EDITORIAL

T:

e Ground Zero antinuclear movement provides a glimpse into what is
quickly becoming the future of American politics. It poses as great a
threat to democracy as the invention of thermonuclear weapons does to the future of mankind, for it depoliticizes both the problem of nuclear war and the
civic activity that is supposed to prevent it, all the while deluding·people into
believing that they are being "political." According to its founder Roger Molander, the purpose of Ground Zero is ''to restore the basic faith in democracy
which says that individual Americans can understand and participate in
redefining a strategy for preventing nuclear war.... "Convinced that "it's not
good to encourage people to think that a nuclear holocaust can be avoided by
simple technical fixes," such as the Kennedy-Hatfield proposal for a negotiated
nuclear freeze with the Soviet Union, Molander, former staff member of the National Security Council, wants to teach citizens that "arms control is complex."
He thinks it essential that citizens become educated in the pros and cons of
deterrence, arms races, and incineration, but he is insistent that it be done in a
"nonpartisan" way and that it not encourage mass political action. Accordingly,
Ground Zero set about making democracy safe for nonpartisan discussion of
nuclear complexities by sublimating it into bicycle marathons, footraces,
dances, and teach-ins.
Ground Zero is not unique in seeking a pseudodemocratic basis for technocratic politics. Other antinuclear groups and most of the major environmental
organizations conceive of political participation as the opportunity to be informed by experts. Politics is reduced to education conducted within a
framework devised beforehand by the authorities qualified to define the choices
and the limits of the problem. Discussion then takes place within the terms and
on the terrain set by the experts. The new politics has special conceptions of
membership, participation, and civic virtue: a member is anyone entered on a
computerized mailing list; participation consists of signing a pledge to contribute money; civic virtue is actually writing the check. The culminating moment,
the functional equivalent to storming the Bastille, is when the paid advertisement appears in the Sunday New York Times.
By striking the pose of being above politics the antinuclear movement set
themselves up to be victimized. It took but a few weeks for Ronald Reagan to accommodate them. By the single stroke of his May 9 speech at Eureka College he
proved how easy it is to regain the initiative and convince the media of his good
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intentions while serving up a disarmament proposal that the Soviets can scarcely
take seriously. Nuclear weaponry is a fairly arcane subject with endless possibilities for playing the game of appearances-of appearing to be concerned,
responsive, and humane while disarming one's critics. The day after the President's Eureka speech the press suddenly declared-on what evidence was unclear
-that the President had abandoned his "past confrontational attitude toward
the USSR" and remained committed to "the value of discussion." In muting its
earlier talk of limited nuclear war, the administration was not reacting to the
threat of more marathons or nonpartisan discussions~ Eugene Rostow, one of the
true super-hawks, declared that the administration would welcome "a thorough,
civil, and ·disciplined debate about what our foreign policy is for, what it's
supposed to accomplish, and by what means." The administration's fear is not
debate but a general wave of protest. James Reston expressed the real fears of
the Establishment: the question was whether "this immensely complicated
military and moral issue" would be decided "by government decision, by public
education, or by political demonstrations." The administration is quite aware
that it is widely perceived as anti-poor, anti-black, anti-urban, pro-business,
pro-bigoted religion, and far more in love with the rhetoric and substance of war
than of peace. Its deepest worry is that a broadly-based movement might
coalesce around the accusation that this administration is essentially a war
regime-nuclear war abroad and class war at home.
In the past, if democracy meant anything at all, it meant the copresence of
~uman beings, the physical reality of people in this place and at this time arguing
and deciding how to find the appropriate means to articulate their needs. The
democracy of the future will be wholly abstract, a direct-maillist. The future is
already prefigured in the two major political parties: they are their national
headquarters.
Unlike the oldtime pressure groups that rarely pretended they were involving people in politics, the new-style movements are essentially antipolitical
because they foster the illusion that an issue can be so overriding as to become
disconnected from the political and social structures that are daily reproducing
and re-enforcing unequal and unjust distributions of the civilized values that
collective effort makes possible. Disconnected politics is the condition for the
modern-day asceticism of the upper-income and professional classes. Running a
footrace for peace punishes the body, purifies the soul, and symbolically transforms the problem of nuclear war into a question of objective "approaches."
Nuclear weapons do pr~sent complex questions, but not of the sort typically raised by either the antinuclear and environmental organizations or their
rivals in the establishment. The really complex issues concern what kind of society we have become or want to become that it should require trillions of dollars
in coming years to defend it. The problem is complex because in an age of an
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international political economy and multinational corporations, it is no longer
certain whether "we" exist as a national society in any traditional sense. The
aggressive expansion of American political and military power to protect "our"
economy in every corner of the globe raises very complex questions, not only of
policy but of loyalty. Who wants to pay taxes so that American bankers will not
lose the interest payments due to them from the Polish government that is systematically repressing Solidarity? And it is equally complex to ask why we
should remain committed to a form of economy that has proved beyond a doubt
that it will produce huge concentrations of power in the hands of the relatively
few while diminishing the possibility of meaningful work for the many.
People do need to be told again and again of the horrors of nuclear war and
of the diminishing margin of safety, but they need as well to reflect on how that
danger is inseparable from the deep structure of politics in American society.
They need to be roused not only against the danger of being exterminated in a
nuclear exchange or of becoming complicit in a nuclear strategy that abets the
destruction of another society in order to save our own, but also against the
public use being made of their bodies, minds, and labor. A new debate is,
indeed, in order, one that is framed around the assumption that radical change is
essential and can be started by deciding on how best to meet basic needs through
positive common action, and on how best to declare a common refusal to contribute body, mind, and labor to a system that subverts democracy abroad and
corrupts while caricaturing it at home.
Sheldon S. Wolin
May 12, 1982

TBEME
NOTE

'e~dget,

' " } Jen the Democratic party succumbed to Ronald Reagan's frrst
'
one popular view held that the Democrats' only hope was
for the President's program to fail on its own merits-after the "mandate" Reagan allegedly received from the voters, no other form of opposition was possible. But the Democrats went beyond passive resistance to active collaboration,
in some cases trying to outdo the President on generous corporate tax breaks
and increases for defense. This year, with unemployment and small-business
closings on the rise and an enormous budget deficit looming, Congressional
Democrats have appeared to be in a more feisty mood, demanding concessions
on tax cuts and Social Security cost-of-living adjustments, and forcing the
budget-producing process into Congressional committees. Media savants
blamed the absence of an immediate compromise on partisanship, as if both
parties had established resolute positions from which they would not budge-the
President clinging to his three-year tax cuts for the rich and increases in defense
spending; the Democrats standing on their New Deal and Great Society
heritage.
The reality is a good deal less noble. While the President's men do indeed
seem to know what they want without necessarily knowing how to get it-as
David Stockman's almost-forgotten Atlantic confessions made clear-the Democrats have balked only at Reagan's brazenness. Clearly trying to avoid an open
conflict, Congressional Democrats met, in secret, with their Republican counterparts and White House representatives in an effort to reach an agreement. Finally
it came down to a meeting with Reagan himself, where, looking at the proposed
alternative figures for budget cuts, the President "swallowed hard and volunteered to split the difference between our 6o and their 35 and settle for 48," billion
dollars, that is. With a Congressional election just six months away, the Democratic stalwarts, fearful of the impact of a $ 140 billion deficit on incumbency, rejected Reagan's glib offer. Having given away the store last year, the Democrats
now had only smaller cuts and higher taxes to offer as a substitute for a coherent
program of any substantive kind, or as an alternative to Reagan's get-rich-quick
scheme. Without clear signals from opinion polls telling them what to do, the
Democrats can only hope to return to their former Congressional strength the
same way they lost it: by a negative vote in reaction to the blunders of the current
administration.
The inability of the Democrats to formulate an alternative from within their
own party points to a new fact of American political life. Neither party is any
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longer a party with a genuine constituency: for constituents they have substituted
mailing lists; for local party organizations, national committees. The conventional wisdom claims that political parties are no longer where the action is, that
if you want to accomplish anything you turn to the mechanisms of single-issue
groups-political action committees (PACs) and direct-mail fundraising. For
once, the conventional wisdom is correct. These groups have become the arbiters of political fashion, and Republicans and Democrats alike wait to hear from
them before discovering what the issues are and which position to take on them.
The nuclear freeze movement is the most recent example of the phenomenon.
Begun as a grass-roots movement without benefit of national media coverage,
the campaign has now emerged as a single-issue item, complete with direct-mail
solicitations and its own PAC. Members of both parties are scrambling to catch
up, hopeful that the nuclear freeze will be this year's answer to the Moral Majority. Meanwhile, the participation of ordinary people meeting together in their localities to discuss matters of national defense and the power structures that underlie them has given way to requests for money so someone else can lobby in
Washington, D.C., for your personal, single-issue concern for survival.
Political parties can be institutions that shape and transmit popular sentiments and concerns, turning everyday matters into a vision and a program for
the common good. When parties so constituted meet in political conflict, they
present alternative visions and programs in an effort to persuade others of their
value. But political parties can also be nothing more than vehicles for partial interests whose concern is to exclude alternatives and close off popular involvement. When that is the case, parties become barriers to democracy rather than
institutional requirements of it. If the parties are unable to become political institutions in the fullest sense, then they will be incapable of reversing the nation's
slide into computerized demogoguery and democrats will have to try to get on
without them.

' " } Jalter Dean Burnham's lead article in this issue's symposium shows that
~he 1980 national election was "a landslide vote of no confidence in an
incumbent administration" rather than evidence of an ideological shift to the
right. But the decomposition of the Democratic party makes such a shift possible, and Burnham suggests that an alternative to the Democratic party programs
of the past must be found if disaster is to be avoided in the future. The comments
by William E. Connolly, Christopher Lasch, Frances Fox Piven and Richard A.
Cloward, and Andrew J. Polsky that follow are meant to initiate a discussion of
the critical issues Burnham has raised and to which we shall return in future issues.
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The Eclipse of
the Democratic Party
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nly very rarely in the history of American politics has so large a series
of changes in the foundations of public policy been adopted as during
1981. Virtually without exception, previous policy shifts of this magnitude have
been crucial symptoms of critical realignments. This was so following Jackson's
victory in 1828, Lincoln's in 186o, McKinley's in 1896, and Franklin Roosevelt's
in 1932. The one major exception, however, is the most recent: the enormous
tidal wave of program innovations unleashed during the "Great Society" years
under Lyndon Johnson (1965-1966). This fact alone should serve as a warning
not to jump too quickly to the conclusion that a generation-long Republicanconservative millenium is now at hand. Its implications, which we shall review
below, suggest still more reason for caution. It seems equally likely that the liberal policy breakthrough of 1965-1966 and the conservative ascendancy of 1981
represent, in turn, not critical realignments of a classic type, but further stages in
a general crisis of the regime as a whole, and hence of the socioeconmnic system
which undergirds it.
Evidence from the commercial polls does not give much support to any notion that the electorate underwent a strong ideological shift to the right in the 1980
election. Outside the South, at least, turnout declined somewhat as it has declined in each election since 1960. By 198o-again, excluding the South-this led
to the lowest participation rate since 1924. Moreover, a quite exceptional proportion of voters floated from one candidate to another; the break of many of
them toward Reagan near the very end made the presidential outcome a much
more decisive Republican victory than most had anticipated. Associated with
this were strong signs that the Swing was fuelled much more by repulsion from
Carter than attraction to Reagan. Finally, while only n percent of Reagan's voters chose him because "he is a real conservative," i.e., on some sort of ideological
basis, 38 percent gave as their reason for support that "it's time for a change."
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At the end of the day, Reagan won 28 percent of the potential electoraterather less than Wendell Wilkie garnered while losing decisively to Franklin
Roosevelt in 1940. On the other hand, Jimmy Carter won a scant 22.6 percent of
the electorate. The question virtually forces itself-what kind of"majority party"
is it whose incumbent president cannot win the support of much more than onefifth of the potential voters? In the present state of our knowledge, the best general explanation of the 1980 result in the shqrt term is that it constituted a landslide vote of no confidence in an incumbent administration, of the sort which
has happened before in 1920, 1932, 1952, and (in a relatively concealed way) in
1968. But it also appears to have gone rather beyond even this. It includes that
most amorphous but decisive event in American political history-a general mood
swing not just against an incumbent president, but against the established order
of things and consequently against the party which had been in the majority in
Congress during the preceding fifty years. Accordingly, most voters may well
not have been involved in ideological choice (as is usually the case in this country), but their choices put people in power who were determined to make this
election serve ideological purposes, to create political facts en masse, and thus to
change the entire face of American politics. After full congressional approval of
the President's budget and tax proposals, these men and women are well on their
way to achieving their purposes and accelerating the general crisis of the regime.
The implications of both the election and the administration victories require some particularly careful reflection. It cannot be sufficiently stressed that
the new conservative administration has been engaged in comprehensive change
in public policy. This change follows the internally consistent premises of conservative economic ideology. One of the most ancient chestnuts of conventional
wisdom about the American political process is that comprehensive policy change
is extremely difficult to bring about. Historically, such change has occurred in
the context of really acute crises and/or abnorll!ally overwhelming majorities in
Congress for the party initiating the change: again, as in 1861, 1933, and 1965.
Of course, dynamic and purposeful presidential leadership was also available to
each of these change-bent coalitions. But it would seem that never in the past has
such leadership made such great strides with so little in the way of acute crises or
large congressional majorities as has Reagan in 1981.
This becomes still more striking in view of the recent scholarly and journalistic literature that has documented the rapid decay or "dealignment" of the
party system as a whole since about 1960. Confirmation is abundant from the
statistics and surveys of the 1980 election that, so far as the electorate is concerned,
"party decomposition" is still underway and may even be continuing to develop.
For example, Gallup reports a higher percentage of split-ticket voting in 1980
than in any of the preceding three elections, including even 1972. Yet there is an
extreme gap between what has been going on in party-in-the-electorate on one
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hand and party-in-Congress on the other. The Reagan victories on budgetary
and tax legislation were solidly based on monolithic, almost total support from
the congressional Republican party. The Democratic defectors in the House
formed less than one-third of that party's membership. But, in the presence of a
solid Republican phalanx, it was enough.
More generally, the impression is widely current that the Republicans of
I98 I were solidified behind a coherent sense of purpose, while the Democrats
were-and still are-in much more extreme disarray than even the I98I House
rollcalls would suggest. It might be supposed by some that all such discussion
adds up to little more than certain intellectual bandwagon effects associated
with clear-cut victory and equally clear-cut defeat. But there is a great deal of
reason to believe that the Democratic party really has become degenerate to a
degree quite without parallel on the other side. A closer. look strongly suggests
that what analysts have seen as "party decomposition" in general is in fact
Democratic party decomposition. This decay has passed through several stages,
associated with each of the fundamental crises now facing the American state.
As usual, its extent-and the contrast with resurgent conservatism-is most visible at the intellectual level. At the level of policy, it is reflected in such strange responses to Republican-created political facts as the Democrats' I98 I initiatives
in giving the oil industry and other capitalist interests more tax advantages than
even the Reagan administration had originally proposed.
What does this all add up to? Political parties do not exist in a social or economic vacuum. Taking its components together, the party system is the reflection of all major conflicting political interests that are capable of organization
(and self-consciousness) at any given time and place. If the Republicans of I98I
were a more nearly-monolithic legislative bloc than any party has been for decades, that is because they had an urgent collective agenda that can only be realized through comprehensive political (and hence policy) change. This collective
agenda can be summarized most concisely by identifying it for what it is-therevitalization of a capitalist mode of production that is under serious and accumulating stress. The political situation in its turn can be best summarized in the
following way. By any comparative standard, the Republican party is a Right
that has increasingly acted like a Right, and is supported by a corps of enthusiastic organic intellectuals who are generating appropriate ideology. Something
in the present situation-a something that we shall analyze below-has precipitated a fusion of the Republican party in Congress behind a single program of
the Right that escapes easy comparison with anything of the sort in recent American political history.
.·
But if the Republicans are a Right, the Democrats are in no wayra Left. Rarely in recent years has the Democratic party acted less like a Left, irtany comparative sense, than during the I970s, and notably during the adminjstration of Jim-
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my Carter. Instead of a Left, we find on one side a welter of conflicting groups
held together by increasingly tenuous historic loyalties (and antagonism toRepublicans); and on the other, a vast and growing "party of nonvoters," sociologically concentrated precisely where, in other countries, leftist parties can be' found.
In a very real sense, Republicans in the United States enjoy advantages similar to
those of the Central Powers in World War I: internally much more cohesive ethnically and economically than their much larger but chaotically diffusP opponents, they can readily fight "on interior lines" and defeat that opposition in detail: 28 percent beats 22 percent, hands down.
What remains-no small task-is to explain how so extraordinary a turnaround could have occurred; and how it is that the party system looks as it does
in 1982.

