
race and cis-heterosexism.” 

He considers “four types of marginalized peo-
ple who advance into positions of power,” starting 
with “Uncle Toms,” a term he says is often mis-
takenly applied to sellouts. The titular novel, Uncle 

Tom, Thrasher clarifies, is about an en-
slaved man “whose power came from his 
attempt to protect other people even at 
the cost of his own suffering and life.” In 
contrast, ‘tokens” refer to someone who 
is “an isolated, minoritized worker with 
little or no real power and whose iden-
tity is subject to heightened scrutiny.”  
Meanwhile, Thrasher spends the most 
time describing “overseers,” those who 
are often a “historic first… but unwill-
ing, and sometimes unable, to expand the 

number of people like them in their organization.” 
The type you want to be, he argues, is a “Toni” 
(named after Toni Morrison), because “a Toni does 
not want to be the ‘first and only’ and works their 
ass off to push open the door for other people who 
have not been welcomed inside.” 

The book’s first chapter and many of its exam-
ples refer to police, but Thrasher also zooms in on 

corporate America, the U.S. armed forces, and the 
mass media, which he says pushes out propaganda, 
its subspecialty, copaganda and its sub-subspecial-
ty, copablanda” — his term for “Black copaganda, 
which is meant to make Black cops killing Black 
people so quotidian and ‘blah’ as to be unremark-
able.” Going through the decades, he starts with 
overseers on slave plantations and continues in 
through films and TV shows from today.  

Thrasher taught social justice in reporting at 
the Medill School of Journalism at Northwestern 

University in Chicago, and draws on his decades of 
experience that went into his first book, The Viral 
Underclass, as well as his ordeal of being denied 
tenure and having his classes cancelled after he sup-
ported students who set up a Palestine solidarity 
encampment in 2024 to protest the Gaza genocide. 
When Thrasher linked arms with other faculty to 
stop police from violently evicting the students, he 
found himself brutalized in the process. 

He told Democracy Now! at the time: “What 
they don’t like is that I am now applying the same 
social justice journalism principles that I’ve applied 
to race and that I’ve applied to LGBTQ people, to 
COVID and HIV, that I was now applying those to 
Palestine.”   

In the book, he calls out the complicity of Phil-
lip Brian Harper, his professor and former dean of 
the Graduate School at NYU; Brian A. Lewis, Chief 
of Police at Northwestern University; and Charles 
Whitaker, dean of the Medill School of Journalism.  

“I used to be naive enough to think 
that Black university administrations 
would help people like me to navigate a 
career in primarily white institutions,” 
Thrasher writes. “But when I began 
speaking out against the decades-long 
colonial war in Palestine, I noticed 
something. In the same manner in 
which Sidney Poitier’s Lt. Tibbs is sent 
to the Black side of town to shake in-
formation out of a Black abortionist a 
white cop could never have gotten [near 
the end of] In the Heat of the Night, I 
believe Black administrators were hired 
into their position to crack our Negro 
skulls, to beat our critical impulses out 
of our black asses, and to murder our 
careers if called upon.” 

On his book tour and online, Thrash-
er continues to call out new examples, 
noting recently how “Mamdani hired 
Edwin Raymond as a new sheriff, whose 
book An Inconvenient Cop I critique 
extensively in The Overseer Class.” 

Thrasher’s book offers clarity at a 
time when “rainbow capitalism” is 
not a serious response to the growing 
authoritarianism of Trump’s billion-
aire-backed white nationalist regime. 
Thrasher makes it easier to see how the 
overseer class “is established at differ-
ent levels in various sectors of Ameri-
can society, in order to navigate around 
this present reality so we don’t have to 
accept it as a certain future.”

In a way, Thrasher has put himself 
forth as another role model for all of us 
who refuse to keep our head down as 
we lift others up. 

Note: Catch Thrasher introducing 
many of the films he programmed in the 
Black Cops, Spies and Overseers series 
at BAM, June 5-11.

Renée Feltz is a longtime independent journalist 
and a former News Director at Democracy Now!
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