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In his forty-year career as a social-justice activist, Tom 
Hayden has served jail time, and he has served as a 
California state senator. Arrested in 968 for “inciting 

a riot” outside the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, 
he returned to that city sixteen years later as a delegate to the 
convention. On a given weekend Hayden might spend one day 
participating in a street demonstration and the next address-
ing a roomful of elected officials. 
 In the sixties and seventies Hayden was active in the civil-
rights and antiwar movements. He was a founding member 
of Students for a Democratic Society and principal author of 
the landmark Port Huron Statement, which called for a radi-
cal shift toward participatory democracy, granting citizens a 
more direct hand in governance. As a “freedom rider,” he rode 
buses in the South to protest segregation and racism. He was 
also a vocal critic of the Vietnam War, flying on several occa-
sions to Cambodia and North Vietnam to assess avenues for a 
peaceful solution to the conflict. After his 968 arrest outside 
the Democratic National Convention, Hayden was tried on 
conspiracy charges alongside seven other activists. Known as 
the “Chicago Eight,” the defendants became a symbol of sixties 
student protest. All were exonerated.
 In the 980s Hayden’s activism took a new trajectory. With 
the election of Ronald Reagan as president and the ascendancy 
of the Republican Party, Hayden decided to try his hand at 
state politics. His election to the California State Assembly in 
982 so upset Republican representatives that they twice tried 
unsuccessfully to block his seating, citing his long-ago trips to 
North Vietnam. Hayden went on to serve five consecutive terms 
as a California assemblyman and two terms as a California 
state senator. In those eighteen years Hayden ushered through 
cutting-edge legislation on the environment, education, prison 
reform, women’s issues, and campaign-finance reform. At the 
end of his second and final term as senator, the Los Angeles 
Times reported, Hayden received the longest farewell ovation 
of any legislator in memory.
 Since then Hayden has focused on writing and teaching. 
To date he has authored eleven books on subjects ranging from 
environmentalism, to gangs, to his own Irish American heri-
tage. Rebel (Red Hen Press), his memoir of his experiences in 
the sixties, is widely used in high-school and college classrooms. 
Hayden is currently a visiting professor at the Urban and En-
vironmental Policy Institute at Occidental College in Los An-
geles, and also serves as a social-studies counselor at several 

inner-city public high schools.
 Though retired from state politics, Hayden remains a bell-
wether of the social-justice movement; to find where the “edge” 
is, look to what Hayden is talking about. These days he serves 
as national codirector of No More Sweatshops, which urges the 
government to hold corporations accountable for their labor 
practices. He also speaks out against the global agenda of the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) and works with former gang 
members to reduce street violence. 
 Hayden lives in Los Angeles with his wife, singer and ac-
tress Barbara Williams, and their four-year-old son, Liam. He 
also has two adult children from a previous marriage to ac-
tress Jane Fonda. When we met for this interview some months 
ago, Hayden invited me to his modest canyon home, where we 
talked in his office for most of a Sunday afternoon. On several  
occasions Liam poked his head into the office looking for his 
father, who stopped the interview to play with his son. After 
each break Hayden picked up exactly where we’d left off, the 
conversation still fresh in his mind. 
 
 McKee: It’s been forty years since the Port Huron State-
ment called for a more participatory democracy. Is our society 
today more or less democratic than it was then? 
 Hayden: U.S. history as a whole is an ongoing struggle be-
tween growing participatory democracy, on the one hand, and 
the attempts of the corporate state to absorb and contain that 
democracy, on the other. Over the past 250 years, the corpo-
rate state has had to contend with Tom Paine’s Rights of Man, 
Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 
the women’s-suffrage movement, the abolition of slavery and 
the Negro-suffrage movement, the labor movement, the social 
upheaval of the 960s, and the environmental movement. Ul-
timately the corporate state absorbs and accepts these move-
ments (though it might take a hundred years) while trying to 
limit their effect on capitalism and elite rule. 
 So we have greater participation in the democratic process 
than we did forty years ago, or a hundred years ago, yet the 
elites are ever more intent on escaping its constrictions. For 
example, after the Vietnam War, there was a widespread desire 
to rein in, if not do away with, the CIA — certainly, to stop the 
intelligence services from assassinating foreign leaders. And 
there was an attempt to bring the presidency under control 
through, among other things, the passage of the Freedom of 
Information Act, which requires the disclosure of some secrets 
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that presidents like to keep in the name of “national security.” 
These were all significant accomplishments, providing greater 
protections than exist in many other countries, including the 
United Kingdom. But secrecy has taken up another address 
since then. Elements of the CIA now seem to be secret unto 
themselves, and the Pentagon has developed its own intelli-
gence network and spying capacity. I think of these powerful 

elites as being on the run; others think that they’re wielding 
more power over us than ever. Whatever the case, I think we 
have to fight all the time to keep participatory democracy the 
norm. 
 McKee: Can corporations ever be made to accept this 
norm?
 Hayden: Growing up, I thought they had accepted it. In 
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the fifties and sixties most working-class 
people were members of unions, and we 
were taught that there was a kind of bal-
ance — between labor and management; 
between different branches of government 