T h e history of the postwar erain the United States can be conveniently sub_1 divided into two periods of roughly equal length-the first extending from
1945 to about 1963 ending with John Kennedy's assassination, and the second
from 1963 through 1980-1981.
During the first era, the United States developed and enjoyed a uniquely favorable position in the world. It established an economic and geopolitical empire, "the free world." Moreover, at least beginning with the Korean War, it set
apparently successful limits to the expansion of the rival imperial network, communism. "Police actions" and imperial limes (boundaries) warfare, when necessary, were either relatively or absolutely successful. At the same time, it was evident by the late 1950s that the development of decolonization in Africa and Asia
created vacuums known as "emerging nations" that communism might well fill;
hence the extreme interest in "political development" and counterinsurgency by
Democratic intellectuals and activists during the Kennedy period.
On the sheer economic plane, one central aspect of sovereignty was the reign
of the dollar in international trade, which lasted from Bretton Woods in 1944
until the practical abrogation of that agreement in 1971. Associated with this
were the growth of multinational corporations (most of which were based in the
United States) and the rapid shift in American investments from the Western
Hemisphere to Europe.
The domestic economy of the United States profited immensely from the
. uniquely favorable consequences of World War II: the prostration of all other
major industrial systems outside the USSR, and, at home, a pent-up demand
that extended back norjust to the outbreak of war in 1941, but to the outbreak
of depression in 1939. Debt-assets ratios were extremely (if decreasingly) favorable to liquidity. The "debt-economy'' grew rapidly. Yet except for a very temporary upsurge in prices during the Korean War, inflation simply did not exist as a
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serious problem of American investors or consumers. The relative economic position for average Americans around 1950 and around 1980 can be summarized
by one little item. In 1950, about 70 percent of all American families could afford
(if often with great difficulty) to purchase a house. By 1980, first-time homeowning remained a possibility for far less than one-quarter of families seeking
household formation. By the mid-19{>os, a striking increase in mass affluence
had been achieved in the United States. Rates of profit appear to have been quite
high in this period, with only one economic slowdown (much milder than those
of the 1970s) in 1957-1958.
Associated with this was the striking absence of social-issue conflict during
this period. The traditional American culture was largely intact. It was a time of
religious revival. Apart from a tiny group of "beats," there was no counterculture. There was no youth revolt, either against the draft or anything else. Homosexuals were still closeted, and abortion, of course, simply did not exist as a national issue. Perhaps most important of all, the civil-rights movement was in its
infancy, and effective black agitation for a better deal through governmental intervention was overwhelmingly confined to the South. Even this, as the conflicts
that swirled through the Kennedy administration over civil-rights cases in the
South made very clear, was enough by the end of the period to produce a fullscale disruption of the overwhelmingly white coalition which FDR had brought
into being.
If the culture was still predominantly ''square" in this period, positive trust
in government was also very high by later standards. This was the golden age of
Civic Culture celebrated (in 1963) by Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba; an allegiant-participant political culture marked by much higher levels of citizen competence, trust, and positive affect than was evident in other countries such as Italy
and Mexico. This positive-affect was, however, linked to a state with far fewer
domestic functions than those we recently took for gran!ed, at least until 19801981. About three-quarters of the budget was spent on what might be called a
mixture of "imperial" and "traditional" functions (defense, international relations, debt service, and the like), and only one-quarter on all social-welfare expenditure, including social security.
In general, it can be said that public support for government and its leaders
was high-at least in considerable part-because what the state did was pretty
much limited to activities about which there was wide public consensus. Dwight
D. Eisenhower may be said to have been a near-perfect president for such an era.
The second period in American postwar history, beginning about 19{>3, has
been increasingly marked by cnsis in all four dimensions: the economy, the empire, th~ cultural system, and the state. To be sure, this general crisis spread gradually, with uneven tempo from sector to sector, and with quite different shortterm tensions and conflicts within each sector over time. But by the late 1970s, it
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had become general and intense enough to generate very widespread and acute
feelings of distress among American elites and voters alike.
Ever since 1945, public policy in most ofthe west had been oriented toward
the promotion of mass consumption, as one important means for ensuring that
the deadly international economic (and geopolitical) anarchy of the 1930s never
recurred. In the United States, this set of policies was for obvious reasons primarily designed to promote mass consumption in the private sector until the mid19{ios. One case in point involved the legal arrangements adopted to create a "protected" capital market for housing, with correspondingly low rates of interest on
home mortgages. In Europe, welfare-state commitments began earlier and became an integral part of state budgets sooner and more fully than was the case in
the United States. But the basic choices were quite similar: the stimulation of
mass consumption markets at home and free trade within the capitalist world as
a whole, based upon permanent, institutionalized economic growth primarily
generated by the private-capitalist sector.
With the upward shift in the rate of increase in real disposable income after
1960, two things tended to happen in the United States. First, politicians increasingly "discovered" the continued, widespread existence of poverty and its growing concentration in the central cities. Second, the accelerated growth of wealth
led political leaders to adopt programs designed to promote very rapid growth in
domestic social-consumption expenditures. The consequence was the creation
of a dense network of transfer-payment and regulatory programs at just the time
when the competitive position of American capitalism in the international free
market began-at first imperceptibly-to deteriorate. Even with relatively satisfactory rates of economic growth, the need to preserve social harmony through
governmental expenditures had begun to lead to what James O'Connor quite
correctly calls the fiscal crisis of the state. It also increasingly led to growing conflicts among sectoral groups and eventually amQng classes, as the surplus began
to disappear. By the mid-1970s, the declining international position of American
capitalism and an accelerating inflation had begun to present the old economic
contradiction: the needs for capital accumulation and for consumption could
no longer be satisfied simultaneously.
At the same time, the Vietnam War drastically accelerated the development
of crises in all four sectors. A classic "liberals' war," it constituted yet another attempt to defend the imperial limes against Communist incursions, but this time
in conditions radically different from those of the Korean conflict. Its failure
was accompanied by a rupture of the cold-war consensus in public"opinion which
had prevailed since the late 1940s. The instruments of imperial policy, the military and the CIA, were seriously discredited in the wake ofthis lost war. Military
spending as a percentage of the gross national product fell after the war's end
from a little more than 10 percent of GNP to about 5 percent in the late 1970s.
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The use ofthe military draft during the Vietnam War discredited it too, and was
a major stimulus to the massive student protests of the late 196os. It was abolished and a volunteer army, increasingly black and lower-class white in composition, was established.
The American cultural system clearly and remarkably unravelled from the
mid- 196os onwards. The manifestations of the ensuing cultural crisis included,
but extended far beyond, the rise of militant group-consciousness among blacks,
other racial minorities, feminists, youth, and homosexuals. The American state,
in its usual way, responded to the demands of these groups once they were organized. The Democratic party, in its platforms from 1972 onwards, responded
even more fully.
Extending even beyond these movements lay. a massive shift in cultural
mores toward hedonism and away from the self-repression on which capitalist
accumulation must significantly depend. As Daniel Bell-no radical-has convincingly pointed out, there are fundamental contradictions here. Modern or
"late" capitalism depends upon mass consumption and the stimulation of wants
through advertising to maintain an adequate market volume for its products.
Yet productivity and profitability are dependent upon cultural norms that encourage the postponement of consumption gratifications: saving rather than
spending. Hedonism has been carrying the day against neo-Victorian renunciation, arid the cultural contradictions of capitalism intensify.
Connected with this is the central importance of the nuclear family in the
reproduction of a coherent capitalist social order. The cultural changes involved
have raised serious threats to the integrity, perhaps the survival, ofthis essential
unit. This, coupled with the continuing extraordinary importance of traditional
Christian religion in American society as a whole, provides some important reasons for the large-scale social-issue countermobilizations against abortion, homosexuality, and drug-taking among the young.
These crises matured across the 1970s in ways that are well known. As early
as the mid- 1970s, Business Week and other business publications foretold that a
showdown was coming between accumulation and consumption, and therefore
that a first-rate political crisis was at hand. In 1980, the point was driven home
by the economist Lester Thurow. In a zero-sum society with little prospect for
growth in the near future, stark choices would have to be made-particularly by
the state-between some groups of Americans and others. Gains in income for
one group would tend to be purchased at the expense of losses for another.
Thurow doubted that the political regime in the United States was capable
of making such choices, and no wonder. The party system had decayed. A plethora of organized interests had developed, each claiming something from Congress and most getting something of what they wanted. It had been apparently
impossible to organize an energy policy, despite the acute dangers involved in
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letting this area drift. More generally, the American constitutional scheme permits and encourages the development of "iron triangles, and little agglomerations of power-fragmented, morselized, and feebly or not at all articulated with
each other.
The American political-capitalist state, like all others, seeks social harmony
through public expenditure. But because this is an American state, with a constitution designed to fragment power, a culture that has a remarkably weak sense
of collective public good, and a decayed party system, the consequence over time
is to produce a kind of energized, pluralist feudalism. This in tum is based paradoxically enough upon the extension of private-enterprise values to the public
sector itself. It is hardly surprising that Professor Thurow and others might well
believe that comprehensive policy in such a system is out of the question-that
quite literally you can•t get there from here.

B

ut the plot thickens. Ronald Reagan has demonstrated-for good or illthat it may be quite possible to get there from here, at least so long as you
are willing to travel in a rightward direction. The convergence of crises affecting
the United States as a whole certainly gives us some clue as to why the Republicans won so handsomely in 1980. When the striking incompetence and lack of
substantive purpose that Jimmy Carter displayed in office are factored into the
explanation, the clues to the 1980 outcome multiply. But none of this, by itself,
sheds adequate light upon the subsequent, dramatic political change in
Washington that the Right has so far been able to carry out.
It may help to begin with an observation that is pretty obvious: the primary
agenda of the 1980 election was the revitalization of American capitalism, the
empire, and social mores. The Right was the revitalization movement. Ronald
Reagan was (and is) its ideal spokesman. But should it prevail so readily in the
"jungle politics, of Washington?
In answering this question, it seems necessary to return to a theme mentioned
earlier. There is no organized, much less coherent, Left in the United States. The
absence of socialism, social democracy, or even laborism as a major force in the
American electoral market is one of the most important differences between it
and those of other advanced industrial-capitalist societies. The failure of such an
alternative to develop is squarely rooted in age-old fundamentals of American
political culture-rei~forced no doubt by the actions of men at crucial stages in
our modem political history. As Louis Hartz pointed out a quarter-century ago,
organizable political consciousness in the United States is dominated by a single
liberal-individualist tradition, whose basic constituent elements were laid down
by the English political theorist John Locke. Its four premises are private prop-
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erty, civil and political liberty, liberal democracy, and religion (including both
denominational and civic religion).
The implications of this state of affairs for the organization and integrity of
American political coalitions are very great, especially as we move into an era of
low-to-zero growth. Perhaps oversimplifying somewhat, we may say that there
are three broad responses by the state and by political-representation organizations to the contemporary situation. The first is socialism (or social democracy),
predicated not merely on a "better deal" for those who do not own property, but
on a vision of the realization of human potential for the greatest possible number of ordinary people. The second is "political capitalism," based upon rapid
economic growth within an existing order of economy and society. "Ideology"
should come to an end in such a system, because its leaders and intellectuals both
preach and practice the doctrine of social harmony, and deny any theory which
asserts an inevitable or irrepressible conflict among social classes. The third is
neo-laissez-faire, predicated upon identification of the growth of the liberalcapitalist state and its functions as a primary cause of the problems of realization
and reproduction in contemporary capitalism. As with socialism and in sharp
distinction to political capitalism, right-wing thought and practice accepts the
reality of major conflicts among classes over the social product, but provides its
own characteristic justifications in terms of a general and national interest.
The acceleration of the imperial and economic crises during the late 1970s
increased the strains on the support for and the coherence of political capitalism
to a crushing degree. By the same token, it fused and crystallized the conservative opposition that had been in the wilderness for most of the preceding era. For
the economic crisis made it clear that accumulation could no longer be allowed
to take care of itself. If capitalism were to be preserved in this context, this required a fundamental shift of state policy strategies from promoting consumption to promoting accumulation. But this meant reversing the historical direction of public policy over the past half-century generally, and over the past two
decades in particular. By 1980, a compelling collective agenda requiring the active
use of the state had come into being for the first time since the Great Depression
-this time, naturally, on the Right. After so many years in which political capitalism had been in control of the intellectual and policy landscape, the groundwork had at last been laid for a sudden and devastatingly effective reversal.
We are now close to the end of our argument. The Democratic party and its
liberal-interventionist intellectuals were subject to increasing incoherence as the
fundamental issues of capitalist political economy became redefined, and as
America increasingly lost control over its international environment. The syndicalist payoffs that were necessary to preserve the theory of social harmony under
an ever-growing capitalist affluence became less viable. The proliferation of
claimant groups, denying general effectiveness or legitimacy to this decompos-
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ing coalition, further compromised the party's effectiveness. Perhaps such
effectiveness could have been recovered had the Democratic party abandoned
its doctrines of social harmony under capitalism and shifted to the left. But its
leadership remains committed-in its own way every bit as much as Republicans
-to middle-class perspectives and the great American propertarian political tradition. The price to be paid includes a systematic growth of the "party of nonvoters" as the Democratic (but not the Republican) fraction of the total potential
electorate continues to decline. It also includes the incoherence and disarray that
now plague the party.
By precisely the same token, the economic crisis has revitalized older privateenterprise perspectives on state policy, and the Republican party. What unites
Republicans is their belief that the way back to the "American dream" lies through
a fundamental shift from domestic social consumption to the promotion of capitalist accumulation and military consumption. With socialism an excluded alternative, and with political capitalism reaching a conspicuously degenerate
condition during the Carter administration, the public's landslide vote of no
confidence in 1980 necessarily elevated true believers in the capitalist gospel to
power. The ultimate truth of the matter seems to be that you cannot get there
from here in American politics if the direction is leftward, since the basis for a
collective energizing left consciousness and will does not exist in this country.
But you can if you are headed to the right, at least when the established order is
in crisis and when there is wide agreement that it needs not replacement, but revitalization.

T h e political weather forecast for the 198os is simple: extremely stormy. The
~olicies of the Reagan administration are very straightforward. They add
up to drastic slashes in federal domestic spending and functions, huge increases
in military and other imperial spending, and massive tax cuts and loopholes designed to favor big business and wealthy individuals. Their purpose is to trigger a
dramatic and rapid shift from mass consumption to elite capital accumulation.
Inevitably, these policies entail what amounts to a one-sided declaration of class
war on most of the American people. This point is very likely to become inescapably obvious in the years ahead, and bitter social conflicts seem almost certain to
be only a matter of time. Can one cut taxes for the rich, drastically increase imperial expenditures and balance the budget at the same time? There is probably
no reputable economist ill the United States who thinks so, unless at the very least
the rise in imperial spending is equalled by cuts in all other expenditures. With
budget deficits of more than $ 100 billion in each of the next several years, the
stage is set not only for a renewed class war but for a kind of budgetary "doomsday machine" that makes a major economic catastrophe seriously possible for
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the first time in fifty years.
The radical right now in power is doing its best, as usual, to prove that Marx
lives. Even in America, they may be carrying out a counterrevolution with much
too narrow a popular base for long-term viability. If so, we may be very close to
an important moment of truth. For no one can pretend that the problems of
American capitalism do not exist, or that the industrial base of the economy will
recover its former robustness within the foreseeable future. Rejection of an intolerably unfair Reaganite "solution" to these problems, if it occurs, will certainly not mean that political capitalism can be restored either. Somehow, one finds
it hard to imagine that electing Walter F. Mondale in 1984 will solve anything of
fundamental importance. And what is one to make of a Democratic party-the
self-described "party of the people"-whose congressional leadership in 1981
tries its best to outbid the Reaganites themselves in "tax-expenditure" concessions to favored business elites? What is one to make of a Democratic congressional leadership that makes a $400 million present to a few thousand commodity traders in Chicago by rewriting the tax codes to permit them to claim their
straddles? Is it any wonder that such a party should be losing so much of its mass
support to the "party of nonvoters"?
Essentially, the situation is this. Political capitalism has achieved bankruptcy.
There are important reasons for this, and the return of the Democrats to power
(if it occurs) will change few of them. If the accumulation strategies of the far
Right also fail-a prospective which looks increasingly likely-then what else is
left? Very probably, one of two things: a first-rate political breakdown andregime crisis possibly requiring some form of dictatorship to cope with the debacle, or the rise of a socialist political movement on the ruins of-and extending
far beyond-the Democratic party. The breakdown we shall very probably have
anyway before this decade is out. The crucial question is what arises from it.
Ronald Reagan is doing his best to teach the mass of ordinary Americans that
politics matters greatly to their daily lives. As this painful lesson is learned, these
ordinary Americans will seek or themselves produce a political leadership that
actually speaks for them. We all know the reasons why the development of a
genuine social-democratic movement in America is impossible. It is time to state
clearly that it is also necessary.

Civic Disaffection
and the
Democratic Party

A

WILLIAM·E. CONNOLLY

merica, once hailed as the new world of riches and freedom, now presents itself as a nation simmering with undefined domestic ills and ominous military impulses. Even some of its most ardent defenders glimpse the new
condition, if mainly through a glass, darkly. Neoconservatives trace our troubles
to the rise of unreasonable expectations among spoiled citizens who refuse to accept limits necessary to the good life~ while they attribute the rising tide of entitlements to the seductive influence of an intellectual class alienated from the
achievements of modernity. The champions of "reindustrialization" accept and
embellish this account. In their view, new obstacles to capital-realization constitute the basic source of our troubles. While recognizing the passive resistance of
workers, welfare recipients, and consumers to the new modes of mobilization,
they treat it as a problem to be solved by managerial skill. Welfare liberals, oblivious until recently to the ground shifting beneath their feet, still hope that the
collapse of the Reagan program will restore liberal compassion to public favor.
Each of these perspectives struggles to recapture a world we are losing, to
rekindle a fading vision of the future promised by the society of riches. Each strategy of restoration, if it is to project the positive image desired, must silence deep
doubts stirring in many circles and contain the expressions of disillusionment
among subordinate constituencies asked to believe old promises while they bear
new domestic burdens and foreign risks.
Walter Dean Burnham provides a more credible account of these troubles,
and though he refuses to soften us up with contrived expressions of optimism,
his interpretation may provide the ground for a new position to be established in
the current political debate. Burnham contends that state priorities such as capital accumulation that might revitalize the economy are unable to secure the allegiance of a legion of nonvoters who resist the servile roles reserved for them in
the neoconservative scenarios of sacrifice; while more compassionate programs,
pursued by the liberal wing of the Democratic party, are unable to generate the
broad coalition need~d to enact them, to overcome roadblocks placed in their
path by a variety of strategically located interests, or to sustain the rate of economic growth needed to protect their economic basis. We face "a general crisis
of the regime as a whole," though its real character is not yet articulated in our
political dialogue.
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One fears that if the current impasse persists, the frustrations and anxieties
building within it will increase public tolerance for an extension of repressive
controls over those who hamper the scenarios ofthe right. It becomes clear that
the democratic left, currently out of touch with the party of nonvoters and out
of favor with organized labor,must break new ground if it is to respond to these
new circumstances. Since I concur with much of Burnham's account I will try
first to develop some of its dimensions further and then ask what implications
they might carry for a reconstitution of the democratic left.

