
.
10 | THURSDAY, MAY 16, 2019 THE NEW YORK TIMES INTERNATIONAL EDITION

The term “power” is everywhere in
our world. Thinking of it, the phrase
“word inflation” comes to mind. Much
of what we encounter in print, on
television and in advertising centers
on the concept of power.

But what is that concept? What is
power? The truth is that the word
bears an impossible burden of inter-
pretation. Definitions are myriad; the
dictionary lists an unusual number of
meanings. Surely power is what it is —
that which enables us to influence, if
not indeed determine, the course of our
lives.

And it is a word.
Words are powerful. As a writer, my

experience tells me that nothing is
more powerful. Language, after all, is
made of words.

Words are conceptual symbols; they
have denotative and connotative prop-
erties. The word “power” denotes
force, physical strength, resistance.
But it connotes something more sub-
tle: persuasion, suggestion, inspira-
tion, security.

Consider the words of Mark Antony
in Shakespeare’s “Julius Caesar”:

Cry “Havoc!” and let slip the dogs of
war;

That this foul deed shall smell above
the earth

With carrion men, groaning for buri-
al.

We might be hard pressed to find
words more charged with power to
incite, to inflame, to affect violence and
destruction. But there are, of course,
other expressions of power in words.

They can be especially personal.
They can touch our sensibilities in
different and individual ways, perhaps
because they have different associa-
tions for us. The word “Holocaust”
frightens me because survivors of the
Nazi death camps have told me of their

suffering. Notwithstanding, the word is
intrinsically powerful and disturbing.

The word “child” delights me; the
word “love” confounds me; the word
“God” mystifies me. I have lived my
life under the spell of words; they have
empowered my mind.

Words are sacred.
I believe they are
more sacred to chil-
dren than they are to
most of us. When I
was first able to

make my way in language, my Native
American father, a member of the
Kiowa tribe, told me stories from the
Kiowa oral tradition. They transported
me. They fascinated and thrilled me.
They nourished my imagination. They
nourished my soul. Indeed, nothing
has meant more to me in fashioning
my view of the world. I came to under-
stand that story is the engine of lan-
guage, and that words are the marrow
of language.

Several years ago I was on a stage
with the Kenyan paleoanthropologist
Richard Leakey in Chicago. We were
speaking on the subject of origins,
specifically the origin of humans. Mr.
Leakey argued that we became human
when we became bipedal, and his
argument was convincing. But I
begged to differ: Surely we became
human when we acquired language, a
point of view I continue to hold.

Language is what separates our
species from all others. It is, as we
understand the term, a human inven-
tion, a system of communication based
upon sounds and symbols — words,
spoken and written. The late scientist
and writer Lewis Thomas, in his book,
“The Fragile Species,” speculates on
the origin of language. People were
living in caves, he wrote, and one day
two communities came together. There
came about a critical mass of children.
The children played all day long, and
at the end of that day we had language.

It seems incredible that a child
should take possession of language at
the age of 2 or 3, and yet it happens in
the normal course of events. It hap-
pens, I suspect, because children love
to play with words, and they are not
afraid of them. Only in time do they
come to know the spectrum of power
in words, that they can wound as well
as elate, promote war as well as peace,
express hate as well as love.

In my tenure as a professor of Eng-
lish and American literature, it has
been my good fortune to teach courses
in Native American oral tradition.
There is a formula in that tradition that
goes: “In the beginning was the word,
and it was spoken.”

It may be that the essential power of
language is realized by word-of-mouth
expression. The oral tradition is inesti-
mably older than writing, and it re-
quires that we take words more seri-
ously. One must not waste words. He
must speak responsibly, he must listen
carefully, and he must remember what
is said.

There is a Navajo formula to make
an enemy peaceful. It goes:

Put your feet down with pollen.
Put your hands down with pollen.
Put your head down with pollen.
Then your feet are pollen;
Your hands are pollen;
Your body is pollen;
Your mind is pollen;
Your voice is pollen.
The trail is beautiful.
Be still.
Now that is power.
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Power is
language.

