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t dmost goes without saying that one experiences a profound sense of

bewilderment with each reading of the polls for the 2004 Presdentid
election. The datigticd dead heat may have come as little surprise to
some, but the unshakable anxiety that it invokes in those on the left is
unquestionable, and the reasons are obvious. Here we have perhaps the
most ruthlesdy consarvative and, indeed, mogt radicdly right wing
adminisration of the 20" century. But even after the endless war against
the environment and public asssance programs, the implementation of
regressve tax cuts and a bdlooning nationad debt, and findly the morass
in lrag with its endless errors—whether it be the invason itsdf, Abu
Ghraib, or its gradud descent into socid chaos under the American
occupation—the numbers have remained stubbornly fixed.

Even if the Democrats win, however, the result will reflect a sentiment
that is less pro-Kerry than anti-Bush. Amazing is not smply the radica
nature of the current adminidtration, but the inability of the Kerry
campagn—and the Democrats in generad—to embrace more progressive,
liberadl themes and, in the end, respond to what are the most obvious needs
of most Americans from jobs socid programs the environment and
internationa  affairs. Critique exids in adundance, but the Democratic
Paty’'s paucity of vidon, its ideologicd bankruptcy and inability to
develop dearly needed politicd dternatives, is cause for genuine concern
and exagperation. Clams that the American people are smply too
populist, too disnterested and even too Supid are not redly sufficient,
even if there are partid truths to each of the charges. The problem is that
the ideas that dominated American liberdism during the Progressve and
New Ded eras—and which were decisvely defested by Ronald Reagan in
1980—have been abandoned by the Democratic Party. This has led to a
kind of ideologicd and politicd padyss Democras have found
themsalves courting not merdly the middle class, but a five to ten percent
diver of undecided voters.
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The Kerry campagn, in this sense, is suffering from a problem smilar to
that of the Gore campaign in 2000: namey, the inability to counter the
politicd momentum of the neoconsarvative shock troops and, athough
they are not completdy didinct, the wizards of economic neoliberdism.
This inability has sorung from a crids in American liberdism; from the
degeneration of liberd political ideas into litle more than mere market
relationships and the worg forms of consumptive individudism. This
revison of the liberd ethos has eroded the foundations upon which the
Democratic Party once stood. No longer is it willing to emphasize socid
welfare, confront inequdity through the dtate, or stave off anti-democratic
threets to civil liberties The result has been an abandonment of
progressve socid policy a atimewhen it is needed most.

Writers such as Thomas Frank in his recent book What's the Matter with
Kansas, have drawn atention to this phenomenon. They spesk of a “Gresat
Backlash,” a conservative-populis revolt againg liberd culture which
goes agang the most basc economic and palitical interests of the people
who support it most. But the red cause lies in the politicd unwillingness
to renew and reinvigorate the vison of the Democraic Paty and its fear
of a politics of confrontation. Reverang this trend of unpragmatic
pragmatism, in the firs instance, requires a look back to the way that
liberdlisn was understood in the early pat of the 20" century so as to
ground a renewed project of sociad democracy in American palitics.

Transforming Liberalism

THE MOST SALIENT ASPECT OF THE MODERN CRISIS OF POLITICAL life in
America has been a gradud hift from liberdism to populism. What
writers such as Robert Putham have described as a society suffering from
a lack of “socid cepitd” quite smply misses the larger context of the
problem. The disgppearance of the political, the eroson of civil society
and the degradation of the public sphere dl spring from the gradud
colonization of society by wha has been cdled “possessve
individudism” and the logic of the market.

The Hungarian philosopher Georg Lukécs, as far back as 1923, cdled the
phenomenon “refication.” The indght was tha a maket capitdisam
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continued to devdop, and deepen its impact, its mathematicd,
ingrumentd, and egoidic logic would increesngly shape dl dements of
culture and society. Reations between people would become akin to
market relationships, the entire way that individuds approached their
world would be caste in market form, defined by the matter-of-factness of
the cash nexus. The individua would increesngly turn his or her back on
politicad or mord obligations and concerns, and would be recast as a
consumer facing an endless fabric of commodities in a world without
meaning or Spirit. Refication has in this way come to define American
culture and politics and it has had a serious effect in transforming our
current understandings of liberdism aswell.