C

onsider a list of phenomena Burnham mentions at various points in his essay: the recurrent vote of no-confidence for incumbent administrations;
the large number of nonvoters; the decomposition of the Democratic party; the
fragmentation of aggrieved constituencies into single-issue groups; the growing
hostility within stable sections of the working class toward new claimant groups
and insurgent movements; the declining proportion of young Americans who
can hope to buy a home; the call from right and center for a shift from consumption to investment and from welfare to military expenditures; the rise of hedonism; the emergence of the Moral Majority. Each phenomenon on this list is a
cause, a manifestation, or both, of disenchantment with the future available to
our civilization.
It is true, of course, that the hedonist and the fundamentalist (as I shall call
the convert to the Moral Majority) tend to diverge along lines of region, age,
class, and urban/rural location. It is equally true that each holds the other in
contempt, that the fundamentalist tends to migrate to the Republican party, and
that the hedonists distribute themselves between the party of Democrats and the
reserve army of nonvoters. But common threads of anxiety and sensibility run
through these divisions. To draw out this common sens~ we must first revise one
of the themes presented by Burnham.
The American state, says Burnham, is marked by a "constitution designed
to fragment power" and "a culture which has a remarkably weak sense of collective public good." The first assessment is largely correct, though it can be argued
that the American system visibly fragments dissident constituencies while it invisibly encourages the coalescence of corporate hegemony through the dual media of the market and the state. It is the second assertion, though, that I wish to
contest here. Burnham understates the degree to which the American people
have shared a vision of the future and a sense of the common good. It is easy,
perhaps, for intellectuals whose image of civic virtue and the common good is
derived from a picture of the classical Greek polis to misread the common sensibility within American politics. For it contains the distinctive understanding that
private initiative, self-reliance, and a restricted state role provide both defining
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ingredients within its vision of the good life and essential preconditions of its
realization.
Through much of the twentieth century, and certainly during the period
from 1945 to 1963 discussed by Burnham, American political and social conflicts
were at once diverse and contained within a widely shared vision of the good life
in the making. This sense of the common good helped to set parameters to public conflicts, to establish the ground upon which compromises could be forged,
and to justify (typically as temporary inconveniences) the uneven distribution of
sacrifices and burdens borne within the country.
Two sets of priorities have governed our civilization. We have sought to
perfect a private economy of growth and expanding affluence so that each generation could be more free, prosperous, and secure than the ones preceding it,
and we have sought to sustain an inclusive political democracy flourishing within the confines of the Americ~n Constitution. Progress in America meant the
growth of prosperity and the perfection of democratic rights. The legitimacy of
the order, as we have known it, has revolved around the ability of each set of priorities to retain the allegiance of each new generation and the ability of each priority to progress in relative harmony with the other.
Now we are in a better positition to interpret the historic break identified by
Burnham. The pursuit of material progress for present and future generations
now seems illusory to many, and the compatibility between that pursuit and democratic citizenship faces powerful strains. The phenomena that Burnham identifies as characteristic of America in the 1970s and 198os represent symptoms of
a massive withdrawal of sentiment from a common vision of the future. The institutions that were to be the means of its realization have eroded the virtues of
self-reliance and independence once thought to be essential to that vision. At the
same time, there is growing anxiety about the future of economic growth and
private affluence. As the credibility of the old economic dream recedes and as no
new sense of a common future emerges to replace it, ordinary people create a
variety of private strategies to secure a semblance of personal meaning and
dignity in these new circumstances. Meanwhile elites strive to find new ways to
impose new disciplines and limits on these ordinary people. We are thus witnessing the simultaneous emergence of an underground economy and an underground culture of civic disaffection in some circles and the introduction of new
means of social control and ideological management of hope in others.
Hedonism and fundamentalism represent two instances of these defensive
strategies. Each expresses, in its distinctive way, the declining credibility of the
old American dream to new generations expecting to find meaning and significance in life. Hedonism is a withdrawal of sentiment from the larger life and an
attempt to generate meaning from resources susceptible to one's own control. It
thus concentrates on the pleasures of the body. Since the hedonist by definition
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repudiates civic virtue and the common good as restraints on pleasure, the only
way to keep his conduct within the grooves demanded by private and public bureaucracies is to manipulate private desires and fantasies to serve public purposes.
The rise of hedonism, in an order with highly developed imperatives of social coordination, impels state and private bureaucracies to devise finely-tuned incentive systems and modes of coercive control.
Fundamentalism, expressed as rigid, punitive moralism authorized by personal experience of the word of God, constitutes a struggle to freeze the public
world so that the future can be delayed. It is governed by fear of the future we
are building. Private meaning is secured through the personal relation to God as
the remoralized individual tries to insulate himself against the loss of significance
in the larger life. But since the flow of the larger life now threatens to swamp this
private morality it too must be stilled. The punitive orientation to those who flout
the revealed morality-for instance the hedonists-blocks the public flow of corrosive forces and suppresses dangerous ambiguities within the self concerning
the restraints it endorses.
The retreat to pleasures of the self and to punitive moralism represent diverse responses to a common experience: the devaluation of the common good
available in the social order. Until recently the sense of the common good was so
widely shared there was little need to delineate its contours more closely through
public debate. The debates centered on how to realize and protect it. But the element of commonality within which American conflicts and struggles have moved
is burning out, even while a large cast ofpoliticians and intellectuals tries heroically to rekindle the embers. Ends and standards we previously shared in common increasingly appear today as imperatives and burdens that the order is compelled to impose if it is to sustain itself. The imperatives of capital accumulation
and market protection require a shift from consumption to investment and from
social to military expenditures; the number of people whQ can now expect to own
a new home, provide higher education for their children, and sustain a fulfilling
career is declining even though these represent paradigmatic components of the
good life promised in America; items of consumption once experienced as luxuries to be enjoyed by one's children in the future now become necessities for participation in the life of the society; policies designed to protect the quality of air,
water, and soil, and thereby to sustain the quality of human life for future generations, are dismantled because they pose obstacles to the expansion of private
capital; old workers find themselves shunted to the sidelines in the name of perpetual economic progress, w~ile their younger replacements glimpse the future
for which they are being groomed; and the tightening web of international dependence, by multiplying points of apparent military insecurity, brings the civilization of productivity closer to its demise. The civilization of productivity-understood as those practices designed to promote economic growth and private
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affluence because they are thought to be good in themselves and essential preconditions to personal freedom and political democracy-finds itself pressed to
subordinate all other ends to the interest of growth. The goal of the civilization
of productivity becomes the imperative of growth.
In this context multiple strategies of withdrawal, evasion, and self-protection are not surprising. The surprise is that so few intellectuals read the symptoms correctly. As the ends of the civilization are increasingly experienced as imperatives people define their lives accordingly. They prepare to resist and evade
the disciplines applied to them or they join the growing cadres that invent and
apply new controls to this recalcitrant material.
Are people today simply innocent of these conditions? Better to read the
apparent innocence that persists in many quarters as a series of half-conscious
strategies to ward off acknowledgement of the historical course we are on, to
ward off, that is, the sense of disorientation which emerges when meaning and
purpose are detached from the roles one is called upon to perform. Neoconservatives are apt to interpret the variety of lifestyles, self-serving political demands,
and underground strategies as immature or mindless refusals to accept lowered
expectations. They are better comprehended, though, as fragile maneuvers to
avoid becoming too mindful of clouds forming on the horizon of the civilization
of productivity. We are in transition from a politics of the common good to a
politics of system imperatives because we can now discern through historical experience the illusions inside our old dreams; and the experience of this transition,
still unarticulated within the official terms of political discourse, permeates our
institutional life.

W

hat parts do the state and, especially, the Democratic party play in these
developments? The state is caught in a bip.d that sharply reduces its freedom to act creatively. Its range of options is limited because, on the one hand, it
is supposed to be responsive to citizens through contested elections while, on the
other, it is expected to support the system of private productivity by encouraging
private capital accumulation and economic growth in an unfavorable environment. The needs and pleas of constituencies shuffled to the margins of the system of productivity are overridden by the need to establish a military shield for
western capitalism, by the play of domestic factions with impressive market and
political resources, and by the imperative to limit state responses to those programs that do not weaken further the incentives to invest, the motivation to
work, the sense of self-respect, and the willingness to abide by laws among those
still incorporated within the life of the economy.
The welfare programs that result increase the dependence of beneficiaries,
maintain them at low levels of support, demean them in their own eyes, and
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render them contemptible in the eyes of many clinging to modest roles and symbols of self-respect. The state faces a further limitation as well. It must not appear
to socialize means of production while responding to the proliferating "side effects" of private enterprise. The experience of socialism in the twentieth century
convinces Americans that the gap between socialist aspirations and achievements
is even larger than that between the old American dream and its future prospects.
Indeed the failure of covert symptoms of disengagement to coalesce into an insurgent political movement is linked to the common sense that the socialist alternative, as it has so far been articulated in theory and realized in practice, contains
its own dialectic of social regimentation. The limited sense of alternatives encourages relatively well-positioned constituencies to endorse each new illusion defined
by the right or center while it drives marginal elements to the underground economy and the cla.Ss of nonvoters.
In these circumstances the Republican party may be able to define its mission with greater clarity, but it faces a series of credibility gaps as its appeals to
the values of self-reliance and independence are mocked by measures that impose new dependencies and controls on the subordinate classes. Its willingness
to give priority to imperatives emanating from the privately incorporated economy and to pressures flowing from western states now enjoying the expansionary run .that precedes the emergence of urban malaise will shrink its share of the
electorate after a period of incumbency. But it does attract a stable base of support; it does have a fairly clear agenda and a well-ordered battery of traditional
symbols; and the party of nonvoters does provide it with a competitive edge.
The Democratic party faces a more volatile situation. Its natural base consists of a variety of state workers, scattered professionals, organized labor in the
corporate sector, unorganized workers in the market sector, minorities facing
discrimination, the marginally employed, the unemployed, and welfare recipients. But the programs it enacts to support the undercl(!ss pose threats to the
identity available to many in the working class. When these tensions are accentuated the underclass loses the most because it has no other party to tum to. It tends
to slide into the party of nonvoters under such conditions, while organized workers can threaten to defect to the Republican party or to sit out particular elections. The Democratic party is thus constrained in its quest to mobilize its largest
potential coalition by the nature of two-party politics, the existing structure of
electoral options, and the leverage available to organized elements of its coalition to forge compromises favoring them over the underclass. The Democratic
party thus faces a dilemma rather than a range of alternatives: it can ignore the
social needs of a large class of nonvoters, thereby perpetuating their powerlessness; or it can extend welfare state benefits to them, thereby alienating traditional Democratic supporters. Whichever way it turns it faces serious barriers to the
creation of a stable coalition large enough to allow it to win office and govern ef-

24

Party Prospects

fectively. And feeding this fragmentation of its coalition is not only the population shift to areas still relatively protected from the devastating effects of longterm corporate expansion but the fact that many residents in this virgin territory
are refugees from areas previously serving as the prime targets of New Deal and
Great Society programs. The potential Democratic coalition threatens to founder
on the widely shared suspicion that four decades of welfare liberalism, promising
to draw all Americans into the circle of affluence, freedom, and security, have
increased dependence, demeaned the dignity of welfare recipients, and extended
bureaucratic control into new spheres of American life. The welfare state is now
considered by many a leviathan created by the Democratic party. That experience draws people into Republican rhetoric of reindustrialization, the creativity
of free enterprise, and the personal ethic of self-reliance even while the operative
programs of Nixon, Ford, and Reagan extend surveillance, militarize welfare,
and· restrict the life-chances of a growing segment of the populace.
The dilemmas of the Democratic party cannot be ignored by dissidents who
want to forge new forms of political organization that transcend conventional
party politics. For the constitutional institution of elections through single-member districts and plurality vote means that an insurgent third party can aspire
mainly to press the Democratic party to revise its priorities or, as a very long shot,
to replace it as one of the two major parties. In either event, a new movement
that succeeds will confront eventually the task of forging a viable coalition out
of fragments that now elude the grasp of the Democratic party. Its chances of
success will turn on its ability to speak to the civic disaffection generated during
the period of hegemony by welfare liberalism.

I

s there a way out of this swamp? This questicm can be considered in sufficient
depth and detail only through sustained dialogue by a diverse array of men
and women who share enough to conclude that the accounts of reindustrialists,
neoconservatives, and welfarists misconstrue our real condition and generate repressive implications. I believe that participants to this dialogue should consider
(though certainly go beyond) the following agenda.
First, neither major party today speaks to the deep anxieties Americans feel
about the prospects of thermonuclear war. Demands for effective arms control,
for the demilitarization of American welfare, and for the deprofessionalization
of American troops may alienate the military-industrial complex, but they will
also draw creative constituencies into the party and release new energies within
it. The construction of an affirmative electoral coalition could not achieve lasting monuments if it failed to roll back the militarization of American life and the
probability of thermonuclear war.
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Second, one of the major sources of welfare-state malaise resides in its imperative to support the continual expansion of corporate capital in the elusive
effort to protect welfare benefits. A viable new movement must transcend the
defensive posture welfare statists now adopt to those glowing with programs for
economic growth and selective austerity. It must therefore devise ways to tame
the growth imperative itself. If progress is not made on this front, the nation will
shuffle back to the dismal options now before it. The debate over how to tame
the growth imperative is yet to be opened. But one promising approach is to reduce the consumption needs of the populace by reconstituting irrational product
forms that have become necessary objects of consumption in the American
economy.' The forms of health care, transportation, housing, and food available in this country approach the status of exclusive goods: if restricted to the affluent they create hardships for the remaining populace that provides infrastructural support for these forms (for example, taxes to support complex medical
training and technologies, highway systems, and air travel; tax deductions for
mortgage interest; waste disposal and transportation subsidies for the food
industry); if extended to the entire populace they damage the social and natural
environment, increase social expenses borne by the state, and fuel inflationary
wage demands- by consumers scrambling to participate in the established universe of consumption. The constant expansion of consumption needs generates
much of the political support today for ruthless state policies to foster economic
growth. There are more inclusive forms of health, transportation, housing, and
food that could at once ease the demands on working class budgets and draw the
underclass more fully into the life of the society. These programs, if well designed, would drain electoral support for repressive strategies of reindustrialization and encourage constituencies now divided to draw closer together in
a progressive political movement.
Third, the state must emphasize inclusive and universal programs over the
selective and divisive programs it now presents. Some established welfare programs must be preserved, certainly, but new initiatives must move toward greater universality to establish justice in the distribution of state burdens and obliga-

I This is a large topic in need of further exploration. I have pursued it in "The Politics of Reindustrialization," democracy I, no. 3 (July I98I): 9-2I, and with Michael Best in The Politicized
Economy, second edition (Lexington Massachusetts: D. C. Heath, I98 I). Two books that, taken
together, explore the relations among consumption forms, the structure of social life, the pressures for growth, and the illusions of continued growth after a certain plateau has been attained
are Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood, The World of Goods (New York: Basic Books, I979),
and Fred Hirsch, The Social Limits to Growth (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, I977).
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tions and to draw old and new clients of the welfare state into a more cohesive
constituency. The replacement of the professional army, now drawn from the
underclass, by one recruited through a universal draft might be one step in the
right direction; the universalization of military service might help to create more
critical orientations to militarist policies and to provide the basis for the demilitarization of welfare. The inclusive modes of consumption referred to above
would be consistent with this principle as well. Family allowances would help to
maintain the integrity of family life without encouraging some workers to believe that their families are taxed to keep nonworking families intact.
Fourth, while continuing to dramatize the dangers, dependencies, divisions,
and injustices built into reindustrialization scenarios of the right and center, a
new movement, which hopes to be as pertinent in our day as the New Deal was in
its, will express renewed appreciation for the values of self-respect, self-reliance,
and local initiative. The hegemony of the liberal welfare state during the last four
decades has allowed the right to capture rhetorical control of these symbols even
while programs of the right strip people of the skills, resources, and dignity they
need to live according to these standards.
There are several areas in which space for self-reliance might be established
while claims of equity and justice were supported, including: the production of
durable commodities simple enough in design to allow owners to repair them;
the introduction of energy forms centered in the home or locality rather than
controlled by policies of corporate giants; state policies that encourage families
to flourish as stable units; the reconstruction of a transportation system, now
organized around the automobile, to allow urban residents, the disabled, the
poor, and the elderly to reestablish mobility; the reintroduction of childbirth in
the home; and the legalization of many barter agreements now officially defined
to fall within the underground economy. Each of the proposals needs to be considered in detail before endorsing it, but the point in listing them here is to
illustrate how the values of self-reliance and justfce might be supported by state
initiatives that transcend the primacy of market power and corporate priorities.
Consider, in the same spirit, how a reconstitution of the American health
care system could foster three of the standards elucidated above. Medical care in
America is structured by the capacity of physicians to set fees privately; a partially collectivized system of payments; high technology; curative treatment;
and the proliferation of malpractice suits initiated by maltreated patients. It is an
irrational system, which must either exclude many or become inclusive by feeding
inflation and civic disaffection. And the state is heavily invested in it. In 1981 the
state lost between s 17.5 and $24 billion in potential tax revenues on health insurance premiums and $3·4 billion in individual medical deductions. Current state
policy magnifies the power of physicians over patients by partially collectivizing
payments and leaving power to set fees in private hands, while its own subsidies

Connolly I Civic Disaffection

27

favor the affluent over the poor. When total state medical sub~idies are considered, 45 percent reach poor and low-income people while 55 percent go to the affluent. 2 A rational policy would divert much of the $35 billion in total state funds
supporting the current health care system to one embodying local, prepaid health
care centers, salaried medical and paramedical staff accountable to its members,
an emphasis on preventive over curative care, and the return of a large portion
of health knowledge, skills, and responsibilities to individuals and families. As
successful experiments with such a design already show, its system of rewards
and accountability encourages physicians to promote greater patient self-sufficiency in health care; to concentrate on maintaining an individual's health over
the entire course of his or her life; and to control patients' costs through salaries
rather than fees, a lower rate of surgery, and more preventive care. Such a design
contains the potential for extension to the entire populace without contributing
to new rounds of inflation, political resentment, and medical corruption. It is an
inclusive good that also fosters self-reliance.
A new democratic movement on the left must advance on three fronts at
once. It must seek to revitalize the relation between the state and the citizen, to
tame imperatives flowing from the privately incorporated economy, and to establish new economic priorities that allow all members of the society to be fullfledged citizens. To advance on any of these fronts it must make comparable
progress on the others. Liberals and Democrats who fail to follow this course
will find themselves drawn increasingly into the orbit of right-wing strategies of
reindustrialization, selective austerity, and disciplinary control-all endorsed in
the name of economic rationality.

2 These figures are taken from a study by Gail Wilensky for the Center for Health Service Research as reported in the New York Times, January I, I 98 I .

_-·;-·-

-··.--~- ·~

..

The Prospects for
Social Democracy
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ether or not the Reagan "revolution" signals a realignment of poitical forces, liberals are not likely to recover the popular support
that kept them in power during most of the period between the New Deal and the
Great Society. Even if the Democrats returned to power in 1984, it is hard to
believe that they would have any answer to the question facing the country-how
to achieve an equitable distribution of goods and services or even to keep social
peace in a period of economic decline. Now that Reagan's economic program
has run into opposition from Congress, Wall Street, the press, and many of the
constituencies most directly threatened by his budget cuts, the Democrats stand
to gain seats in the 1982 Congressional elections and perhaps even to regain the
presidency in 1984. But they have no program that is likely to work, and in any
case the political coalition that formerly supported their modest version of the
welfare state now lies in ruins.
Walter Dean Burnham's analysis leads to the conclusion that the present
crisis probably goes deeper than a "critical realignment" of the party structure.
At first glance, the Reaganlandslide might appear to be one of those "critical
elections" that have periodically changed the shape of American politics (1828,
186o, 18¢, 1932). Here and in other recent essays, Burnham argues that
something even more fundamental than a realignment is taking place: a process
of party decomposition that has not only destroyed the New Deal coalition but
made it increasi~gly difficult for either party to govern. The weakening of party
discipline, the growing gap between Congressional and presidential coalitions,
the passing of the coattail effect, the prevalence of split-ticket voting, the
growing number of independent voters, the primary system, the transfer of the
party's educational and ideological functions to the mass media, and the rise in
nonvoting all mark a crisis of the party system as a whole. According to
Burnham, this crisis of party politics coincides with and reflects the crisis of
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American capitalism-in particular, the failure of liberal regimes to stabilize the
economy by means of public expenditures designed to encourage mass consumption and to buy off political dissidence.
Burnham's analysis of the collapse of liberalism helps to explain why many
liberals now call themselves radicals, socialists, or social democrats. The belief
seems to be gaining ground that welfare liberalism no longer holds much hope of
a solution to the deepening crisis of democratic institutions. During the last ten
years, many liberals have begun to argue that equal opportunity is not enough.
Debates about affirmative action and "equality of condition" arise out of a new
insistence that a liberal state has an obligation not merely to enforce the rules of
fair competition but to bring about a fair distribution of wealth. A number of
prominent liberal theorists have begun to call for social democracy: Robert
Heilbroner, John Kenneth Galbraith, Robert Lekachman, and now Burnham
himself. The leftward drift of liberal publications like the Nation and the
Progressive is another indication of the growing feeling that the revitalization of .
democracy has come to depend on a politics beyond liberalism.