— and that no one institution had power 
over the others. 
 Now, however, we’re in a phase in which 
corporations are trying to burst the fetters 
of the welfare state and the New Deal and 
the sixties reforms, and it makes me more 
inclined to believe that they have an inher-
ent unwillingness to coexist with democ-
racy and will always try to do away with 
it. I think this started in 972 with the for-
mation of the Business Roundtable, which 
aimed to roll back consumer protections, 
the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, 
environmental restrictions, the women’s 
movement — all forces that were pressuring 
corporations to broaden access and yield 
on property rights. The corporations have 
pursued this agenda indirectly, which shows 
that they’re nervous about their own legitimacy. Attempts to 
roll back air-pollution regulations are always called something 
like the “Blue Skies Act.” The fact that this subterfuge is nec-
essary demonstrates that the populace is more supportive of 
environmental regulation than it might appear. 
 Nevertheless, corporations engage in a permanent battle 
against any democratic controls over their freedom of action. 
They’ve internationalized their private agenda in the WTO, which 
attempts to impose the will of corporations on the globe through 
the prohibition of reforms and the creation of an unregulated 
global market. Corporations then turn to U.S. politicians and 
argue that any attempt to protect the public interest makes this 
country less competitive, and that our economy will go down 
if we don’t conform to international rules of trade. 
 McKee: Which side do you think will prevail?
 Hayden: I don’t think there’s any assurance as to how 
things will turn out, but I’ve always believed that the action 
we take, successful or not, reminds people that progress is 
possible. If we don’t take action, we give the appearance that 
it’s impossible to change things. Any action, while not guaran-
teeing change, creates possibilities that weren’t there before. 
 McKee: Why has liberal become a dirty word?
 Hayden: Liberal sociological thinking has been in retreat 
since the Reagan presidency. Around the late seventies, you 
could feel the political middle shifting to the right. The joke at 
the time was: “A liberal is someone who hasn’t been mugged 
yet.” Residential burglary was on the rise, and all the attendant 
rhetoric about drugs and youth crime was affecting middle-
of-the-road voters, making them more security-conscious. 
They were buying locks for their homes and lighting for their 
driveways. Republicans exploited this situation by proclaim-
ing that there was no time to address underlying causes; we 
had to have more police on the street, because the enemy was 

at your doorstep and selling drugs outside 
your kids’ school. 
 Politically — and I emphasize politi-
cally, apart from other standards of truth 

— most Democrats had no answer for this. 
I had no answer for it, because I was get-
ting hit by crime in my own neighborhood. 
I had several burglaries at my house, and 
the argument for having more police on 
the street was a tempting one. In my mind, 
however, there was no contradiction be-
tween having an immediate deterrent and 
at the same time working on the underly-
ing causes. What I didn’t realize then was 
that there would never come a time when 
the underlying causes would be addressed. 

“Law and order,” in the Republican mind, is 
simply a matter of more police and more 
prisons. 
 In the late seventies the conservatives 
put forward the theory that there are no 
root causes for crime, and they’ve spent al-
most thirty years now trying to demolish 

all arguments for rehabilitation and instead promote the idea 
that there exists a class of “superpredators” or “career crimi-
nals,” incorrigibles who can be dealt with only by suppression. 
And that idea has taken hold. 
 The superpredator theory allows conservatives and Repub-
licans to avoid the charge of racism. They can say, “We have 
our Colin Powells and our Condoleezza Rices; we’re not talk-
ing about excluding the vast majority of law-abiding people of 
color. We’re talking instead about the superpredators, many 
of whom happen to be black. But we’re not judging them by 
their skin color; we’re judging them by the crimes they commit” 