In America, the transformation of liberdism began in the 20" century with
the atempt to redefine liberdism wholly in economic terms It placed
emphass on libertarian idess of individudism and market coordination,
something that would effect a reversd in the understanding of American
liberdism as a politicd doctrine and the politicd sdf-consciousness of
American political culture Influentiad thinkers during the 20" century
such as Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, among others, gave voice
to the idea—one tha would become centrd in American paliticd life—
that economic freedom was a precondition for politica freedom. Soaet}:
was no longer seen as an entity in itsdf—as prominent thinkers of the 19"
century such as Emile Durkhem had argued—it was now considered little
more than an assemblage of individuals, tied together by contract enforced
by the laws of a minimd government. But the man am of thinkers
ranging from Hayek to Friedman was essatidly, to redefine what
American democrdic culture and politics had, by the time of the end of
the Second World War, become: not a democracy that was privileging
individudism and liberty but, rather, what these thinkers saw as a society
bent upon “collectiviam,” socidism, and, in time, totditarian communism.
The future was aroad to serfdom.

Understanding the conservative attack on these older themes of American
liberdism is crucid for comprehending the current state of American
politics and its drift rightward. This sustained attack has not only been
politicd in nature, but ideologica as wdl. It has been agang what | will
cdl here, ater John Dewey, the “socid liberdism” of the fird severd
decades of American political thought and policy which emphesized a new
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conception of politicd and economic life and deered American
democratic ideas down the path of social democracy.

Wha the contemporary manifestation of liberdism has been unable to
provide is an ethicad foundaion for fighting the unrestrained dynamics of
the maket that have fragmented and refied the public life, dienated
whole swaths of the middle class and working people from their most
sient politica interests, and contributed to an overwhelming breskdown
of the public sphere. Socid liberdism was the response to this same
tendency in American life in the ealy 20" century, and looking back is
ussful. One thinks of the influentid figures of the Progressve and New
Ded eras—now sadly forgotten but, without doubt, ust as relevant as ever
in the current context—such as Herbert Croly, Wadter Weyl, Thurman
Arnold, Rexford Tugwdl and Nathan Straus, to name only a few. The new
interpretation of democracy and liberdlism they set out to condruct was
one that emphasized the socid naure of individud and politicd life as
opposed to the laissez fare individudism of the 19" century. Placing
emphass on the socid dimensons of palitica life and the mythology of
lasez fare cepitdism meat tha wha Max had cdled man's
“commund essence’ became for thinkers like Dewey “socid liberdism”:
individuas were not autonomous entities, they were socidly condituted;
eech of us rdied on complex sysems—from the divison of labor to
bureaucracy—to survive and flourish under the conditions of modernity
and expecidly under capitdism. This was st agang dl previous
undergandings of liberdism, of “dasscd liberdism” spedificdly, which
sawv individudism in dampligic, aomidic terms more akin to Newtonian
physics than to the complex redlities of modern life.

As a mgor shift in the understanding of American politicd, socid,
economic and culturd life socid liberdism was a vigorous assault on the
dedtructive laissez fare ideology and politics of its time. It reoriented the
politicd discourse and changed, deepened the understanding of
democracy. It responded to the needs of huge segments of the
population—specificaly working people—and dlowed the Democratic
Paty of the time to advance an dternaive politicd vison agang the
provincid views of America firders and the authoritarian racism of figures
like Huey Long. And, indeed, it was seen a the time that this reorientation
of politica ideology possessed an evolutionary character: the socid ills of
the 19" century with its messve socid disorder, disastrous levels of
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unemployment, and massve economic inequality would dl be overcome.
For this new generation of thinkers and socid scientigts, liberdism had
evolved; it had shed the skin of crude individudism and now faced the
complexities of the modern world with a new, progressive outlook toward
socid integration, materid equaity and distributive justice.

But what we have seen in the last two and a haf decades is the
degeneration of socid liberdism and, as a consequence, its gradud
inability to provide vigorous dternatives to the current neoconservative
project, which itsdf has appropriated the old individudigtic and Socid
Dawinig verdon of economic liberdism. It is an interpretation of
liberdism that emphasizes the rights to property and economic liberty and
consarvatives have been successful in meshing this with populist concerns
about big government—one can think of the politicd potency of tax cuts
in this regard. This transformation of liberdism has led to the timidity of
the Democratic Party, the rightward drift of organizations such as the DLC
and the inability of Democratic candidates at dl levels to connect the
interests of the mgority of Americans with their own agenda. Democrats
have seen the eroson of their traditional politicad base and it has been
unable to respond to the neoconservative attack on its traditiona policy
ams and prescriptions.