T
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he question now is just what direction a more radical politics ought to
take. Should dissatisfaction with liberal orthodoxy extend to Marxist
orthodoxy as well? Does either social democracy or socialism itself offer a real
alternative to liberalism? Or do they share with liberalism an uncritical faith in
technology, progress, and centralized power? Should "radicals" accept the
modern organization of industry as the indispensable basis of a socialist order?
Should they join Marx in celebrating the marvelous achievements of bourgeois
society in destroying the old subsistence economy, wiping out small property,
substituting machinery for handicrafts, and consolidating production on a
global scale? Has industrialism laid the material found(ltions of socialism or
weakened them by eradicating the communal economy of earlier times? Does
political and cultural progress lie in the direction of internationalism, cosmopolitanism, a rejection of outmoded attachments to the soil, and the parochialism they allegedly encourage? Should imperialism too be seen (as Marx
saw it) as a progressive force, which lays the basis of an international order?
Should radicals ally themselves with the conquest of "backwardness" by the
enlightened metropolitan mind? Or does a new particularism, on the contrary,
offer the best hope of a pluralist world in which ethnic, racial, and national
differences will be respected? Should radicals seek to capture the modern state
or dismantle it? Should they side with capitalism in its relentless war against
continuity and tradition, in the hope that a new order requires the destruction
of every vestige of the old? Or should they regard their task as one essentially
of conservation and renewal?

,)
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In a very rough and general way, these questions define the lines of
cleavage that have begun to emerge among radicals, more and more sharply, in
recent discussions. Burnham's social democratic solution leans toward the
modernizing, centralizing end of the radical spectrum. His work recently has
been of great value to me, to my students, and surely to many others on the left
in providing a remarkably clear explanation of the reasons for the decay of
liberal politics. What his essay leaves unclear, however, is why a social
democratic politics would work any better. It is not clear, for instance, just
how a social democratic movement would differ from what he calls political
capitalism, except presumably in its firm commitment to the kind of welfare
state that liberals in the past have accepted only half-heartedly. Nor is it clear
how a social democratic politics in the United States would avoid the fate of so
many social democratic regimes in Europe, which have usually served merely
to socialize the costs of capitalist decline. I think Burnham tends to exaggerate
the vitality of social democracy in Europe and the importance of the vacuum
left in American politics by the absence of social democratic parties. Thus he
argues that the "party of nonvoters" consists of the kind of people who would
elsewhere be drawn to such movements. This thesis is more plausible as an
explanation of what happened in the past than as a recommendation for the
usefulness of a social democratic party in the near future. It is certainly tiue, as
Burnham has argued elsewhere, that the pattern of American politics began to
diverge from the European pattern around the turn of~he century-the period
when social democratic ties were establishing themselves in Europe but when
the United States, by contrast, developed a system of sectional politics characterized by the elimination of party competition at the national level and by the
"discrediting of party itself." It is also true that election turnout began to
decline in this period and has been declining more or less steadily ever since.
There is thus good reason "to suspect that the-large hole in voter participation
which developed after 1900 roughly corresponds to the voter area in the
electorate where a viable socialist movement 'ought' to have developed." 1

E

ven on Burnham's own account, however, there is reason to think that
the long-terril decline in voting reflects not merely the absence of a socialist or social democratic alternative but a deeper alienation from the

1 "Party Systems and the Political Process," in William Nisbet ~hambers and Walter Dean
Burnham, The American Party Systems, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975),
pp. 300-301. Burnham first presented this thesis in "The Changing Shape of the American
Political Universe," American Political Science Review 59 (1965): 7-28.
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political system as a whole. The welfare state has turned the citizen into a
client. The citizen's participation in politics has been limited to the single act of
casting a vote, and his refusal to perform this vestigial rite of democracy
cannot be reduced to his perception that neither party represents his interests.
As Burnham points out, the mass media have taken over from political parties
the work of political education, policy formation, and mass entertainment.
The party press has disappeared. The political machine is on the way out. The
combined effect of these changes is to weaken the links that once bound political parties to their constituents. The rise of interest-group politics has disfranchised the unorganized. The decay of local government further discourages popular participation. The political process as a whole is now so remote
from the lives of ordinary citizens, and participation so narrowly limited to
those with access to the media or to interest-group bargaining, that masses of
people feel completely powerless. Under these conditions, it is hard to see how
another national party, even if it were social democratic in its ideology, would
overcome the deeper sources of political alienation.
Burnham's essay ignores the cultural sources of this alienation. One of the
reasons for the decline of liberalism is the widening gap between the world view
of liberal elites and the working people who once made up the Democratic majority and whose votes kept liberal governments in power. Liberal elites believe
in "self-expression," "nonbinding commitments," abortion, g::ty rights, and
cosmopolitanism. Working people believe in family ties, neighborhoods, and
loyalty to your own kind. How would a social democratic movement put an
end to the "cultural civil war," as it has been called? A social democratic party
in the United States would be likely to represent the point of view of the same
professional and managerial elites that dominate the recently formed Social
Democratic party in England (a perfect example of the rootless modern party,
largely a creation of the mass media, with plenty of support in the polls and no
constituency). Instead of closing the gap between the metropolitan culture of
educated elites and the culture of "middle America," a social democratic party
or movement would probably widen the gap.

U

nder these conditions, left liberals and social democrats seem to have
two choices. They can seek to change the subject of political debate-to
divert attention from cultural issues back to the economic issues people on the
left feel more comfortable wit_h. Or they can rethink their own position on the
issues that now divide liberals from the people who formerly supported liberal
policies. Although the second of these choices is the more promising, most
liberals seem to favor the first-those who have thought about the problem at
all. In a recent paper entitled "A Strategy to Deal with the Right," Michael
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Lerner criticizes the left for its "failure to understand and publicly legitimate
the values that people seek to achieve in their family life." Betty Friedan makes
a similar point in her book The Second Stage. But having taken a step in the
right direction, both Lerner and Friedan immediately reverse themselves and
fall back on the argument that cultural issues are really economic issues after
all. They propose merely to revive the social democratic agenda-more government spending, expansion of human services, public housing, federallyfunded child care. In other words, they propose to revive the very program
from which large numbers of people are now radically disaffected.
Liberals cannot win back their constituency by executing a series of
tactical shifts designed to head off the right or by treating cultural issues as
private issues that can safely be left to individual choice. The definition of
morality as a private matter, beyond the scope of public discussion, is part of
what the whole debate about "social" issues is about. Liberals need to
reexamine their own promises-in particular, their commitment to modernization and to everything it implies. It is the liberal, "pluralistic" model o
society, the liberal ideology of "nonbinding commitments," the trivializati<;'
of personal relations in our society that are under attack from the right, ale
with other products and by-products of liberalism. If the left really want•
take back these issues from the right, it will first have to acknowledge that
are matters of legitimate concern, instead of pretending that they are m...___
of concern only to those who blindly resist progress or somehow fail to come to
terms with the growing pains of modernization.

Economic Demands,
Political Rights
FRANCES FOX PIVEN AND RICHARD A. CLOWARD

.1 ~~ospects

T e key question, Walter Dean Burnham rightly concludes, concerns the
for a turn to the left in American politics. Burnham thinks it not
impossible, but the entire thrust of his analysis is to say why it is unlikely. We are
far more hopeful, and that is because we interpret the developments he recounts
differently. In order to mark out that difference, we need to restate the main line
of his argument as we understand it.
Burnham sets out to explain the remarkable events of 1980. He does not say,
as a good many popular commentators did at first, that 1980 signals a deep ideological shift in the electorate. Rather he thinks it reveals the increasing volatility
of voter preferences, providing further evidence of the progressive decomposition of the American party system. But while 1980 did not reflect an ideological
shift among the electorate, it brought to power a very ideological regime, and
that in turn may have major consequences for our political future, or in Burnham's words, may "create political facts en masse." Thus far we agree.
Burnham goes on to attribute the electoral volatility and party decomposition that made the ascendance of the Republican right possible to a concatenation of crises in the American regime; crises compounded of developments in the
economy, in culture, and in politics. He thinks these developments in turn have
deep roots in the contradiction between consumption and accumulation embedded in the organization of American capitalism. Burnham concludes, and here
we again agree, that the United States is at a turning point in its political development, that the "political capitalism" that characterized the post-World War II
period can no longer be sustained and the American polity must either follow
the path to the right that is being marked out by this regime, or opt for the path
toward some form of democratic socialism.
But the deep contradiction of American capitalism did not erupt in crisisand this is the crux of Burnham's argument-until after the 196os when the economy could not sustain the demands emanating from the multiple claimants generated by a fragmented and increasingly conflictual American politics and an increa,singly hedonistic culture."{lurnha,m describes this period with the metaphors
of dissolution: the American consensl)s unraveled, conflict increased, and a plethora of organized interests began to make demands on government. He is right to
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cite Daniel Bell in confirmation of this characterization, and he might also have
cited such "crisis of democracy" theorists as Samuel Huntington and Michael
Crozier, for his argument is similar to theirs as well. The common theme is that
the broadening of participation and the escalation of demands that began in the
196os exceeded the limits of the possible and thus threatened to overload the
system.
None of this is unreasonable as far as it goes. There is no question that the
196os saw a surge in popular political activism and popular economic demands,
no question that government responded, as Burnham points out, with a proliferation of income-transfer and regulatory programs, and no question that this
occurred at a juncture when the fabulous spiral of post-World War II economic
growth had begun to wind down. Burnham and others look upon the rise of new
claims and the eruption of new conflicts as symptoms of crisis and decomposition. But the character of this development deserves closer scrutiny, for it bears
closely on the question of our prospects for the future.

~rst, we need to consider the significance of the expansion of transfer and

r

~egulatory programs in terms of their overall impact on the American political economy. As these government responses to popular demands accumulated,
the programs came to have measurable effects in shifting the distribution of economic power in the United States. In 1982, according to the Congressional Budget
Office, $373 billion was spent on income-transfer programs by the federal government. Such sums cannot flow through the economy without consequence,
and the significant consequence is this. A large number of people in the United
States now depend as much on government as on the market for their income,
and because they do, they have some protection not only from the vagaries of
the marketplace, but from the power which employers have always exerted on
workers by virtue of economic insecurity.
Economists have noticed this development. They point to the surprising
immunity of wage rates to rising unemployment in the 1970S, and attribute this
to the expansion of the income transfer programs. What they are saying, in effect, is that when the unemployed and the poor are provided with income supports, labor markets do not soften despite higher unemployment. Or, to put the
matter more forthrightly, transfer programs increase the power of workers in labor market relations, simply because working people with unemployment benefits and food stamp benefits are a little less insecure, and therefore a little less
vulnerable to the terms set by employers.
·In a similar vein, the escalation of popular demands for government regulation of business and industry-for environmental, workplace, and product safety
controls, and affirmative action guidelines-also altered economic power rela-
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tions. Popular pressures forced government to intervene in production, distribution, and hiring decisions that had heretofore been deemed to be within the
untrammeled province of private enterprise. On the one side, these regulations
encumbered industry, and cost it money besides. But on the other side they
measurably improved the air we breathe and the water we use; they limited consumer hazards; they protected the lungs and limbs of workers; and they even
helped some minorities and some women (although not many) get jobs.
There is another dimension of these developments that needs to be highlighted. The explosion of popular activism and popular demands that began in
the 196os was important not only because of its effects on economic relations,
but because those effects were initiated in response to the political demands of
groups representing a broad stratum of the American population. Something
like this had happened before, during the Great Depression. But that was a period
of transparent system crisis and breakdown. In the 196os, popular demands arose
and were effective during a period of apparent prosperity and stability.
That political power was used to gain economic advantage was itself clearly
not new. Organized groups have always made economic claims on the American
state, but these were usually business groups. Indeed, American political history
can fairly be recounted as the history of business interests using government to
improve their opportunities and profits. This time, however, it was ordinary
Americans who used political power to gain a measure of economic power. The
spread of economic demands to a broad stratum of the population may have
strained the system, but it also democratized it, in the sense that the transfer and
regulatory programs moderated concentrations of market power, and in the
sense that the escalation of participation and the broadening of demands brought
new groups and new issues into the political arena. A major shift in the range
and content of political participation had occurred, even if much of it took social movement form instead of electoral form. How then did these remarkable
changes come about?
Burnham agrees that the expansion of popular demands over economic issues requires explanation. In part he thinks these events can be understood as a
continuation of the feudal political tendencies that have always run rampant in
an American system that lacks constitutional centralization, strong parties or
collective purpose, and is doininated instead by a cacophony of interests and multiple "iron triangles." This is a fair characterization. But the 196os were not merely
an extension of these tendencies, although the politics of the period were clearly
marked by all of them. True, a cacophony of interests made demands on a fragmented government, and this after all is what business domination of government in the United States has always looked like. What was different was that
entirely new groups entered the fray with entirely new demands. And for this to
occur, changes of great moment must have been at work.
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Burnham names some of those changes: politicians, he says, discovered
poverty and promoted "a dense network of transfer-payment and regulatory
programs." The failure of the Vietnam War ruptured the consensus in public
opinion that had prevailed. Meanwhile the cultural system unraveled, and as it
did "militant group consciousness" arose among blacks, feminists, youth, and
homosexuals. In response to these developments, the American state, and especially the Democratic Party; responded as it always has by giving in to the demands of many of these groups.
All of this happened. But these are more descriptions than explanations.
Politicians being politicians, why did they "discover" poverty if not in response
to pressures from the poor, and in this instance, the black poor? And why is the
rise of militant group-consciousness to be attributed to an amorphous "cultural
unraveling"? We propose another explanation. The rise of popular economic
demands in the last two decades is an expression of a deep ideological transformation in the United States.

B

urnham's treatment of popular American political ideology does not permit the possibility that changing ideas were an important factor in accounting for the developments of the 196os. That is because he thinks of ideology as
something of a first principle, as a feature of social life that is relatively impervious to other influences. This way of thinking about popular ideas helps explain
not only his rather sour depiction of the recent past, but his gloomy prognosis
for the future as well. Burnham says "organizable political consciousness in the
United States is dominated by a single liberal-individualist tradition," whose
premises were laid down by John Locke. Perhaps so, in the nineteenth century.
And perhaps it was the singular domination in the United States of a view of the
world that treated private property as a first premise, and restricted the realm of
politics and government from interference with this premise, that barred popular economic demands from politics. But ideologies are not writ in stone. They
are writ and constantly rewrit in the minds of people who appraise and change
the ideas they inherit to reflect their changing experience.
If Lockean ideas took deep root in nineteenth-century America, it was because the organization of American institutions made these ideas seem credible.
Economic life was dominated by the propertied but, under nineteenth-century
institutional conditions, the ownership and free use of property appeared as a fact
of nature rather than as a fact of politics. Of course, property is always a political fact, for property does not exist apart from the legal authority and armed
force of the state. More than that, American governments on all levels supported
the propertied in crucial ways, ranging from the development of the legal framework of the corporation, to profitable contracts and franchises, to the use of
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militia to break strikes. However, like the underlying protection of the right of
private property itself, much of this was not easily visible as politics. Moreover, a
good deal of the day-to-day economic activity of most ordinary people proceeded
without any apparent governmental intervention. Under these conditions, Lockean ideas were not accurate descriptions of social reality, but they were at least
tenable descriptions.
The development of American capitalism in the twentieth century made
Lockean ideas untenable, simply because the role of government in the economy
enlarged and became increasingly transparent, largely in consequence of pressures from business interests in a dynamic and changing capitalist economy. And
as government intervention on behalf of business increased and became more
obvious, popular economic demands began to emerge too, although not all at
once. The 1930s was an important period, because it saw the escalation of claims
on the state from all sides, from bankers, industrialists, and agricultural interests,
and from the unemployed, the aged, and industrial workers. These demands
and the conflicts they generated anticipated the pervasive politicization of economic life that was to surge again in the rg6os.
Political action, including the political action of ordinary people, is always
framed by ideas and interpretation. People think about what they want and
about what they can do to get it. They think about whether their aspirations are
right or wrong, about whether their actions make sense given the world as they
understand it. This is only to say that political action is shaped by ideology. And
if that is so, then how could popular economic demands have exploded into politics except as a consequence of the fading of Lockean influence and the emergence of new ideas?
These new ideas reflected the large changes that had been taking place over
the course of a century, changes that enlarged the economic activities of government on behalf of business and thus made government's role in the economy more
visible. In reflection of these changes, popular politics came more and more to
reflect the idea that economic and political life were intertwined, as indeed they
are. And if government activities shaped economic life, if politics and economics
were fused, then economic issues and economic grievances belonged in politics.
These were not such complicated ideas perhaps. They were not a complete analysis of how our society was organized or how it should be organized, and perhaps
they do not even deserve the accolade of the term ideology. But they were nevertheless ideas, and crucial ones at that, for they brought democratic rights and
democratic influence to bear on the economic conditions of ordinary people.
The insurgent movemenfs of the 1930s and the rg6os made government the
target of their economic grievances, and they could do so because the growing
interdependence of state and economy had led to an expansion of the democratic
idea. People had come to believe that popular political action to redress economic
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grievances was both legitimate and possible. Just as significant, popular economic
grievances became the focus of presidential campaigns. After 1932, each election
generated a parade of promises designed to appease popular economic discontent. And, as Edward R. Tufte has pointed out, 1 incumbent presidents exerted
themselves to coordinate the electoral cycle with the political cycle in the effort
to get reelected. Note, for example, the contorted economic policies of Richard
Nixon anticipating the 1972 election. Or note the consequences of the failure of
Jimmy Carter to reverse the recession of 1980.
Of course, there is a problem, and this brings us to another part of Burnham's argument. The problem is that the expansion of democratic politics and
democratic gains was concurrent with the contraction of the great post...:world
War II boom. The horizons of American capitalism were narrowed by the rise of
competitor economies in Western Europe and Japan, and by the rise of resistance movements in the Third World. They were narrowed also by popular demands in the United States, for the programs inaugurated in response to those
demands were shifting, if only slightly, the balance of power between capital and
labor, between producers and consumers. During the 1970s, capital coped with
these problems in its characteristically anarchic way: by shifting investment overseas, and from productive enterprises to speculation. Domestic capital flowed
into real estate, commodity markets, and mergers, all of which worsened the
problems of the American economy as a whole.
But that was not all. A counterattack was brewing as American corporate
leaders became increasingly enamored of the view that the rising expectations of
Americans, their growing sense of entitlement, was weakening the viability of
American capitalism. The counterattack took form in 1980 in the singleminded
effort of the Republican right to dismantle the transfer and regulatory programs
that are the fruits of the democratic politics of the last two decades. With this
much, Burnham would agree.
We disagree, however, with his characterization of the program of the right,
and on almost all counts. The right is neither coherent nor informed by a sense
of collective purpose, as he suggests. Rather it is intellectually incoherent, compounded of bits of inconsistent economic theories and bizarre calls to return to
the past. Nor does this witches' brew appear to work; there is no reason to think
that the Reagan administration planned Its huge deficits, or a deep recession, or
that it .knows when or whether the recession will end. As for collective purpose,
Stockman spoke definitively of its absence when he characterized Reagan's greatest political achievement, the omnibus tax act of 1981: "the hogs were really feeding." If anything, political feudalism has been thriving since the Reagan administration's ascension, but it is a feudalism of business, not popular, interests.
1

Political Control of the Economy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978).
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Nor is it true that the intellectual outlook-ifthat is what it should be called
-of the Republican right, which boldly calls for the revitalization of capitalism
and invokes the residual slogans of the nineteenth century in justification, will
find a following among a majority of the American public. True, there are segments of the American population that respond to the nostalgic calls of the right
to return to the past, to an imagined past when men were men and women were
women, when family, village, and church organized the world. Perhaps these
segments are well-characterized by Burnham's analogy to the popular base of
the Central Powers in Europe in World War I as ethically and economically cohesive. Certainly they have proved easy prey for a resurgent radical right. But
while this popular movement has provided support for the Republican right, its
agenda is not the revitalization of capitalism but the revitalization of the social
institutions of the past. In any case, it remains a distinct minority and its agenda
of social issues has in fact hobbled the attempts of the Republican leadership to
build broad support.

