
 

 
 
 

The Thing at the Bottom of the Stairs 
by Cliff Burns 
 
 
And so we descend into darkness, only a pale, faint light guiding us down chill, slippery 
steps, our hearts racing as we try to anticipate what we’ll find once we reach the bottom. 
 
There’s something waiting for us down there. Malign and inhuman and rapacious. It has 
laid its evil plans, woven an invisible, unbreakable web to ensnare us and we’re walking 
right into it, like the dumb, heedless prey we are. 
 
Welcome to Corporation America, Donald J. Trump, CEO and Chairman of the Board. 
 
Thanks to all the little people, you know who you are, the folks who defied logic and 
common sense, their own best interests, voting for a bloated pseudo-billionaire with an 
ego of absolutely Ozymandian proportions. A man they believe somehow understands 
and empathizes with their lives of tribulation and despair. 
 
To a significant number of people living outside the continental USA, their behavior 
seems reckless beyond belief—downright irrational. Granted, when presented with two 
equally unpalatable and morally repugnant individuals to choose from, it’s really a case 
of damned if you do, damned if you don’t. Had I been eligible, could I have held my nose 
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and actually voted for Hillary Rodham Clinton? Now there’s a question fit for a long, 
sleepless night… 
 
Technology geeks speak of an “uncanny valley”, the innate ability we humans have to 
discriminate between a real face and a computer-generated facsimile. Something in our 
optics or software allows us to expertly discern between authenticity and a fake…and yet 
that very function deserted enough people in November, 2016 to bring us to our present 
predicament. 
 
Trump supporters looked at their man and adamantly refused to see him for what he was. 
They turned a blind eye and deaf ears to his outrageous rhetoric, shameless self-
aggrandizing and blustering contempt for anyone who dared offer the slightest criticism 
or mild rebuke.  
 
He told them what they wanted to hear: you’re right when you talk about coastal elites 
controlling America…you’re right when you say illegal immigrants depress the economy 
and exploit our social programs…you’re right when you say this country isn’t the same 
any more, even if you can’t precisely point out why, except there seem to be more uppity 
minorities about, brown and black faces in positions of obvious power and authority… 
 
During his campaign, the Donald talked at length about the supposedly bad trade deals 
America has signed over the years (always at their own volition, I may add), making hay 
out of the thousands of manufacturing jobs that bolted the midwestern U.S. for cheaper 
shores, leaving that region to rust and wither away. In his view, negotiators for NAFTA 
and other major international trade pacts were either stupid or incompetent, consistently 
selling American interests down the road, setting up a permanent trade imbalance that 
undercut the economy and caused great harm to the good ol’ US of A.  
 
But the reality is that thanks to neo-liberalism, free trade, globalization on an 
unprecedented scale, power and influence has shifted from America to, in particular, the 
Far East, where they play the capitalist game with a ferocity and single-mindedness their 
Western counterparts can only admire (and would dearly love to emulate, right down to 
suppressed trade unions, cheap wages and nonexistent environmental laws).  
 
CEO Trump is still envisioning bygone days, when America could use its economic and 
military clout to pretty much call the shots in any region of the world they consider 
strategically important. He believes that by forging a mutually beneficial alliance or 
rapprochement with the Russians, he can diminish one potential threat, while focussing 
on the growing influence of China, not only in the Pacific, but in Africa and anywhere 
else scarce resources might be extracted.  
 
A trade war with China? Would that be good for the overall world economy? How would 
protectionism, a regime of stiff tariffs and duties, go over with the European Union (who 
are coping with their own existential dilemmas)? What effect would all this have on the 
price of staples and basic foodstuffs, crucial to the survival of the planet’s poorest and 
most vulnerable?  
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Trump and his supporters resolutely refuse to accept what is increasingly obvious to 
commentators like Paul Mason, Naomi Klein, Tariq Ali and, yes, even going back to Karl 
Marx: capitalism has reached its limits. It cannot continue to grow at the pace required to 
maintain itself and allow us to exist on a world capable of sustaining human life. It has 
become inimical to freedom and democracy and therefore, in the not so distant future, we 
will be presented with a stark choice of either preserving our personal liberty or 
continuing to feed a Moloch-like system that produces nothing but satanic mills devoted 
to spewing out consumer goods to a depersonalized and cowed populace.  
 