MADDIE MCGARVEY FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Last week, House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi said President Trump was be-
coming “self-impeachable” and she’s
right: The president keeps breaking
laws and rejecting constitutional limits
on his power. There is the Mueller
report, of course, which spells out his
multiple attempts to obstruct justice.
There are his repeated efforts to crimi-
nalize his political opponents — first
Hillary Clinton, now Joe Biden — by
inducing official federal investigations.

Trump’s most recent offense is his
total blockade of congressional
oversight, which The Washington Post
calls “the most expansive White House
obstruction effort in decades.” The
president has blocked aides from testi-
fying, refused document requests and
rejected congressional subpoenas. A
1924 law passed in response to the

Teapot Dome bribery scandal says the
Treasury Department “shall furnish”
Congress with any tax returns it re-
quests. But last week, Steve Mnuchin,
the Treasury secretary, refused to
honor such a request from Representa-
tive Richard Neal of Massachusetts,
the chairman of the Ways and Means
Committee, arguing that the demand
served no “legitimate legislative pur-
pose.”

Trump’s move to refuse all oversight
is arguably tantamount to rejecting
Congress’s coequal status, similar to
the tyranny denounced by Representa-
tive Benjamin Butler during the 1868
impeachment of Andrew Johnson,
during which he accused the president
of “intending to set aside the rightful
authority and powers of Congress.”

Despite the president’s lawlessness,
key Democratic leaders are still wary
of impeaching him. The same week she
said he was “self-impeachable,” Pelosi
also said “Trump is goading us to
impeach him.” She continued: “He
knows that it would be very divisive in
the country, but he doesn’t really care.
He just wants to solidify his base.”
Pelosi believes impeachment would
backfire and help Trump, raising his
chances of re-election.

Impeachment is so rare in American

history that it’s difficult to draw broad
conclusions about its political impact,
but congressional investigations are
common and there’s no evidence of
this backlash effect. The belief that
says otherwise suggests a risk aver-
sion that may prove counterproduc-
tive.

I have been revisiting a few popular
histories of the Civil War, both for
personal interest and future work. It’s
almost impossible to count all of the
connections to make between that

period, Reconstruc-
tion and present-day
political life. But
there’s one event, or
series of events, that
stands out as a po-
tentially useful anal-
ogy for thinking

about the Democratic Party’s decision-
making as it prepares, again, to face
Trump in a presidential election.

In January 1862, after weeks of
prodding from President Abraham
Lincoln, Gen. George B. McClellan —
at that point the commanding general
of the United States Army as well as
commander of the Army of the Poto-
mac — submitted plans for a spring
offensive against the Confederate
garrison at Manassas, Va.

McClellan was a talented organizer
but an infamously cautious battlefield
leader. He believed Confederates held
the tactical advantage at Manassas,
with their strong fortifications and an
army of nearly equal size. Instead of
direct engagement with the rebels, he
planned to send his force of 100,000
men down the Chesapeake Bay to the
mouth of the Rappahannock River,
placing Union forces between the
Confederate garrison and Richmond,
Va. The rebel general, Joseph E. Johns-
ton, would have to head south, an
80-mile march from Manassas. By
then, McClellan believed, the Army of
the Potomac would have either cap-
tured the Confederate capital or forced
Johnston into a battle on ground of
McClellan’s choosing.

But Johnston anticipated this ma-
neuver and withdrew his forces to a
position behind the Rappahannock,
forcing McClellan to improvise. When
Union forces eventually surveyed the
evacuated Confederate position at
Manassas, they found modest de-
fenses, not the impenetrable fortress
McClellan feared. “The fancied impreg-
nability of the position turns out to be a
sham,” a newspaper correspondent
wrote. “Utterly dispirited, ashamed, 

Learning about impeachment from the Civil War

Lesson One:
Don’t let
Trump take
the initiative.
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At first blush, the news that Gilead — the company
that makes Truvada, the medication that prevents
H.I.V. infection — will donate enough of the drug to
treat 200,000 patients a year through 2030 seems like
unequivocally good news. Some 40,000 Americans
are newly infected with H.I.V. every year. Reducing
that transmission rate is the key to eradicating the
virus in the United States, as President Trump has
vowed to do by 2030. And increasing access to Tru-
vada is widely seen as the best way to do that.