T:

he resurgence of the radical right alarms us, for it raises an old specter that
haunts the left, the fear that most Americans would support fascist solutions. But little in our recent experience confirms such a fear. On the contrary,
the popular ideas that underlie the rise of new claims and claimants in the 196os
testify to the broadening of democratic aspirations, not their narrowing. Moreover, the large role played by economic discontent in 1980 shows that the election
was not a deviation but a continuation of this development.
Not surprisingly, the best analysis of that election was provided by Burnham
himself in another recently published essay. Burnham points out that for the first
time in memory, a Republican presidential candidate conducted a campaign focused on the bread and butter issues, on the eroding real income of many Americans, and persisting unemployment. Post-election exit-poll data show that it
was these appeals that gave Reagan the election, and we quote Burnham:
Of all the 1976-I98o shifts recorded, the most massive were those associated with respondents' judgments as to whether over the past year
their family finances had become better, were about the same, or had
grown worse .... The large minority who believes themselves worse
offgave nearly a 3-to-1 lead to Ronald Reagan (28 percent Carter, 72
percent Reagan).2
2 Walter Dean Burnham, "The 1980 Earthquake: Realignment, Reaction, or What?" The Hidden Election, edited by Thomas Ferguson and Joel Rogers (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981),
pp. 107-108 .
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In other words, the election of 1980, like every election since the 1930s, confirmed
the centrality of the idea that economic rights are also political rights. Even barring the disaster its programs are likely to wreak, it is an idea that will ultimately
defeat the program of the Republican right.
Indeed, the polls already reveal the extent of popular disapproval of an administration that appealed to the idea of econmnic rights, only then to betray it.
Disapproval ratings one year after the election were higher than for any previous
president for whom poll data are available. "Poll after poll in 1981 ," concludes
Seymour Martin Lipset, "indicated that ... majorities opposed reductions in
most social programs." Consistently, the pollsters report that overwhelming majorities think the Reagan tax program is unfair; perhaps because the polls suggest they believe that government should work to subtantially reduce the income
gap between the rich and the poor. And a March 1981 New York Times/CBS program found that "The most decisive answer .... came to this question 'To reduce
the size of the Federal deficit, would you be willing or not willing to havethe Government reduce proposed spending on programs for the poor?' Just 29 percent
said they would be willing, while 63 percent said they would not." Even the most
maligr.ed of the transfer programs, AFDC and foodstamps, were supported by
57 percent of the respondents. The point is that these beliefs could not exist, and
surely could not persist in the face of vigorous Republican-right propaganda, in
a Lockean political culture.
As we said, like Burnham, we think we are at a major turning point in
American political development,· although we are more hopeful about the outcome. The Republican right seized power by appealing to the new sense of economic arid democratic entitlement that has become an American idea. And then
it flouted that idea. Its policies thus far are not revitalizing capitalism, but
worsening the crisis by generating increasingly dangerous financial instabilities,
and the most serious recession since the 1930s. More than that, it set out to
revitalize capitalism by reducing the living standards of most Americans, by
attacking their unions, by scorning the aspirations of women and minorities, by
dismantling the regulations that protected environments and workplaces, and
by slashing the programs that provided the unemployed, the infirm, the aged,
and the poor with a small measure of econ6mie security. Arid it justified this
assault by invoking the familiar slogans of nineteenth-century laisse:Z-faire, by
attacking big government and offering up hossanas to the free market.
The results are disastrous. But the disaster is likely to teach Americans a
good deal. It is likely to purge from American political culture the confusing residues of nineteenth-century laissez-faire ideology. More than that, it is likely to
purge nationalistic and imperial slogans as well, for never before have the domestic costs of empire been so clearly demonstrated as by the Reagan administration's rhetoric and action.
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As the fog of Republican-right propaganda dissipates, the alternatives become clearer. On the one side, there is the incoherence, the hardship, and the insult of what Burnham calls neo-laissez faire. On the other side, there is the large
opportunity for articulating the convictions already implicit in American political culture, and for strengthening those convictions and giving them programmatic form. On the other side, in short, there is the large opportunity for an
American social democratic movement.

Political Parties
and the
New Corporatism
ANDREW J. POLSKY

O

ne fact emerges clearly from the 1980 election: the weakness of the major political parties, especially the Democratic party. To the extent that
party organizations survive, they no longer function as instruments that systematically link citizens to elected .officials. In place of the feudal arrangement that
once connected local and county functionaries to state leaders and state leaders
to one another, parties today consist largely of centralized operations in Washington. The success of the Republican party stems in part from Republican officials' effort to capitalize on this new centralization by employing advanced datagathering techniques, direct-mail fund raising, and standardized training for
candidates and campaign workers. With an average contribution to the party of
$26 in 1979, the Republicans can now claim to be more representative of the ordinary citizen than can the Democrats, who receive most of their funds in
amounts of ssoo or more. But the Republican party is an artifact of technology;
party membership exists only in computer banks and plays no role in the formulation of policy.
A number of commentators see the decline of political parties as a basic cause
of our current problems. They reason, too, that if party erosion can precipitate
the dismal chain of events described by Walter Dean Burnham, the obvious solution is a revitalized party system. This is not a new idea. Among political scientists it dates back to the publication of Woodrow Wilson's Congressional Government in 1885. Today nearly every academic study of the American party system concludes with a ritual plea for stronger parties. What is new, however, is
that the concept of a strong party system has won many adherents outside the
university. For example, within the Democratic party, officials are exploring
measures to restore their control over delegate selection in the presidential nominating process. More significantly, perhaps, complaints about the weakened.
condition of the parties coupled with calls for the restoration of party discipline
have begun to appear in the business press.
Why this fascination with the internal dynamics of political parties at a time
when, as Burnham demonstrates, the events of the past decade transcend the
party system? As 1 shall argue, the performance of the Reagan administration
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undermines the strong-party concept. Nevertheless, the concept appeals now to
certain political actors because reinvigorated parties could be used to complete
their agenda for reform of the American political economy. No longer confined
to scholarly treatises, the idea of a strong party system contains direct implications for who will have access to power and for how power will be distributed.

I

n theory political parties perform a useful task in a democratic system. Parties
can mediate between conflicting voter demands and provide politicians with
incentives to support common goals. Political scientists sometimes elevate the
role of parties to a moral imperative through the doctrine of "responsible party
government." Since parties in practice must structure policy, why not allow voters to choose between parties rather than individual candidates? The arrangement requires only that a party offer the public a platform with clear goals and
programs, and that party candidates be identified on the ballot. Once in office
each legislator would have to cooperate to implement the program, because failure to do so would result in certain defeat for all party candidates at the hands of
an electorate that held them accountable. The corollary of the doctrine is that
without responsible parties, there are no collective platforms, and consequently
democratic societies cannot achieve coherent policy.
This reasoning leads to an interpretation of the immobilization of national
policy during the 1970s. When parties weakened, the argument runs, presidential
candidates no longer sought alliances with party regulars and elected officials;
such friends mattered little in a direct primary. But any president needs a network
of supporters to push through his program. Having made no bargains on the road
to election, the contemporary president entered office without the kind of credit
he could convert into political support. 1 To complicate matters, Congressional
party organization had deteriorated. Back in the days of Sam Rayburn and Lyndon Johnson, leaders spoke authoritatively for Congress because they controlled
committee assignments and legislative scheduling-individual members could
not afford to display independence. Committee chairmen also exercised formidable power over their domains. By the early 1970s, however, reformers had
stripped the leadership of many responsibilities by opening the process of committee assignments and granting more autonomy to subcommittees. A chief executive found himself compelled to bargain separately with more than five hundred legislators, each devoted primarily to his or her own reelection. The arrangement wore down presidents and resulted in policy stalemate. 2 For the
1 Michael Walzer, "Democracy vs: Elections," New Republic, January 3, 1981, pp. 17-19.
2 Robert Lubar, "Making Democracy Less Inflation Prone," Fortune, September 22, 1980,
p. 83; Everett Carll Ladd, "How to Tame the Special-Interest Groups," Fortune, October 20,
1980, p. 67.
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voters politics presented a puzzle: although candidates for national office promised the right things, nothing got accomplished. Citizens finally expressed their
frustrations in the massive vote of no confidence discussed by Burnham.

A

lthough the foregoing view of party decay and policy deadlock seems plaurtsible, Burnham's essay raises the possibility of a different explanation for
recent political events. He focuses on the failure of the Democrats as a majority
party to cope with a set of crises in American political economy and culture. I
take political "crisis" to mean the exhaustion of all conventional policy options
in an unsuccessful attempt to address a major social problem. Burnham's approach can be expanded to a general theory about political institutions in a crisis
period that accounts more fully for developments during the Reagan tenure
than does the doctrine of responsible party government.
As a universal proposition, we can assert that a crisis creates political opportunities for the minority (or opposition) party, regardless of its ideology. Opportunities arise from several factors. First, reacting to ineffective policies, the
electorate abandons its longstanding loyalty to the majority party. Groups identified with the majority party begin to vote in much less predictable ways. Any
competent opposition party can advance if, through its platform, the party forcefully dissociates itself from business-as-usual. Then, once the opposition gains
office, it can profit from the policy momentum built up by an acute crisis. The
public expects action and will prefer unusual departures to inertia. This means a
president can call upon public support and get it, even when voters do not share
his ideology. Also, Congress is more receptive to new programs because those
members swept into office by the crisis realize why they were elected. Putting the
matter bluntly, Congressmen have nothing to lose and everything to gain by backing the president's initiatives. Given that the public has lost patience and that
standard procedures are futile, members know that reelection depends upon
making a comprehensive alternative work. Finally, the erstwhile majoritynow the opposition-tends to be weak and disorganized. Its members often
break ranks to distance themselves from a discredited past. What remains of the
new opposition lacks an imaginative counterprogram. A crisis, therefore, encourages the institutional conditions necessary for comprehensive and possibly
revolutionary change.
The Reagan "revolution" illustrates the possibilities raised by a political crisis.
Policy exhaustion began to appear after the early 1970s. Until that time the federal government intervened in the economy to insure full employment and price
stability, following a policy direction first set by Roosevelt and Truman. But the
Ford and Carter administrations discovered that moderating either inflation or
unemployment entailed unacceptable costs. Carter, in particular, seemed over-
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whelmed by the magnitude of economic decline, much as Herbert Hoover could
not cope with the Depression fifty years earlier.
Using every resource at his disposal, Ronald Reagan did not succumb to the
situation as Carter had. Burnham makes much out of the fact that the Republicans in 1981 controlled only one house in Congress, and that one by a narrow
margin. Nevertheless, the party had made a spectacular gain in the 1980 elections,
winning more Senate seats than any party had since 1958 and narrowing the
Democratic margin in the House. Electoral success of this magnitude can only
give a party a euphoric sense of mission. But it is at least as likely that the Congressional Republicans voted as a monolith because they had nothing to lose by
following the President, as because of some deep ideological commitment. Republican legislators often take pains to sound more conservative when they sniff
money in the hands of right-wing political action committees. On the other side
of the aisle, the Democratic party contained a significant fraction willing to
abandon the party's failed policies. Burnham demonstrates, too, that the loyal
Democrats had no coherent program of their own-recall his closing image of
Democratic leaders grovelling for support from commodity traders. The
Congressional climate therefore was quite favorable for a Reagan initiative.
As president, Reagan also possessed two attributes lacking in his predecessor. First, Reagan and his advisers were ideologues with a specific program for
visionary changes in public policy. We should not minimize the virtue of clearly
articulated goals and the confidence to see them through. Second, Reagan had a
keen sense of how to communicate with the public. He demonstrated this at the
outset of his term when he orchestrated a media campaign to press for quick action on his plans to reduce taxes and social expenditures. Even during a crisis the
personal characteristics of the main actors can prove critical, a point easily obscured if we regard politicians as mere agents of class forces.
The political adroitness of the Reagan administration confounds any doctrine of responsible party government. Despite the enormous Republican bankroll, the party is degenerate in a fundamental sense: party members act together
in Congress only insofar as unity serves their individual interests. Reagan
induced support for his program by persuading Congressional Republicans that
its success would improve each member's political fortunes. But a president who
relies on the self-interest of several hundred congressmen risks much. If the Reagan economic program results in further economic collapse and voters begin to
repudiate the party, Republican legislators will abandon their monolithic behavior. The crisis, not the party, has been the principal factor working in Reagan's
favor; so, too, could the crisis' prove to be his undoing.
A final point on the relationship between crisis and political opportunity:
nothing in Reagan's election and his early legislative victories justifies Burnham's
claim that comprehensive change can only be accomplished today by moving to
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the right. A crisis removes the impediments to a systematic redirection of the
public agenda. Whether the opposition party chooses to pursue a conservative
course depends upon the policies of previous administrations. Should we someday add supply-side economics to the long list of failed methods, an opening will
be created for still another comprehensive solution. Eventually we may arrive at
an election in which the boldest agenda will be put forward by an opposition that
has turned to the left.

D

o not look for such a contest in 1984. "Political capitalism," the report of
its death greatly exaggerated by Burnham, shows signs of a swift and sure
recovery. Corporatist thinkers for some time have been contemplating the causes
ofthe economic and political debacles of the 1970s. Now, in business periodicals
such as Fortune and Business Week, elements of a new strategy for political capitalism begin to take shape. In this context the discussion of party decline assumes
its .true political significance. The business press blames the collapse of party discipline for irresponsible Congressional spending and, by extension, for inflation.
To those planning the agenda for political capitalism, stronger parties appear to
be necessary instruments to restore fiscal restraint and facilitate a national policy
of reindustrialization. With the Republican party securely in the hands of Reaganites, the Democratic party emerges as the likely vehicle for this agenda.
While Burnham argues that a contradiction between capital accumulation
and social expenditures spelled the doom of political capitalism, the business
press places a very different interpretation on the same developments. Growing
federal budgets revealed the workings of an ad hoc system of state intervention.
A messy pluralism, not political capitalism, lay behind the tendency to spend
money without regard to the need for capital formation. The habit originated
during the 196os when the Great Society legitill!ized many claims upon the public treasury by groups that formerly had enjoyed little access to the centers of
political power. Before long, organized interests demanding federal support had
proliferated almost beyond counting. According to one Fortune article, "the
groups formed to work on behalf of the beneficiaries of federal money were
augmented by those agitating for environmentalism, consumerism, and other
causes, and a third category pleading for protection or subsidies for sagging industries."3 Each group concerned itself exclusively with its own demands for
more spending, more regulations, more interference in the marketplace. The
Chrysler bail-out symbolized the defects in a system that operated without central direction: major'policy decisions reflected nobroad economic rationality,
no intelligent effort to separate winners from losers, but simply which interest
3 Lubar, "Making Democracy Less Inflation Prone," p. 83.
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could bring pressure to bear in Washington.
Not surprisingly, the analysis returns to the subject of party decline. Congress abrogated its responsibility to limit overall spending, preferring instead to
smother interest groups with money. Gone were the old curmudgeons who ruled
their committees with iron fists. Interest groups found it easy to treat subcommittees as forums for special pleading and favors. The arrangement encouraged
the rise of "iron triangles" between the subcommittees, bureaucrats, and affected outsiders. 4 In the view of Everett Carll Ladd, a political scientist writing
in Fortune, Congressional accommodation to all the liberal interest groups resulted in a relentless growth in spending, inflationary deficits, and the frustration of coordinated policies. 5
The ideologues of political capitalism seek to reverse American economic
decline by replacing random state intervention and short-sighted business planning with a fully articulated policy for reindustrialization. Within the corporate
sector, adversary relations must give way to joint management-labor initiatives
that promise to save jobs in exchange for wage concessions. Only the state,
however, can give the overarching direction needed in the economy, through
growth-oriented indicative planning. More important, Business Week argues,
government must forge "a new social contract," a consensus between all social
groups to support economic growth rather than redistributive public policies. 6
To carry out this agenda, of course, certain barriers must be eliminated.
Interest-group pluralism effectively denies the possibility of a single standard of
public interest because demands do not always balance against each other. If
there is to be a new social consensus, then we need to devise some system for ordering the claims upon the state. Furthermore, as the business press likes to say,
sacrifices will have to be made in the public sector; after years of easy living off
the federal gravy train, hard times and difficult choices lie directly ahead. 7 But
interest-group politics does not encourage surrendering immediate gains for
long-run benefits. The environment in which such groups prosper-Congressmust itself be rendered less hospitable.
In its search for legislative discipline, political capitalism thus turns to the
doctrine of responsible party government. Ladd asserts that parties should stand
for comprehensive programs and that Congressional leaders should be given the

4 Ibid., pp. So, 82-83; Business Week, "A New Social Contract," June 30, 1980, p. 88; Juan
Cameron, "The Shadow Congress the Public Doesn't Know," Fortune, January 15, 1979, pp.
40, 42; Ladd, "How to Tame the! Special-Interest Groups," p. 68.
5 Ladd, "How to Tame the Special-Interest Groups," p. 66.
6 Business Week, "A New Social Contract," pp. 86-87.
7 Lubar, "Making Democracy Less Inflation Prone," p. 86.
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means to push their programs through. If leaders again determined committee
assignments and administered other perquisites, members would no longer be
free to operate as entrepreneurs devoted only to serving particular interests. Ladd
argues, too, that restoring party-leadership powers would not be sufficient; federal spending must be limited by some superpolitical measure like a Constitutional amendment. Then individual members of Congress would welcome party
leadership to act as a buffer between them and the annoying pressure groups. A
party can dismiss claims on the public treasury in a way subcommittees and members are reluctant to do. 8
Historically speaking, when strong leaders dominated Congress-in the
189os and the 1950s-the result was a far cry from coherent policy. This record
tells us something: the real issue today is not coherent policy as an abstract political good. Political capitalism seeks a particular sort of policy. The best way to
achieve the new social consensus is to restrict the set of actors who will formulate
it. Beneath the rhetoric of responsible parties lurks a strategy to modify access to
political institutions. Strong parties would exclude the marginal special interests
(everyone from environmentalists to "New Right" social-issue groups) by closing
Congressional ears to all but what Business Week calls the "leadership groups." 9
As the corporatist ideologues realize, any new social consensus would have
to speak to the needs of all Americans, especially the alienated underclass. Business Week emphasizes that the cost of reindustrialization should not fall disproportionately upon the poor. But fairness in no sense implies participation by the
social groups with little influence; rather, the agenda of political capitalism calls
for benevolent paternalism by leadership groups on behalf of the helpless. For
example, Busin(!SS Week suggests that the many millions of dollars spent on welfare be redirected into programs to create new jobs for inner cities. 10
PreS\}Jl1ing this commitmeqt to equity is genuine, we might be tempted to
di,smi~s ac:9~s~ to political ip.~titutions as unimportant. However, the empirical
record suggests ~kepticism about the language of shared sacrifice. To date the
experiments undertaken to impose burdens on all classes-the austerity measures promulgated in cities like Cleveland and New York-reveal that those who
begin with the least will pay the heaviest price. Such a result occurs precisely because austerity policies circumvent the public forums where the victims may speak
for themselves. Business, government, and even labor leaders who talk loftily
about common difficulties are insulated from the grim realities of doing without. It comes as no surprise when Business Week, having closed off the voices
from below, can f;;tcilely "eliminate" the welfare problem.
8 Ladg, ''How to Tame the Special-Interest Groups," pp. 68, 72, 76.
9 JJY§irzes~ Week, "A New ~ocial Cqntract," p. 86.
10

Ibid., pp. 86, 88.
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For the moment, a different capitalist ideology-the Reagan administration's retrograde faith in laissez faire-dominates national politics. The Republicans have shown that comprehensive policy is possible even under our weakened
and fragmented party system. Nevertheless, if the Reagan program continues to
undermine the economy, the Democrats may return to power in 1984. Here we
come to an important convergence of interests between the party and political
capitalism. To distance themselves from the Carter years, Democratic politicians
will seek a program that addresses the problems of inflation, low productivity,
and high taxes. In short, the Democrats will be looking for just the kind of policies advocated by political capitalists such as the editors of Business Week and
New York banker Felix Rohatyn. Within the party, too, many functionaries share
the corporatist belief that popular participation has become excessive. The politicians may have their own reasons: parties in their days of glory allocated money,
jobs, influence, and lucrative careers. Just the same, political greed mixed with
organized corporate support make for an idea-firm party discipline-whose
time has come. Therefore the Democrats will help political capitalists conduct
economic policy under the mantle of the state.
Despite all the corporatist planning, the strategy stands little chance of success. One requirement is that American businesses put aside their immediate concerns for their collective betterment. But these same corporations have accustomed themselves to the privatization of public policy; they court favors for
themselves and are indifferent to the larger consequences. 11 Political capitalism
anticipates a transformation of corporate psychology that is without historical
precedent. Certainly the Democratic party will be an unlikely place to achieve
forward-looking corporate consensus. Suppose business manages to unite against
a set of progressive enemies and drive such forces out of the party. Nothing would
remain then to hold corporate interests together. Instead, with each industry convinced of its patriotic indispensibility, the Democratic pa~ty would become the
arena for fratricidal and self-destructive combat among the so-called leadership
groups.