A post-indudtrial  context has indeed eroded the older forms of class
organizetion and labor politicss but it is asurd to think that the
fundamenta interests of working people and the economic issues of
everyday life are no longer rdlevant to the Democratic Party; but there has
been the dud effect of a cultura movement toward consumptive
individudisn and, a the same time the formaion of libertarian
liberdism. The socid democrdic tradition that was emerging in the early
decades of the 20" century therefore constituted the beginnings of a new
politica tradition in American palitics, one that the Democratic Party had
been ingrumentd in trandating into practice. It is a matter of refashioning
this tradition, adapting it to contemporay needs and problems that
requires attention lest the neoconservative vison continue to rearrange our
indtitutions and reorient the ends of socid palicy.

The importance of socid liberalism should therefore be seen for what it is.
The Democratic Paty’'s move away from these older themes and
commitments is only in part the result of an ideologicd shift. There can be
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little doubt that wha Thurman Arnold had cdled the “folklore of
American cgpitdiam” in 1937 has now become a resurgent religion that
has ovetaken American politicd and culturd life. Since  American
liberdism has been largdy dripped of its previous politicad content and
has returned to the atomidic understanding of individudism of the pad, it
has undermined what Wdter Weyl—as far back as 1912 in his book The
New Democracy—cdled Americals “socidized democracy”: a kind of
democracy that would place public interest over that of the individud; use
the dsate to harness economic means for human ends, and end the long
drift toward sodid aomism and politicd fragmentation that the 19"
century had witnessed.

Although it is important to discuss ideology, there is dso a materid
component to the sory. The ideologicd trandformation of liberdism has
found fetile soil in the sociologica shifts of the last severd decades in
American cgpitdism. From the decline of the indudtrid working class, the
disspation of unions, the rise of a pod-indusrid working culture—al
have eroded the former politica base of the Democratic Party. It has dso
effected a move away from collectivis approaches to solving economic
and socid problems. This should be seen in tandem with the gentrification
of huge segments of working people—admost entirdly the result of the
policies that socid liberdisn had made possible—and the overal erosion
of class constiousness. This has dlowed a Stuation to emerge where
Republicans and their conservative project have been able to merge the
interests of capitd with a market populisn that uncriticaly accepts the
consequences of markets and which has legitimized the market as the most
rationa, democratic and fair ingtitution to distribute the “fruits of labor.”

Indeed, the New Ded may have been able to trandate many of these ideas
to the needs of a workers movement that was on the move and organized,
but both are dtuations that have eroded leaving what we could cal
“edablishmentarian”  liberdism with little more than moderation in the
face of the rdentless ondaught of a renewed conservaive poaliticd,
economic and culturd agenda, and there should be no migteking thet it is
precisdly this radica project which has ganed support from this
redefinition of the magority of liberd idess and vaues The culture of
consumption—the red bass of American capitdism—ocould only become
possble once reification had st in to present levels. Once individuas
were trandormed from political citizens to ctizen-consumers, the public
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square transformed into the shopping madl, only then did this older,
aomigic form of liberdiam resurface and findly colonize the mindsst of
American thought.

The Resilience of Reaction

EVERY REVOLUTION PRODUCES ITS OWN COUNTER-REVOLUTION; each
progressve move toward embracing a more just socid order suffers from
reection. In this regpect, the virtues of socid liberdism ill need to be
understood in order to understand the nature of the backlash and what this
means for American politics. Indeed, socid liberdism was aile to merge
the concerns of economic inequdity as well as the assmilation of ethnic
minorities and culturd difference. It did not see liberadism as a doctrine of
ample toleration, but of the disssemination of civic education and public
vaues. Universdism was privileged over particulaism, and the ided of
“socid liberdism” was to promote individudism in thought but solidarity
through rationd lavs and universaly recognized mord ends. Indeed,
religion and ethnic identity in America were never smdl parts of everyday
life, but the religious populism that has underpinned Republican eections
snce the ascendancy of groups like the Chrigian Codition in the early
1990s, has not been the only evidence of the return to religion and its more
pernicious effects. The decay of socid liberdism—which began with the
white backlash agang the dvil rights movement—has adso seen an
increased tribdism among religiouls and ethnic minorities and  groups,
given rise to a renewed white backlash, cdled the vaue of diversty into
guestion, and has made socid bonds between different groups and
individuals more tenuous, more digant and less conducive to the
universdigic dimensions of democratic politicd life.