“Securing this commitment is a major step in the
Trump administration’s efforts to use the prevention
and treatment tools we have to end the H.I.V. epi-
demic in America by 2030,” said Alex M. Azar II, the
secretary of health and human services, who an-
nounced the deal with representatives from Gilead
last week.

But, as drug policy experts regularly note, such
donations have a long history of doing more for drug
makers than for patients.

A month’s supply of Truvada costs roughly $6 to
make and sells for more than $1,600 in the United
States, according to the PrEP4All Collaboration, an
advocacy group. (PrEP stands for pre-exposure pro-
phylaxis, a strategy to prevent H.I.V. infection.) Ow-
ing partly to those prices, only about 18 percent of the
million or so at-risk Americans who need the drug
have access to it, according to the Kaiser Family
Foundation. Gilead’s donation could double that per-
centage, but only if it’s reserved for patients who
aren’t already receiving Truvada through the compa-
ny’s existing financial aid programs. The deal, which
Mr. Trump is said to have negotiated himself, con-
tains no such guarantee.

That’s a missed opportunity. As The Washington
Post has reported, Truvada was developed largely
with taxpayer dollars. The Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention holds a patent on the medication,
and the Justice Department is investigating whether
the company owes the federal government back roy-
alties on that patent, which experts say could amount
to as much as $1 billion. (Gilead has roughly $3 billion
in annual global sales of Truvada.)

Officials at the Department of Health and Human
Services have resisted calls to sue the company for
those royalties, saying that such a lawsuit would be
expensive and time-consuming and would ultimately
not make much of a dent in the drug’s price. They’re
probably right. But the prospect of such a lawsuit
should have given the government considerable
leverage in its negotiations with Gilead.

Mr. Trump appears to have used that leverage
poorly. Regardless of how much access to Truvada is
increased by the new donation, most Americans who
need Truvada will still be charged thousands of dol-
lars a year for the drug, which citizens of most other
countries get for a small fraction of that price. Those
other countries made no investment in the develop-
ment of Truvada, but most have access to generic
versions of it. Gilead has managed to keep its rivals
from introducing generics to the American market
through a combination of lawsuits and private deals
with would-be competitors.

The deal with Gilead is “a noble effort — but it
covers less than 20 percent of the people who need
it,” Dr. Rochelle P. Walensky, a physician at Massa-
chusetts General Hospital and Brigham and Women’s
Hospital who’s studied the cost of Trump’s H.I.V. plan,
told The Times.

“Let’s call a spade a spade,” she said. “The real
cost of Truvada is about $60 a year. If you really
wanted to cover everybody, you’d cut the price to
everyone.”

The company is likely to receive a generous tax
break for its latest donation. Drug policy researchers
have speculated that if the value of that donation is
set by Truvada’s list price, rather than its manufac-
turing cost, Gilead could reduce its tax liability by
about $1 billion. The donated drugs will cost the com-
pany less than $10 million to produce.

And then there’s the much bigger tragedy lurking
in this news: No matter how Gilead’s donation turns
out, a majority of patients who would benefit from
Truvada — and whose tax dollars helped pay for its
development — still won’t be able to get the drug.
Gilead notes, rightly, that its donation is one of the
largest ever of medication in the United States. But
much more is needed, from the nation’s drug compa-
nies and its government, to get Americans the life-
saving medications they need.

A donation 
of H.I.V.-
prevention
drugs from the
pharmaceu-
tical giant
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shareholders
more than
patients.
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