W

here can we find the source of a political agenda of the left? Some of the
most hopeful signs in current politics may be described under the heading of "localism." Many hundreds of small community organizations have been
founded upon the simple belief that shared geography implies shared vulnerability to the reckless exercise of corporate or state power. Increasingly these organizations join together in larger leagues and associations to exchange information

II
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and to coordinate strategies aimed at issues beyond the local level. Critics tend to
dismiss the local approach as short-sighted, exclusionary, and naive about the
structure of society. All these charges are valid to a degree, yet they do not nullify
a fundamental truth in the localist movement: in a world of distant and alienating institutions, the devolution of state power to participatory associations becomes a first condition for radical change.
At some point in the future the community organizations may find themselves with many allies. Whether under the program of Reaganism or political
capitalism, Burnham's "one-sided class war" will proceed, producing new casualties. Although some will abandon politics out of despair, a nucleus of the victims could become more receptive to an alternative movement. Support may
come also from the liberal organizations and single-issue groups that presently
target their efforts at Congress. The success of this technique has been predicated
upon a national state that avoids conflicts through accommodation. As political
capitalism reduces access to institutions, however, environmentalists, women's
groups, consumer advocates, and others will need a new avenue to press their
demands. A tension exists, however, between interest groups that have relied on
federal largess, and localist elements seeking to assume state responsibilities for
themselves. It is impossible to predict how this tension will be resolved.
Possibly there will be a linkage between community organizations and liberal interest groups, which may result in a new political party or in the seizure of
a major party. Given the forces arrayed against such a progressive party, it would
require a great deal of unity-the kind parties rarely display if internal discipline
rests on shared ideology alone. Party organizers may find themselves attracted
to the same strong-party model I have criticized here. So one further point about
this model ought to be made: the doctrine of responsible party government rests
on an assumption not compatible with radical democracy. Leader-dominated
parties can claim legitimacy because they serve as instruments to achieve desirable policy outcomes. By implication the process of making policy matters less
than its substantive result. "Democracy" consists of procedures that allow for
the periodic ratification of the actions of party leaders in Congress, the White
House, and other major institutions. But at the grassroots level people have
learned to reject this concept of politics. They doubt whether they should be anything less than full partners in institutions they do not view as trustworthy. Community organizations. know from bitter experience that the consequences of a
policy decision can be fatal to a neighborhood and its people before four years
have passed. When people see themselves as the objects of public policy they refuse to accept the passive role that is the implicit fate of the ordinary citizen in
the strong-party model.
Thus any party of the left based on localist sentiment must incorporate the
new popular assertiveness through internal structures that allow constant com-
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munication between officeholders and members. In a sense the organization resembles a federation more than a traditional party. I do not doubt that this degree
of democracy will prove awkward and that well-intentioned leaders will regard it
as a nuisance and .a handicap. Anyone who has ever attended a community meeting sometimes yearns for the efficiency provided by a top-down command arrangement. On the other hand, a little cleverness by party organizers would help
reduce the centrifugal forces. Members can be made to realize, after all, that
compromise secures the success of the whole and therefore of the parts. If this
seems a tenuous foundation for a national party, we should recall that citizens
have paternal friends who would gladly spare us the inconvenience.

AUTHOR's NOTE: The author wishes to thank Stanley Kelley Jr. and Beth R. Morgenstern for
their comments on an earlier version of this essay.
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EXPLORATIONS

Democratic Capitalism
at the Crossroads
ADAM PRZEWORSKIANDMICHAEL WALLERSTEIN
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r-r-:e ideology that orients the current right-wing offensive is in many ways
ghost of the 192os: antistatist, emphasizing the hegemony of the entrepreneur, portraying popular consumption as inimical to national interests, and
based on the belief in the rationality of the market and in the autonomous importance of money. Yet what is new in this ideology is the dominant role played
by technical economic theory. In the 1920s, deflationary policies and the
principles of the gold standard and of balanced budgets were justified as an
accumulated wisdom derived from experience. The only abstract basis for these
principles was the quantity theory of money. The ideological appeal was
couched in terms of popular values, such as thrift, responsibility, and common
sense. The spokesmen for this ideology were typically officials of the Treasury
and the bankers. In the 1970s, in contrast, the justification is derived from
seemingly technical theories: "monetarism," "Ia nouvelle economie," and
"rational expectations" are all being offered as sCientific reasons why everyone
will be· better off if the state withdraws from the economy and capitalists are
allowed to accumulate without distributional considerations. Even the most
naked program for an upward distribution of income-Reagan's economic
policy-is masked as a "supply -side theory," with a concocted Laffer curve as its
main theoretical mainstay.
It was Keynes who transformed macroeconomics from a frame of mind
into a theory: a deductive method for analyzing the determinants of national income and for evaluating alternative policies. His followers constructed mathematical models of capitalist economies and ·described statistically particular
economies in terms of these models. The new theory became the framework
within which particular groups presented their interests as universal. It became
the vehicle for the articulation of claiins to hegemony and the language of eco-
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nomic policy. It is a lasting legacy of the Keynesian revolution that the terrain of
ideological conflict has been conquered by technical economic theory..
While many people have subsequently claimed that the central principles of
Keynesian economics had been presaged by Marx and some of his followers, in
fact marxist economic theory has never been of economic importance for the
left. Marx's theory provided a useful threefold analysis: first, capitalism is based
on exploitation (the source of profit is surplus value); second, the private property of the means of production is the source simultaneously of the injustice and
the irrationality of capitalism; third, the falling rate of profit is the source of
crises. The theory has been politically useful only as a justification of revolutionary goals, specifically of the program of nationalization of the means of production. Marx's economics, even its most sophisticated version, is not a helpful
tool for addressing workers' distributional claims within capitalism and it is useless as a framework for administering capitalist economies. It is easy to say "so
what," but the fact is that all mass movements of the left historically have had to
face precisely these tasks.
As a result, it has been the understanding of the capitalist economy and the
policy recommendations provided by Keynesian economics that the left has embraced. But Keynesian economics is now badly tarnished. Two phenomena that
have characterized much of the developed capitalist world since the early 1 970s,
a gradual increase in the rate of inflation and a gradual decline in the rate of
growth, have proved remarkably unresponsive to the traditional interventions
prescribed by Keynesian theory. Yet this deeply ingrained tradition perseveres,
providing the basis for much of the left's current reactions to the conservative
offensive. Many continue to insist that the supply of savings is not problematic,
that demand is chronically insufficient, and that a redistribution of income, fullemployment policies, and social spending are the only ways to get out of the
current crisis. The problem is that such a response is no longer convincing. It
represents a reaction of clinging to old ideas and old policies that the right
claims, with some justification, have been tried and found wanting. An obstinate defense of policies associated with past failures abdicates the ideological
terrain to the right and, we believe, is not necessary.
What, then, are the choices we face? At one level we are discussing a question about an economic project that would constitute a reasonable and appealing alternative both to the policies of demand management and to the current
wave of right-wing supply-oriented economics. But economic theories are rationalizations of the politicarinterests of conflicting classes and groups, and
should be treated as such. Behind economic alternatives lurk visions of society,
models of culture, and thrusts for power. Economic projects entail political and
social ones.
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~e combination of democracy and capitalism constitutes a compromise:

~hose who do not own instruments of production consent to the institution
of the private ownership of capital stock while those who own productive instruments consent to political institutions that permit other groups to effectively
press their claims to the allocation of resources and the distribution of output. It
may be worth recalling that this compromise was deemed unfeasible by Marx,
who claims that the "bourgeois republic" is based on a contradiction that renders
it inherently unstable as a form of social organization. A combination of private
ownership of the means of production with universal suffrage, Marx argued,
must lead either to "social emancipation" of the oppressed classes utilizing their
political power or to "political restoration" of the oppressing class utilizing its
economic power. Hence, Marx held, capitalist democracy is "only the political
form of revolution of bourgeois society and not its conservative form of life,"
"only a spasmodic, exceptional state of things ... impossible as the normal
form of society."
It was Keynesianism that provided the ideological and political foundations for the compromise of capitalist democracy. Keynesianism held out the
prospect that the state could reconcile the private ownership of the means of
production with democratic management of the economy. As Keynes himself
put it: "It is not the ownership of the instruments of production which it is important for the state to assume. If the state is able to determine the aggregate
amount of resources devoted to augmenting the instruments and the basic reward
to those who own them, it will have accomplished all that is necessary." 1 Democratic control over the level of unemployment and the distribution of income became the terms of the compromise that made democratic capitalism possible.
The problem of the 1930s was that resources lay fallow: machines stood idle
while men were out of work. At no time in history was the irrationality of the
capitalist system more blatant. As families starved, food-already produced
food-was destroyed. Coffee was burned, pigs were killed, inventories rotted,
machines rusted. Unemployment was the central political problem of society.
According to the economic orthodoxy of the time, this state of affairs was
simply a given and the only recourse was to cut the costs of production, which
meant cutting wages and transfers. Some relief measures to assist the unemployed
were obviously urgently required, but whether such measures were advisable
from an economic point of view was at best controversial. In Great Britain the
Labour government in fact proposed to reduce unemployment compensations:
this was the condition for being bailed out by the IMF of the time, where "M"
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I John Maynard Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money (New
York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1¢4), p. 378.
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stood for the Morgan Bank. But in Sweden the Social Democratic Party, having
won the election of 1932, broke the shell of the orthodox monetary policy. As
unemployment climbed sharply With the onset of the Great Depression, they
stumbled upon an idea that was truly new: instead of assisting the unemployed,
the Swedish Social Democrats employed them. It was the beginning of the marriage of the left and Keynesian economics. 2
Keynesianism provided the foundation for class compromise by supplying
those political parties representing workers with a justification for holding
office within capitalist societies. And such a justification was desperately needed.
Ever since the 189os, Social Democrats had thought that their irreversible electoral progress would culminate in an electoral majority that would allow them
one day to enter into office and legislate their societies into socialism. They were
completely unprepared for what ensued: in several countries Social Democratic,
. Labor, and Socialist parties were invited to form governments by default, without winning the majority that would have been necessary to pursue the program
of nationalization but because the bourgeois parties were too divided to continue their traditional coalitions. Indeed, the first elected socialist government in
the world was formed by the Swedish Social·Democrats in 1920 just as they suffered their first electoral reversal. And once in office, socialists found themselves in the embarrassing situation of not being able to pursue the program of
nationalization and not having any other program that would distinguish them
from their bourgeois opponents. They could and did pursue ad hoc measures
designed to improve conditions for their electoral constituency: the development of public housing, the institution of unemployment relief, the introduction
of minimum wages, income and inheritance taxes, and old age pensions. But
such measures did not differ from the tradition of conservative reforms associated with Bismarck, Disraeli, or Giolitti. Socialists behaved like all other parties:
some distributional bias toward their own constituency but full of respect for the
golden principles of the balanced budget, deflation, gold standard, etc.
Keynesianism suddenly provided working-class political parties with a reason to be in office. It appeared that there was something to be done, that the
economy was not moving according to naturallaws, that economic crises could
be attenuated and the waste of resources and the suffering alleviated if the state
pursued anticyclical policies of demand management. If the economy was producing at a level below its capacity, given the existing stock of capital and labor,
a proper government policy could increase output until it approached the eco2 In fact, the question whether the Swedish policies were an application of the ideas of Keynes
or were developed autonomously, from Marx via Wicksell, continues to evoke controversy. See
Bo Gustafsson, "A Perennial of Doctrinal History: Keynes and the 'Stockholm School,' "
Economy and History 17 (1973): 114-128.
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nomy's full potential. The government had the capacity to close the "fullemployment gap," to insure that there would be no unemployment of men and
machines. Full employment became a realistic goal that could be pursued at all
times.
How was this to be done? Here again Keynesian economics provided a
technical justification for class compromise. The answer it provided was to
increase consumption. In the Keynesian diagnosis, the cause of unemployment
was the insufficiency of demand. Hence any redistribution of income downwards to people who consume most of it and any expansion of government
spending will stimulate production and reduce unemployment. 3 Given the existing capital stock, the actual output can always be raised by increasing wages,
transfers to the poor, and government spending, or by reducing taxes. Since
raising output means augmenting the rate of utilization of resources, the same
policies will diminish unemployment. Thus the distributional bias of the left
toward their electoral constituency found a rationalization in a technical
economic theory. As Leon Blum put it, "a better distribution ... would revive
production at the same time that it wouid satisfy justice."
But more was at stake. In the orthodox thinking, any demands by workers
or the unemployed for higher consumption· appeared as a particularistic interest, inimical to future national development. To increase wages or social services
was to raise costs· of production and to divert resources from the investment
necessary for growth, accumulation of capital, and improved productivity. The
welfare of the poor was a matter of private charity, not of economics. But in the
Keynesian framework it is consumption that provides the motor force for production, and suddenly workers and the poor turned out to bethe representatives
of the universal interest. Their particularistic interest in consumption coincided
with the general interest in production. The "people" became the hegemonic
force in society. As Bertil Ohlin stated in 1938, "In recent years it has become
obvious that ... many forms of'consumption'-food, clothing, housing, recreation- ... represent an investment in the most valuable productive instrument of all, the people itself."4 The terms of discourse became transformed.
Not all "Keynesian" positions are the same. One policy direction-warmly
embraced by the radical left-focused on the redistribution of income toward
3 In theory there is another Keynesian instrument: increasing investment expenditures-and
thus aggregate demand-by lowering interest rates. But the effect of nominal interest rates upon
the level of investment proved empirically to be the weakest link of the Keynesian approach, a
conclusion reached by Tinbergen in 1939. Therefore monetary policy was used in practice
mainly to accommodate fiscal policy, that is, to prevent government deficits from driving up
interest rates or to control inflation, but not to stimulate demand, at least not intentionally.
4 Bertil Ohlin, "Economic Progress in Sweden," The Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 197 (1938): 5·
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wages and transfers. This is what happened in France in 1936. A more cautious,
and more successful, policy consisted of manipulating government spending,
taxation, and the money supply. The Swedish policy of 1932 was exclusively an
"employment policy": it consisted of productive public employment financed by
deficits and increased taxation. Wage rates did not increase in Sweden until
1938, well after the economy was out of the slump. In fact, the simple formal
framework of Keynesian economics, as is found in modern macroeconomic textbooks, favors government spending over redistribution of income: the "multiplier" for government spending is greater than unity, while for wages and transfers it is less than unity. Hence, at least in principle, government spending more
than pays for itself in increased production, while distribution of income partially hurts other components of demand.
In all of its forms, the Keynesian compromise consisted of a dual program:
"full employment and equality," where the first term meant regulation of the
level of employment via the management of demand, particularly government
spending, and the latter consisted of the net of social services that constituted the
"welfare state." The Keynesian compromise, therefore, came to consist of more
than an active role for the government in macroeconomic management. As the
provider of social services and regulator of the marketf the state acted in
multiple social realms. Governments developed manpower programs, family
policies, housing schemes, income assistance nets, health systems, etc. They
attempted to regulate the labor force by mixing incentives and deterrents to participation in the labor market. They sought to alter patterns of racial and
regional disparities. The result is that social relations are mediated through
democratic political institutions rather than remaining private.
At the same time, the Keynesian compromise became increasingly dependent upon economic concessions granted to groups of people organized as nonmarket actors. Politics turned into an interplay of coalitions among such
groups, giving rise to corporatist tendencies of direct negotiation, either
between organized groups-:-particularly labor and capital-under the tutelage of
the government or between each group and the government. The allocation of
economic resources became increasingly dominated by relations of political
forces.
The compromise was tenable as long as it could provide employment and
material security. Indeed, by most criteria of economic progress the Keynesian
era was a success. Whether or not this was due to the efficacy of Keynesian economic policies or was merely fortuitous is a matter of debate. Nevertheless,
output grew, unemployment was low, social services. were extended, and social
peace reigned. Until the late 196os, Keynesianism was the established ideology of
class compromise, under which different groups could conflict within the confines of a capitalist and democratic system. And, with the possible exception of
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Karl Rehn's 1951 program in Sweden and the Italian Communist Party's shortlived austerity policy of the mid-197os, Keynesianism provided the only framework for such a compromise. The crisis ofKeynesianism is a crisis of democratic
capitalism.