— by the “content of their character,” to borrow Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s phrase, which has now been co-opted by conserva-
tives. 
 Meanwhile, the same rationale justifies our having more 
people in prison per capita than any other country in the 
world. The numbers are staggering. On any given day, there 
are around 2 million people in prison in this country. But that 
number tells only part of the story. Nobody — and this is an 
example of where we’re not directing our attention — has done 
the math on how many ex-convicts there are on the streets. 
That number is not 2 million, but a huge multiple of that. 
 In this political climate, police budgets in most cities are 
sacrosanct or are increasing, while federal funding for social 
programs has declined. As a result, there are no discretionary 
funds available for affordable housing, mental-health facilities, 
healthcare — all things that are vital to the rehabilitation of 
criminals. Of course, conservatives say rehabilitation is a waste 
of money anyway. But the fact is that being “tough on crime” 
isn’t working. Although we have the largest percentage of our 
people in prison, and the most rapid expansion of the police 
force, we still have the highest homicide rate among the world’s 
richest nations, and there’s no end in sight. 
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 Just as hostility toward people of color and the fear of 
crime are turning our suburbs into gated fortresses, the so-
called war on terror is turning the country as a whole into 
a fortress against much of the rest of the world. This is not a 
defense against terrorism; it’s part of the framework in which 
terrorism arises. But that framework is not discussed. Terror-
ism is said to be a result of “evil,” rather than a symptom of 
profound dislocation. 
 McKee: So you think our government is making the 
same mistakes in response to terrorism as it has in response 
to crime? 
 Hayden: Yes. I think we have a collective need to find a 
scapegoat, an enemy. The gang member is the domestic ver-
sion, and the terrorist is the international version. Before 9/ 
it was the narcoterrorists, and before that the communists. 
The trick here is to identify the enemy as a terrorist, or a super- 
predator, as opposed to a person who commits an act of terror 
or crime. If they are “terrorists,” then war is the only remedy. 
But if they are people who commit acts of terror under certain 
conditions, then you can eliminate the conditions that give 
rise to the terrorism. 
 Let’s look at suicide bombers. Suicide bombers were not 
prevalent in the Middle East during the first Palestinian inti-
fada. The number of suicide bombings increased drastically in 
the 990s. That pattern would lead one to believe that suicide 
bombings are not the result of certain people’s desire for mar-
tyrdom, but rather of something that happened in the early 
nineties, a catalyst that drove Palestinians to desperation. But 
that line of inquiry is foreclosed by the neoconservative pre-
sumptions that now hold sway. In the eyes of the neocons, who 
are more hawkish and aggressive than their predecessors on 
the Right, it’s as if suicide bombings have always occurred, as 
if the “suicide bomber” were a permanent type of person, as 
opposed to a person who, in desperate circumstances, became 
a suicide bomber. 
 The discrepancy between the facts and the neoconserva-
tive ideology is equally fantastic for superpredators. A decade 
ago the neocon argument was that, because there were going 
to be more minority teenagers due to population trends, there 
were going to be more violent criminals. It’s an argument based 
on the dubious idea that a certain percentage of people are 

destined at birth to become violent criminals. As it happened, 
however, more teenagers did not translate into a crime wave. 
So the crime rate must depend on other variables besides how 
many black and brown babies are born. What an insight! 
 Nevertheless, a pernicious new form of racism has taken 
hold here, completely infecting the body politic. The super-
predator theory remains the given reason for why we have 
these so-called special-housing units — really maximum- 
security lockups — at virtually every prison, including juvenile 
facilities. It is the belief that “these people” are all inherently 
explosive; that none of them can be reached or reformed. 
 As a progressive, I believe that people can, in fact, be di-
verted away from violent crime or terrorism by being given 
jobs, education, and, most importantly, respect. But there are 
not resources available to pursue both our current approach 
and one that addresses underlying causes. So any brave soul 
who wants to question the framework of the war on terrorism 
will get only token resources, at best, to carry out an alternative 
vision. It’s no wonder that few are willing to make the case.
 The situation is similar, in a way, to what we faced dur-
ing the Cold War, which gripped our politics for forty years. 
Back then, there wasn’t enough money for both more nuclear 
weapons and troops, on the one hand, and housing and jobs 
at home, on the other. And if you questioned the overall Cold 
War framework, as Martin Luther King Jr. did in 967 by link-
ing poverty to the Vietnam War, your patriotism — and even 
your sanity — was questioned. 
 McKee: What was your experience in the California legis-
lature when you tried to step outside the framework and look 
at root causes? 
 Hayden: I found that through persistent advocacy, I could 
educate the Senate and sometimes get the votes to pass con-
crete proposals. For instance, one of the most practical means 
of steering former gang members toward jobs is to offer free 
tattoo removal. So I got a million dollars into the budget for 
tattoo removal. It appealed to religious conservatives, who 
think that tattoos are the mark of the devil, and liberals were 
easily persuaded that these kids needed to get the tattoos off 
their faces and hands if they were to have a chance at getting 
jobs. But the liberals would support tattoo removal only if the 
conservatives did, too. That way they couldn’t be attacked for 
being “soft on gangs.” 
 I made headway on rehabilitation in the juvenile facilities 
and state prisons by arguing that, if we rehabilitated 0 percent 
of the inmates in California prisons, it would save taxpayers 
$400 million. Very few legislators were willing to argue that 
you couldn’t rehabilitate even 0 percent. They were not com-
pletely in the grip of the superpredator notion. 
 In addition I found that bringing former gang members to 
the legislature to testify scored points, because once you meet 
people face to face, you have to acknowledge their humanity. 

(end of excerpt)

WE HAVE GREATER PARTICIPA-
TION IN THE DEMOCRATIC 

PROCESS THAN WE DID FORTY 
YEARS AGO, OR A HUNDRED YEARS 
AGO, YET THE ELITES ARE EVER 
MORE INTENT ON ESCAPING ITS 
CONSTRICTIONS.