Alternatives? New ideologies that offer hope, a vision that would forestall or prevent 
such a grim outcome? A resurgence of the Left? 
 
Personally, I’m not hopeful. Big Business and its lackeys have done an commendable job 
at, not only marginalizing the Left, but denying it any kind of platform to offer its 
proposals and counter-arguments. Major news-gathering organizations are owned by 
multi-national corporations and rarely present points of view that veer from the 
mainstream; the status quo is always well-represented on the nightly news. The myth of a 
“liberal, Leftwing media” is a triumph of Republican/conservative spin-doctoring—like 
the Yeti or hooker with a heart of gold, it simply doesn’t exist. Thanks to monopolies, the 
emergence of conglomerates like Time Warner, the critical press has been largely 
neutered; we live in a hall of mirrors, reflecting exactly what the folks in power want us 
to see.  
 
Bernie Sanders? Jeremy Corbyn? Aberrations, I’m afraid, flashes in the pan. Neither one 
of them has/had a credible shot at the highest office in the land, too many powerful 
interests aligned against them. In Britain, elements of Corbyn’s own Labour Party are 
seeking to oust him because his socialist platform threatens their entrenched 
interests…and we know from leaked emails attributed to Hillary Clinton’s campaign that 
Democratic party poobahs were more afraid of a Bernie Sanders victory than they were 
of Donald Trump ascending to the presidency. That’s the kind of snakepit politics has 
become. 
 
Ideology has no place in such a universe. There’s little point addressing issues like 
income inequality, wage stagnation, tax reform, etc., because the one-per-centers and 
their minions completely control the playing field and determine the rules of the game, 
loudly insisting any talk of government-sponsored regulation or oversight is somehow 
undemocratic, un-American.  
 
Basic guaranteed income? Boosting the minimum wage? Providing affordable housing, 
relief to the poor and under-employed? Impossible! Utopian! Too expensive! (At least, 
according to Fox News and the Wall Street Journal, and they ought to know, right?)  
 
I’ve heard some commentators advising their liberal-Left colleagues to keep a low profile 
for the next while. Don’t worry, they assure us, Trump will fail miserably, his own hubris 
will be his downfall. And while I believe that to be true, I also contend that those 
opposing CEO Trump and his corporate masters must, at every opportunity, be prepared 
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to put forward policies and initiatives that address the needs and aspirations of the 
millions of Americans who voted for the Donald because they genuinely wanted change 
(even if they had no idea what that change might resemble). They don’t know it yet, but 
their betrayal is imminent. And all too predictable. 
 
Around the world, we’re witnessing a resurgence of the Far Right; part of their success is 
due to their concerted efforts to respond to the fears and concerns of ordinary citizens, the 
working poor and precariously employed that once almost exclusively supported Left or 
liberal-democrat institutions. Demagogues like the National Front’s Marie LePen and 
Geert Wilders in the Netherlands are openly appealing to workers who lack job security, 
benefits, who are finding it more and more difficult to improve their prospects, no matter 
how hard they toil. Combined with xenophobic, nationalistic rhetoric, both politicians 
have attracted significant popular support and might soon contest for the leadership of 
their respective nations.  
 
The Left, or New Left, or whatever they want to call themselves cannot allow these 
populist hate-mongers to tap into the righteous anger of a citizenry that has grown 
disillusioned with traditional party politics, the corruption they see there, and are casting 
about for more untried, radical solutions. Progressives and social democrats must 
endeavor to do their utmost to reach out to those who feel abandoned by power-brokers 
and are seeking redress for the decades they’ve been ignored, the insurmountable debts 
they’ve incurred in their efforts to maintain healthy, dignified lives. 
 
These people deserve whatever their fellow citizens can offer them…yes, even if it’s only 
a bare, solitary candle. 
 
Anything to defeat the darkness surrounding them. 
 
Anything that might reveal what awaits them at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
 
 
 
(Photo credit: Still from “The Spiral Staircase”; RKO Pictures; 1946) 
 
 