K

eynesian economics is demand economics. The supply of capital and the
supply of labor are assumed to be constant. The supply of savings is determined endogenously: it always equals investment. As demand is stimulated,
whether by government policies or exogenous events, production expands to
match demand, income increases and so do savings until a new equilibrium is
reached where savings again equals investment at a higher level of capacityutilization. The level of output shifts to maintain the equality of savings and
investment. Moreover, since the Keynesian problem is to bring the actual output
to the potential level of the already existing capital stock, the accumulation of
capital is ignored altogether, to the point where new investment is assumed to be
nonnegative at the same time that the total stock of capital is assumed to be constant.
Keynesian economics is the economics of the "short-run," where the shortrun is a situation rather than a period of time, in which cumulative changes of
capital stock can be ignored. Given the Keynesian problem, this assumption is
not unreasonable, but the effect is that this framework has nothing to say about
the determinants of the potential level of output, about capital accumulation, or
about productivity. The problem for Keynesian policies is always to close the
gap between actual output and potential output, whatever the potential might
happen to be.
Suppose for the moment that this problem has been solved and the
economy is producing at its full potential. Since the already installed capital
stock is now fully utilized, output cannot be increased without investment, that
is, without new additions to the capital stock. In the demand view of the world,
no longer Keynes's own but nevertheless very much "Keynesian," demand
stimulation will still have the effect of increasing output, this time by "accelerating'' investment. 5 Investors are assumed to make their investment decisions in
order to increase production to match the expected future aggregate demand.
Hence, the same government policies-spending, distribution of income,
reduction of taxation-will continue to be effective, since by stimulating
5 This theory of investment was first suggested by J. Maurice Clark, "Business Acceleration
and the Law of Demand: A Technical Factor in Economic Cycles," Journal ofPolitical Economy 25 (1917): 217-235. Its modern form is due to Hollis Chenery, "Overcapacity and the Acceleration Principle," Econometrica 20 (1952): 1-28.
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demand past the level of potential output the government will stimulate investment and economic growth.
But things look different when the supply of productive inputs is no longer
taken to be fixed or passive. Now the question of whether the supply of savings is
sufficient becomes problematic. The supply of savings available for investment
is what is left from the total output after wages, transfers, and government expenditures have been subtracted. Hence the very measures designed to stimulate
demand have the effect of reducing potential savings, that is, the savings that are
available when the economy is running at its full potential.
·
As long as the economy operates below the full potential level there is no
contradiction involved. The output determined by the level of aggregate
demand is assumed not to be greater than the level possible given the already
existing capital stock, and the supply of savings is not a constraint. Indeed, in
such circumstances, savings are too high and the Keynesian remedies all involve
a reduction of savings as a proportion of output. But when the economy is close
to full employment the measures meant to increase aggregate demand and therefore to decrease aggregate saving have the effect of limiting the rate of growth of
potential output. And since potential output is the ceiling for actual output,
short-run demand stimulation turns out to have perverse effects for the longrun. When we encounter symptoms of insufficient investment-the stagnation
of real wages, the decline of productivity, the obsolescence of plant and equipment-demand management provides no solution. Indeed, the stimulation of
demand accentuates the problem when the problem is the shortage of capital.
The supply side is the kingdom of the bourgeoisie. Here the bourgeoisie appears hegemonic: the realization of its interest in profits is a necessary condition
for the improvement of the material conditions of everyone. Increased output
requires investment, investment is financed by savings, savings are financed by
profits. Hence profits are the condition for growth. From the supply side it is
savings that provide the motor for accumulation and,-as all studies show,
workers do not save much. Increases in wages and transfers as well as "welfare"
spending appear, therefore, as hindrances to growth. So does taxation of the
wealthy and any form of government intervention that restricts profitability,
even if such restrictions reflect social costs and negative externalities.
Clearly, such a rendition of the economic system is not particularly appealing to those who consume most of their incomes. The natural response of the left
is to claim that the very problem of the supply of savings is a false one. 6 This is a
6 See, for example, V. Perlo, "The New Propaganda on Declining Profit Shares and Inadequate Investment," Review ofRadical Economics, Fall 1976; Paul Sweezy and Harry Magdoff,
"Are Low Savings Ruining the U.S. Economy?" Monthly Review 7 (1980): 1-12, or, most
recently, Emma Rothschild, "The Philosophy of Reaganism," New York Review of Books,
April 15, 1982, pp. 19-26.
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response embedded in the Keynesian framework in which investment and
growth are constrained by insufficient demand, not by available savings. But the
response is wrong. The inadequate rate of investment in the U.S. did not
suddenly appear in the recessions of the last ten years. Investment, capital accumulation, and growth of output per worker have been lower in the U.S. than in
any major advanced capitalist economies, except for Great Britain, throughout
the postwar period. 7 What is fallacious in the claims of right-wing economists is
not the assertion that the supply of savings is insufficient to finance the desirable
level of investment, but the argument that savings are insufficient because
profits are too low.
True, the mere fact that the level of investment is inadequate does not imply
that savings must be increased-at least if we accept the possibility that most of
current investment may be socially wasteful, superfluous, or otherwise undesirable. The aggregate balance always hides qualitative alternatives. One bomber
absorbs as much savings as would a modern mass-transit system for the city of
Chicago. If investment is insufficient, there are many places to look for waste,
and nonmilitary public expenditures would not necessarily be the first place
selected by a rational observer.
But such a qualitative response is not sufficient. Moreover, it is not synonymous with an indiscriminate cry for a continued expansion of government
spending, for suppc-rting obsolete industries, and for an obstinate stimulation
of demand. The problem of the Supply of savings must be faced as such.
The historical experience of several countries demonstrates that growth can
be generated without pernicious effects upon the distribution of income when
governments actively influence the rate and the direction of investment and the
supply of labor. The post war German "miracle," the rapid growth of Japan,
and the apparent success of the Swedish Social Democrats in combining relatively fast growth of productivity with the most egalitarian distribution of income in the West demonstrate that there eXists an alternative to demandmanagement as well as to profit-oriented, right-wing supply policies.
Although they have been pursued in somewhat different forms in several
countries, these alternative supply-oriented policies have never been formalized
in a theoretical framework. Indeed, the Swedish Social Democrats seem to have
stumbled upon them in I 95 I in a manner reminiscent of their discovery of deficit
spending in I932: mainly as a remedy to the problem of maintaining price stabil-

7 For a recent study, see John Kendrick, "Sources of Growth in Real Product and Productivity in Eight Countries, 1960-1978" (paper prepared for the Office of Economic Research, the
New York Stock Exchange, New York, 1981).
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ity under conditions of full employment. 8 Of the German post- 1949 policies it is
typically said that they were a discovery of bankers who behaved as if Keynes
had never existed. Yet both the Germans and the Swedes, along with a number
of other countries, successfully pursued sustained programs consisting of public
control over investment, elimination of inefficient industries, manpower policies designed to reduce structural unemployment, and expansion of the welfare
system.
In order to understand abstractly these investment-oriented supply strategies, one must note first that in advanced capitalist economies productive investment is financed largely out of profit incomes. This implies that the rate of accumulation, that is, the ratio of the change in capital stock over total capital stock,
is approximately equal to the product of two quantities: the rate of saving out of
profits and the after-tax rate of profit. 9 For example, a 6 percent rate of growth
could be accomplished by a saving rate of 6o percent combined with a rate of
profit of 10 percent or, equivalently, by a saving rate of 30 percent combined
with a rate of profit of 20 percent.
The crucial question is whether firms can be made to invest when the rate of
profit is low. The argument of the right is that this situation is unfeasible, since
without sufficient future rewards capitalists will not abstain in the present. Big
business and the political forces that represent it always claim that the only way
the volume of savings can be increased is by raising the after-tax rate of profit,
an increase that is supposed to have two effects. First, given a constant rate of
saving out of profits, either directly by firms or by the recipients of profit
income, the aggregate volume of savings will rise in proportion to the increase in
the aggregate volume of profits. Second, a higher rate of return is promised to
induce a higher propensity to save out of profits. Giving more money to "those
who save," in the words of the Wall Street Journal, will encourage them to save
at a higher rate. Indeed, the central tenet of the new economics is that a redistribution of income in favor of profits is a necessary cost the society must bear in
order to produce a higher rate of investment and economic growth. The policies
of the right, therefore, are designed to increase the effective rate of profit by
sharply reducing nominal rates of taxation of incomes derived from property,
by cutting down nonmilitary public expenditures, by eliminating all of the
profit-constraining regulation, and by limiting the right of workers to organize

8 Gosta Rehn, "The Problem of Stability: An Analysis and Some Policy Proposals," in Ralph
Turvey, ed., Wages Policy Under FuU Employment (London: William Hodge and Company,
1952).

9 Formally, AK/K =sP/K, where K is the capital stock and AK its change, sis the rate of
saving out of profit, P is the volume of profits, and P /K is the rate of profit.
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and strike. They offer in return the promise of increased investment, improvement of productivity, and an acceleration of growth.
Yet there ar.e countries-those mentioned above among them-in which the
rate of investment has been relatively high while the after-tax rate of profit has
been relatively low. These are the countries in which governments sought to alter
the terms of choice of private decision makers between consumption and investment through taxes, credits, and direct subsidies.
Let us concentrate on the use of the tax system. Consider all taxes levied on
incomes derived from the ownership of capital. They typically include a personal income tax on earned income ("salaries" of top executives), a personal
income tax on property income, a tax on wealth, and a corporate profit tax.
Given any mixture of these incomes there exists some average nominal rate of
taxation of the aggregate property income. At the same time, all western countries use the tax system as an instrument for stimulating investment: by a preferential treatment of capital gains, depreciation write-offs, investment credits,
and .grants. Given a mix of these different manners of investing, there exists
again an average rate of investment relief, a rate that depends upon the rate of
investment. Hence, the effective tax rate-the rate at which incomes from profits are in fact taxed-will be determined by the difference between the nominal
rate of taxation and the rate of investment relief.
Let us now compare different tax systems. When the nominal tax rate on
profits is low, the tax system has the effect of keeping the after-tax rate of profit
high-independent of the rate of investment. Such a tax system rewards wealth,
not investment. It may-although the evidence is at best mixed 10 -provide an incentive to invest, but it provides no assurance. It imposes no penalties on unproductive uses of profits. Hence, lowering the nominal rate of taxation of profits is
the program of business. Owners of capital are then free to do whatever they
find in their self-interest without any controL
But suppose that the nominal tax-rate on profits is high-very high-and
the marginal rate of investment tax relief is also high, at least for some chosen
types of investment. 11 Unproductive uses of profits are now being punished.
People and firms that do not invest do not receive tax breaks. The terms of
choice facing the owners of capital are altered, presenting the choice of investing
in publicly designated directions or paying taxes. It is now in the interest of firms
to invest.
10 "U.S. Economic P-erformance in a Global Perspective" (New York: New York Stock
Exchange, I98I).
I I As Andrew Shonfield put it, referring to Germany, "To make the trick work, tax .rates had
to be high. They were." Modern Capitalism (London: Oxford University Press, I969), p. 282.
And so were tax credits for investments: see Appendix IV.
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Consider, again, the example oftwo societies that add to their capital stock
and output at the rate of 6 percent per year: one with the after-tax rate of profit
of 20 percent and the rate of investment of 30 percent, the other with the aftertax rate of profit of 10 percent and the rate of investment out of profits of 6o
percent. As is illustrated in the table below, the distributional implications of
these alternative patterns of growth are quite staggering~ When accumulation is
financed by a high rate of investment with a low rate of profit, Case B, the share
of wages and government spending is much higher and the rate of consumption
out of profit incomes much lower than Case A where accumulation is financed
with a high rate of profit and a low rate of investment. The choice is brutally
clear. The same rate of growth can be obtained in different ways. The question is
simply who will pay the cost of accumulation: the wage-earners and unemployed
or the owners of capital.
Two Hypothetical Patterns of Capital Accumulation
at Six Percent Per Year
(Net incremental capital-output ratio is 2)
CASE A

Rate of growth of output
and capital stock
Net investment/ output
Rate of profit
Rate of saving out of profits
Share of profits in output
Share of wages and government
Share of consumption out of profits

60Jo
12%
20%
30%
40%
6o%
28%

CASEB

6%
12%
IO%

6o%
20%
8o%
8%

Investment+ Wages and government+ Consumption out of profits= 100%

Hence, the problem of the supply of capital, that is: of investment and productivity, can be addressed without redistributing incomes upwards and dismantling government services~ if the tax system is used to reward investment
and discourage consumption of profit incomes. This kind of tax system satisfies
three criteria. First, it delivers investment. Second, it does not place the burden
of sacrifice on wage-earners and those dependent upon the government for survival. Third, if applied with qualitative criteria, it allows society to choose the
directions of investment on the basis of criteria other than private profitability.
None of the above is intended to suggest, however, that democratic control
over investment, exercised thtough the tax system, is a panacea. Decisions over
the allocation of investment involve a number oftrade-offs that are painful, as
trade-offs are. We do not have consensual criteria by which to evaluate the
choices presented by considerations of social effects, environment, health and
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safety, depletion of natural resources, and profitability. And in the absence of
such criteria: qualitative control over investment could lead to whimsical rule by
government bureaucrats responding to political pressures. The exercise of discretion in investment policy makes it possible for firms (private and public) to succeed on the basis of influence within government bureaucracies rather than on
the strict merits of their undertakings. And as long as market rationality remains
the international criterion of efficiency in the allocation of resources, market
criteria tend to ultimately prevail under the pressure of international competition.
Moreover, the goals of economic growth and increased productivity are in
conflict with the goal of protecting existing jobs. A policy that encourages laborsaving innovations, that refuses subsidies to inefficient producers or protection
to obsolete industries, must be coupled with Swedish-style manpower programs
of job-retraining and subsidies for labor mobility. But, as the Swedes dis...
covered, such manpower policies are socially costly and may be politically intolerable.12 Measures designed to make people move according to the shifting
patterns of industry imply that families are uprooted, social ties are fractured,
and even entire communities may die deserted by the breadwinners.
Yet a comprehensive, consistent system of public control over investment
and income distribution opens the possibility for the realization ofthe original
goal of the socialist movement, the goal that has been abandoned and perverted
in its history, namely, reduction of the necessary labor time. It is ironic that,
since the 1930s, full employment has been the predominant concern of the left.
What in the middle of the nineteenth century used to be called "wage slavery''
became the condition to be made universal. The working class has traveled a
long road from seeking to abolish the wage relation to attempting to insure that
none are excluded from it. As Rosa Luxemburg observed in 1906, workers had
become an obstacle to technical change that ws>uld make possible their own
liberation. Defense of obsolete plants and inefficient industries for the sake of
maintaining jobs has been an almost irresistible stance to the left, with inevitable
detrimental effects for economic welfare. The maintenance of full employment
has turned into a major bat:rier to investment that would improve productivity,
increase output, raise wages, and/ or reduce working time.
The priority that the left has given to the creation of jobs is inevitable so
long as a decent standard of living is contingent upon being employed. Only
12 For discussions of the problems encountered by the Swedish Social Democrats in the most
ambitious attempt to date in a capitalist economy to shape the supply of both labor and privately owned capital through government policies, see Goran Ohlin, "The Changing Role of Private
Enterprise in Sweden," in Karl Cerny, ed., Scandinavia at the Po//s(Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute, 1977), pp. 249-265; Robert Heilbroner, "Swedish Promise," New York
Review of Books (December 4, 1980 ), pp. 33-36. ·
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when a sufficient minimum income is guaranteed to all will the maintenance of
full employment no longer be a necessary object of economic policy. A substantial degree of equality, then, is a precondition for a working-class-supported
macroeconomic policy that would allow jobs to be lost for the sake of productivity growth that would not protect technologically backward plants and industries, that would encourage rather than block labor-saving innovations. But
consider the rewards. At an annual rate of productivity growth of less than 3
percent, output per worker doubles in twenty-five years: within one generation
we could reduce labor time by one half. Whether people would opt to use productivity gains to increase consumption or free time we do not know. But once
the maintenance of full employment ceases to be a fetish, once decent life conditions are assured for everyone, this choice will be open.

I

n any society some decisions have a public impact while others have a private,
or limited, effect. And in any society some decisions are made by the public
while others are restricted to the private realm. Investment decisions-decisions
to withhold a part of society's resources from current consumption and to allocate them to replace or augment the instruments of production-have an impact
that is both general and long-lasting, that is, public. Yet the very institution of
private property implies that they are a private prerogative. Control over investment is the central political issue under capitalism precisely because no other
privately made decisions have such a profound public impact.
, The program of the right is to let the type and quantity of investment be determined by the market. The market, after all, is an institution that coordinates
private decisions and aggregates preferences. If the market is undistorted by
monopolies, externalities, etc., and consumers are sovereign, the market aggregates private decisions in a way that corresponds to preferences of individuals as
consumers. The decisions made by profit-maximizing investors will respond to
the preferences of consumers concerning the atemporal and intertemporal allocation of resources. But the preferences to which the market responds are
weighted by the amount of resources each individual controls. That an idealized
"perfect" market matches aggregated consumer preferences for private goods
efficiently is the first lesson of welfare economics. That aggregated consumer
preferences reflect the distribution of income and wealth is an often neglected
corollary.
A democratic political system constitutes another mechanism by which individual preferences are aggregated. If political competition is free of coercion
and if voters are sovereign, then government policies will reflect the aggregated
preferences of individuals as citizens. But as citizens individuals are weighted
equally. Hence, the same set of individual preferences, for private as well as
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public goods, will normally yield a demand for a different allocation of resources when they are aggregated by political institutions rather than by the
market.
Further, the market provides no guarantee that those whose consumption
is most restrained in the present will reap the rewards of investment in the future.
In any society some part of the current output must be withheld from consumption if producton is to continue and consumption is to increase. What distinguishes capitalism is that investment is financed mostly out of profits, the part of
the product withheld from wage-earners. It is upon profits that the renewal and
enlargement of the capital stock depend. Hence, under capitalism, the presence
of profits is a necessary condition for the improvement of material conditions of
any group within the society. But it is not sufficient. Profits may be hoarded,
consumed, exported, or invested badly. Even if capitalists are abstemious, efficient, and prescient, their market relation with workers ends as the cycle of
production is completed and the wages are paid, and there is nothing in the
structure of the capitalist system of production that would guarantee that wageearners would be the ones to benefit from the fact that a part of the product is
currently withheld from them as profit.
Any class compromise must, therefore, have at least two aspects: one concerning the distribution of income and the second concerning investment. If
those who do not own capital are to consent voluntarily to the private property
of the instruments of production, they must have a reasonable certainty that
their material conditions would improve in the future as the result of current
appropriation of profit by capitalists. Until recently, this compromise was rarely
stated explicitly, for it is basically institutional: workers consent to the institution of private property of the instruments of production and owners of these
instruments consent to political institutions through which other groups can
effectively process their demands. Today, as trust in the compromise is eroding,
workers are demanding more explicit commitments. As a recent report commissioned by the European Trade Union Confederation declared: "To accept the
level of profits required for investments and to give companies a sound financial
basis, workers will increasingly demand a say in decisions about investments and
a fairer share of the income they generate." 13
The current period, however, is the first moment since the 1920s in which
owners of capital have openly rejected a compromise that involves public
influence over investment and the distribution of income. For the first time in
several decades, the right has an historical project of its own: to free accumu-

13 Giinter Kopke, Keynes Plus: A Participatory Economy (Brussels: European Trade Union
Institute, 1979), p. iv.

.

:-~·

Przeworski and Wallerstein I Crossroads

, '.~-

.