We have become accustomed to seeing politics in broad geographic terms.
The 2000 dection saw the emergence of a new pattern of politica
geographic voting patterns: a divison not smply between red and blue
states done but between urban and metropolitan areas on the one hand and
suburban and rura ones on the other. This was a reflection of an emerging
glit that had been decades in the making. Whereas Kevin Phillips had
sen an “emaging Republican mgority” rising out the Southern and
Southwestern “Sunbelt,” the economic shifts toward mass suburbanization
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and the culturd divides that this shift entaled made the split between
conservatives and liberds ever more acute. It was a shift that began to
move the geoggphicd and culturd hegemony of the Northeast to the
South and Southwest where everything from labor laws to atitudes toward
religion and secularism werein radica contrast.

It was with this shift in the early 1970s that the liberal consensus began to
bresk apart. Unleashed by the populist white backlash to the Civil Rights
movement—as well as the chift of economic dominance from the
Northeast to the South and Southwest—conservative politics aso fused
the imperatives of pro-busness entities to form the pivotd turn in
American politics and ideology since the end of the 19" century. The
terrain for this political conflict has been regiond and widespread. It has
goaked a clash of cultures in America a serious divide between the
interests and cultures of two different Americas, largely divided between
urban, liberd, cosmopolitan and metropolitan areas and the massve
suburbs and rurd areas that dominate the periphery and, in some dates,
the very heatland of America This is not smply the classc oppostion
between what Marx cdled “the town and the country”; the significance of
this divide is meaningful dnce it reinforced a spatid, radd and
ideological divide between working people, severing their common
interests.

But it is only by linking the concerns of working people together in class
terms that a kind of socid liberdism can once again reemerge. And this
requires an emphasis on class interests. on the inability for working people
of dl kinds—from the working poor to those solidly within the middle
class—to afford basic hedthcare, to afford housing, have access to qudity
education, and s0 on. Only by remaking the kind of anti-aristocratic
discourse that has dominated American political thought and rhetoric can
Democrats steer a conservative populism to the socid democratic ends and
universal  themes of economic citizenship and more robugt forms of
democratic politics. Without question, the radica critique of capitdism
and inequdity was moderated by the New Ded, but there is no
questioning its progressive implications. Only by empheszing the flaws of
the market, the asymmetricd relationships of power it has created, and the
various ways that the interests of capitd have shattered the foundations of
modern democracy and the lineaments of the American socid contract can
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the Democratic Paty hope to regain its previous politicd commitments
and begin forming a renewed political base.

|deology—banished to the periphery of Americas “pragmatic’ politics—
therefore needs to be brought back into the spotlight. A renewd of palitics
can come only from the renewd of vison, dbet one grounded in materid
interests and concerns. And no matter how we choose to characterize the
politics of the present, the need to transform American political cuture has
as its centerpiece the need to confront and reorient the contemporary
liberd discourse. As Louis Hatz acutedly pointed out in the 1950s,
Americds politicadl culture was wholly defined by the doctrine of
liberdism. Irrespective of this is, America has aso been able in the past to
transform its libera doctrine into something more progressve and more
deeply democratic, “socidized,” than what we know a present as
“liberdism.” Without an dterndive underdanding of American politicd
life, the commitments of government, and the aticulation of the mord
needs of society over that of rampant individudism, the Democratic Party
will scarcdy be able to do more than work in the shadow of the
machinations of the Republican Paty. And the Democrats cannot spark
renewa without themsdves looking to the raiond left, to the socid
democratic tredition that was itsdf emerging with the influentid idess of
the New Ded and the Progressives and reformulating and rebuilding the
one true intellectua and politicdl movements in American politica higtory
that would bring any semblance of red equdity and socid judice to
fruition.
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