67

lation from all the fetters imposed upon it by democracy. For the bourgeoisie
·never completed its revolution.
Just as it freed accumulation from the restraint of the feudal order, the
bourgeoisie was forced to subject it to the constraint of popular control exercised through universal suffrage. The combination of private property of the
means of production with universal suffrage is a compromise, and this compromise implies that the logic of accumulation is not exclusively the logic of private
actors.
What is involved in the current offensive of the right is not simply a question of taxes, government spending, or even the distribution of income. The
plans for relaxing taxation of profits, abolishing environmental controls, eliminating welfare programs, removing government control over product safety and
conditions of work, and weakening the labor unions add up to more than reorientation of the economic policy. They constitute a project for a new society, a
bourgeois revolution.
It is thus necessary to consider the following question: what kind of a society
would it be in which accumulation would be free from any form of political control, free from constraints of income distribution, from considerations of
employment, environment, health of workers, and safety of consumers? Such
hypothetical questions have no ready-made answers, but let us speculate.
It would be a society composed of households and firms, related to each
other exclusively through the market. Social relations would become coextensive with market relations and the role of the political authority would be reduced to defending the market from attempts by any group organized as nonmarket actors (i.e., other than households and firms) to alter the rationality of
market allocations. Since social and political relations would be depoliticized,
demands by nonmarket actors would find no audience. The tension between
accumulation and legitimation would be overcome: a~cumulation would be
self-legitimizing for those who benefit from it and no other legitmacy would be
sought. As it has been said, "the government does not owe anybody anything."
Household income would depend solely upon the market value of the labor
performed. Reproduction of the labor force would be reprivatized and the traditional division of labor within the household-between earners and nurturerswould be restored. Persons excluded from participation in gainful activities
would have no institutional guarantee of survival. They might be isolated on
"reservations," whether inner cities or depressed regions, where they could be
forgotten or ignored.
Workers would be disorganized as a class. If wage bargaining is decentralized by law to the level of the firm (as it is now in Chile) and if the process of internationalization of production continues, the monopoly power of unions would
be effectively broken. Workers would be controlled by a combination of decen-
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tralized co-optation by some firms, by repression oriented against monopoly
power, and-most importantly-by the threat of unemployment.
All of these changes would represent a reversal of trends that we are accustomed to see as irreversible. Indeed, the picture we drew can be easily obtained by
combining the trends of contemporary capitalism described by, say, E. H. Carr
or Jurgen Habermas, and reversing them. 14 Economic relations would be depoliticized. Government economic planning would be abandoned. Legitimation
would be left to the market. The "economic whip" would be reinstated as the
central mechanism of political control.
Is such a society feasible? The Chilean experience demonstrates that it is
feasible when accompanied by brutal repression, the destruction of democratic
institutions, the liquidation of all forms of politics. At least in Chile-most
observers agree-such a restructuring of the society could not have succeeded
under democratic conditions, without the military dictatorship. But is it feasible
without destroying formal democracy, without a "Chileanization'; of capitalist
democracies?
Where electoral participation has traditionally been high, where working~
class parties enjoy electoral support, and where access to the electoral system is
relatively open-in most Western European countries-the project of the right
seems doomed to failure under democratic conditions. But in the Umted States,
where about 40 percent of adults never vote, where parties of notables have a
duopolistic control over the electoral system, and where the barriers to entry are
prohibitive, one must be less sanguine about the prospects. For supposethat the
project is economically successful, even if for purely fortuitous reasons, and
beneficial for a sizeable part of the electorate, that the right captures both parties, and the offensive enjoys the support of the mass media.... Such a prospect is not totally farfetched.

14 Edward H. Carr, The New Society (London: Oxford University Press, 1961); Jurgen
Habermas; Legitimation Crisis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1975).

The First Amendment
and the
National Security State
LESLIE W. DUNBAR
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at is there left to b.e said about the freedom of speech, or its Amerian affirmation, the First Amendment? Not much, I think, even
considering that old truths need reavowal. Read Milton, read Meiklejohn; they
said it, for their times and ours. A modern commentator can report that the old
faith currently is endangered; but they knew that it would always be.
One has, of course, one's own positions in today's debates. Mine lead me to
views that, in the sense that they fall within no single camp, may be controversial. But as the very essence of free speech is faith in discussion-indeed, a conviction that without it there is no civilization worthy of the name-that is not surprising. Free speech is the natural foe of orthodoxy, even that of liberals. To clear
the way for the emphasis I shall put forward in this essay, some of these positions
should be briefly set out.
To begin with, I think the language of the First Amendment should never be
evaded. "Congress shall make no law ... abridging the freedom of speech, or of
the press, or the right of the people peaceably to assemble." That ought to be
obeyed as it stands. No law means no law. Consequently, I would reject all balancing tests, whereby other considerations such as-and most especially-"national security'' are weighed against the individual's freecfom (more on this later).
At least three subsidiary points might be made; many liberals will regard them
as weakening ones: I do not agree, for they restrain that litigious stretching of
the First Amendment that, it seems to me, can lead only to its thinned strength. A
first is that the expression "freedom of speech" is not transparently clear. It needs
interpretation and reinterpretation as history moves along. To me, as it has to
others, it relates to that kind of speech that enters into democracy's debates
about public issues and the governance of the country (on this too, more later).
Other kinds of expression are questionable; advertising for example- some like
to call it commercial speech~is a part of commerce and should be treated as
such.
A second and more important point is that the only kind of balancing that
should occur is between rival claims of individual rights; the rights of the press
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and the right to a fair and impartial trial may at times seem to conflict, for example, to the parties involved. I do not think any part of the Constitution should
be "preferred" over any other, and I can think of no more serious task of any
court than that of occasionally having to keep individual rights in balance.
And third, unless we are prepared to say that the police power of the states
is nonexistent (the federal government has none), I do not see that we can say
that the absolute prohibition of the First Amendment as applied to the federal
government has equal (orce when it is a matter of the states' prerogatives to act
in behalf of their peoples' health, safety, and morals. Consequently, I have, for
examples, a good bit of sympathy for governors who do not see rugby games as
forms of speech and the Burger court's deferral to community standards of pornography.
But, to return to the essential principle, what that same court has done to
the First Amendment in sustaining with enthusiasm the federal government's
persecution of Frank Snepp and Philip Agee 1 brings us again in sight of that kind
of law we had at the peak of our post-wars' Red hysteria-and at a far more dangerous juncture in humanity's affairs.
The First Amendment protects not only "freedom of speech, or of the press"
but the right of peaceable assembly as well. The right to assemble is less than absolute, in that it must be peaceable, but is precious nonetheless. Constitutional
scholars sometimes sniff at it, and even that great literalist of the Supreme Court,
Hugo Black, was decidedly suspicious of it. The press, always zealous in defending its own prerogatives, tends to minimize it-as well as the crowds who turn out
in its exercise or the speeches made to them or the effects of it all. Let a police
chief in Podunk glower at the local editor and the national press will thunder.
Let police anywhere, including Washington, break up a demonstration and the
papers will mention it in most cases at the bottom of a back page, if at all.
In fact, free assembly is often an educator of the press. Reporters may typically be skeptical of conferences and demonstrations, and tend to appraise them
as if they were stage productions-was it a good show? a sell out? -and not as
serious communications. But in time their force gets through. The civil rights
demonstrations in the South did educate reporters (and their editors), and give
them a more informed sense of the seriousness of black feeling than they were
uncovering by their own techniques. On the issue of war and peace, the performance of the American press through the decades has, with few exceptions, been
either jingoistic or protective of the government in office; to this day the re-

1 Snepp v. United States, 444 U.S. 507 (1980); Haig v. Agee, decided June 29, 1981. In both
cases, the court avoided First Amendment claims, subordinating them to the government's
powers to enforce employment contracts and restrict foreign travel.
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porters covering the Pentagon for our two most influential dailies, the New York
Times and the Washington Post, could by their writing often be mistaken for
public information officers. The peace demonstrations against the Vietnam War
jolted the press into realizing that there was a body of opinion and resolve that it,
and the country, had to take seriously. Recent demonstrations in western Europe
against nuclear weapons are accomplishing the same thing.

M

Y concerns are ones that many others share. Mainly, they amount to a
nagging and growing fear that freedom of speech and press may be hollow values for a public that gives more and more distressing signs that it has
nothing much to say. The causes include, it seems to me, the mind-deadening
fare of television; the smothering of elections (and the office holders they produce) by money; and the almost incomprehensibly vast and complex mind-forming actions by corporate America to maintain and enlarge a national ideological
orthodoxy. Perhaps a bit less conventional is my main worry about the Moral
Majority types: their ability to process political money, and not their campaigns
for social purity. If one believes in robust political discussion, well, one believes.
As Milton asked, "Whoever knew Truth put to the worse in a free and open encounter?" And if one believes-as I do-that freedom of speech is the due of even
those who if in power would destroy civil liberties, one has to believe in its exercise by those who, if they could, would censor all expression they did not like.
Democracy is a sort of daily wager that the anti-democrats won't win out. We
hedge the bet by giving legal force to rights, but even so sometimes the wager
may be lost, and freedom's enemies may win for a time. The First Amendment,
in protecting minority rights, protects also the rights to become a tyrannizing
majority; and our main vulnerability is not the zealousness of some but the
mindlessness of many.

T:

he meaning of the freedom of speech that is the theme of this essay is one
too seldom expressed. It is that free speech is the principal protector of
peace. In whatever measure free speech is not an end in itself (and I think it not),
its primary function today is just that: peacekeeping.
Freedom of speech should be thought of not only as a Constitutional principle but also, and of even more importance, as a constitutive principle. I mean
that in no historical sense, only in the sense that it is futile to think of a democratic
polity resting on anything other"than a social contract. However a state may have
evolved, whatever transformations it may have undergone, it simply must-if it
pretends to democracy-hold that it embodies and represents an agreement of
the people, one currently in sway whether or not it has any history. That agree-
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ment has always to be in process of renewal, the people must be continuously regiving consent; again, a proposition that seems unavoidable for a democracy.
And without the freedom of speech, such renewing is patently impossible.
Free speech and consent are inseparable principles in a democracy. It is at
least thinkable that in some autocracy free speech could be allowed, as a privilege, by a governing elite confident of its power. But it is not even thinkable that
in a polity claiming to derive all its powers from the consent of the citizens that
free speech can be other than an unshakable right. Put differently, any abridgement can only mean the removal of an area of governing power from the consent
of the governed; for if it cannot be discussed it cannot be presumed to have been
~
consented to.2
We have all tolerated various diminutions of our consenting authority, have
accepted such as the normal practice of governing. The classic polar extremity is
troop-ship sailings; who wants to discuss that? Was specific consent given to that
ship's sailing? Of course not, though perhaps one can be held to have given consent to-to have helped legitimate-the person or persons who dispatched it. But
for that purpose? There is the rub.
I no longer, in this thermonuclear age, want anyone dispatching those ships
-I am speaking metaphorically-without my consent, and have grown more·
and more skeptical of the representative methods we have for ascertaining consent. I say that, even knowing that in the thermonuclear age instantaneous decisions are deemed more necessary than ever. Sending the troop-ships off to Vietnam with only the most thinly stretched form of citizens' consent was bad enough.
But what if a president were to choose to dispatch our intercontinental missiles
upon suspicion that the Russians were preparing to shoot theirs or on learning of
missiles on their way: is my consent to be inferred? Or even after an attack and
its devastation may have occurred is my consent to be inferred to a retaliatory
strike which will cause millions of deaths ther~ and probably millions more in
counter-retaliation here, including (likely as not) my own? Clearly, this is a dilemma to which growing millions of the world's people are becoming sensitive.
Intellectual honesty compels acknowledging that my views on such matters
are inconsistent with ones earlier held by myself and many other liberals. Take,
for example, the "clear and present danger test." A couple of generations of American liberals gave it their proud allegiance. True, we occasionally did look over
our shoulders at just what it was Justice Holmes had said-"Whether the words
used are used in such circumstances and are of such a nature as to create a clear
and present danger that they will bring about the substantive evils that Congress
has a right to prevent ..."-and wondered momentarily just how firm a founda2 If the people's thinking is directed or manipulated by demagogues, bosses, or advertisers, we
get, at best, a diseased form of consent; but that is a topic for another-or another day.
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tion it actually was. 3 But when Judge Learned Hand and Chief Justice Vinson
ditched it in order to sustain the Smith Act and convict the Communists in U.S.
v. Dennis (1950), we clung still to its assumed protection. No more: I want none
o( it, or of any other balancing test which pits the mighty claims of national security against our right to speak freely and to dissent fully.

W

hy this change of trust toward government? The easiest answer (and
probably the principal one) is the destructiveness of modern war. Survival of person, property, and culture is at great risk, and more and more of us
feel unrepresented in their defense. We see the decisions that mean to us more
than any others being made by a few elected officials-most of whom one did
not or because of residence could not vote for-and a horde of nonelected ones
and their counterparts in the governments of allies. We are even told that crucial
war-making decisions may be made by programmed computers.
We falteringly begin to wonder anew about political theory's root question.
Whatever else a state may be for, it must provide for most of its members better
chances of survival than anarchy would. Is that still true, or have we by technological wizardry been brought back to beginnings, where we must ask whether
the state power, with its monopoly of modern weaponry, is not today the chief
threat of survival? If a lover of life and culture were given, as he rose from reading the latest news of threatening war, a magic wand that would whisk away all
the state apparatuses of the nuclear and near-nuclear powers, leaving anarchy at
their departure, would he wave that wand? Imagine that person being whomever you respect most; would the wand wave? Again putting the question differently, is a death wish the modern form of the social contract?
I think it is, but only in the measure we tolerate limits on political speech and
dissent. Hobbes, and in fact most of us, held that state power was the only alternative to lives brutish and short; if it still may be, it is so only when free speech
lives within it. If we recognize that ''national security'' ought to be reducible to
"citizen security," and concede, as we must, that that is at high risk in this thermonuclear era, then here if anywhere the "debate on public issues should be uninhibited, robust, and wide open."4 It is precisely those areas where national security is claimed that can least tolerate limitations. "Political freedom ends when
government can use its power and its courts to silence its critics. My point is .. .
that defamation of the government is an impossible notion for a democracy... .
A society may or may not tre~t obscenity or contempt by publication as legal of3 No act of Congress-or of any federal body-has ever clearly failed the test.
4 New York Times v. Sullivan, 376 U.S. 254, 270.
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fenses without altering its basic nature. If, however, it makes seditious libel an
offense, it is not a free society no matter what its other characteristics." We need
to extend that true statement farther. 5 Profound change has occurred in American governing when without effective judicial opposition, and in some cases with
judicial connivance, Marchetti and Marks are censored, Halperin eavesdropped
on, Snepp vindictively punished, Agee hounded into a comer. 6 The government
in all these cases acted to confirm radical paranoia. Worse that that, it made life's
chances weaker: in all these abridgements it enlarged its power to act unaccountably as the sole judge of how it shall use its power and for what ends.
"There are inherent contradictions," said William Casey of the CIA, in asking Congress to give "total exclusion" from the Freedom of Information Act to
his agency, the National Security Agency, and the Defense Intelligence Agency,
"in applying a statute designed to assure openness in government to agencies
whose work is necessarily secret. This application has caused intelligence functions to be seriously impaired without significant public benefit."7 Repression is
protean: in Milton's day, state licensing (which we thought little of until the Mar~
chetti case); in ours, state secrecy (which he would have little questioned). For us
as for Milton, the question is what does the state forbid or order which is opposed to the liberty one requires to exercise both personhood and citizenship?
Mr. Casey would balance openness in government against secret, unaccountable
government and without question would give the judgment to the latter. We can
be sure, too, that part of that necessary secrecy would include nondisclosure of
just how the CIA's work has been "seriously impaired." As has been said, "balancing" could never begin without the initial premise "that repression is safer
than freedom." 8 We are expected, therefore, to trust particular bureaucrats,
whose virtually entire public record has been one of corruption, incompetence,
and illegality.

5 Harry Kalven, "The New York Times Case," The Supreme Court Review ( 1964) 205. Kalven
would, "by dialectic progression," himself extend it.
6 Victor Marchetti and John Marks are authors of The CIA and the Cult of Intelligence, of
which prior restraint of many parts was upheld; Morton Halperin was wiretapped for nearly two
years in order to discover what he was saying to others about the administration's policies, and
his suit for damages has wandered through the courts since 1973; Frank Snepp had his book
royalties confiscated for describing from nonclassified sources the ineptitude of officials in
managing our withdrawal' from Vietnam; Philip Agee has lost his passport for publishing the
names of federal employees hired to spy or engage in illegal political activities abroad.
7 New York Times, September 25, 1981.
8 Laurent B. Frantz, "The First Amendment in the Balance," 71 Yale Law Journal ( 1962) 1439.
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There are other causes at work for people's growing uneasiness about state
power beside their fear of dying. The times are rife with paradox. Everywhere
there is spreading distrust of government; but all the same, governments everywhere ask for and generally get acquiescence in their possession of larger might.
Centrifugal forces are evident in many states around the globe, more today than
yesterday and probably fewer than tomorrow. Central governments come and
go and don't seem to make much difference in a world whose many problems
have become internationalized (even if political organs have not). They do better
at their punitive desires, such as now, in Britain and the United States, "disciplining" the poor.
But they do well at war making and war preparing. That is well-nigh all that
governments know how to do, in what we must hope (even if blindly) are the
twilight days of the national state system. Recently, a fashionable interpretation
of Russian conduct has been to say that with economic failures all over the place
the Kremlin turns to what it can do to its satisfaction: military adventures and
armaments production. But if true of the Russians, and it may well be, it is true
of the rest of us as well. What else have the Thatcher or Reagan administrations
known, or did Carter's know, how to bring off?
Liberals are foolish if they make light of the dangerousness of international
relations today and of the threatening might of the Soviet Union. The destruction of our country is a conceivable possibility, if not an imminent one; if not by
one adversary then later by some other. But liberals, and all others, are equally
foolish to see national annihilation as something that can be averted through
reliance on national states, pursuing their individual interests as defmed by power
holders and managers. If ever life demanded the free and thoughtful voicing of
the claims of life-of the rights ofthe living to go on living-it is now. Not only
our country and our civilization but humanity requires that no ideological barrier stand in the way ofthat. If one accepts the dire strat~gic analyses that come
today from those who shape American foreign and military policies 9 the need
for radical political debate is even greater. Policies that dictate the subordination
of every other interest of the people to the preparation for war which, if it
comes, is assuredly annihilative ought, at the very least, to be democratically
consented to. We should not, to be clear about it, even avoid debating, at the extreme, "whether better dead or Red." Certainly along the way to that we should
without ideological inhibitions be exploring whether withdrawal from the arms
race is not a less risky path than its pursuit; and should above all and first of all
be debating what comes close _to being outside all our political discussions, and

9 For example, in such publications as International Security Review.
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that is the question of what are the security interests of our people; not of our
multinationals or of our prestige but of ourselves.

T h e freedom of speech is, to repeat, the constitutive principle of any politi_l ~al society, of whatever extent, that thinks of itself as based on consent.
In the measure that we allow it to be abridged, or corrupted, or to fall into disuse, we exchange consent for sheep-like acquiescence. The British constitutionalist, Ernest Barker, used to define democracy as government through discussion. There is no getting away from that, or the imperative of dissent that it implies. We were all born, culturally speaking (even those of us descended from enslaved Africans), in the Hellenic commitment to discourse. That took place in
the agora, in the market place, and was a political process.
But to celebrate free speech and discussion when effective fora and ways of
influencing policy determinations are as remote and elusive as ours are can be
mere sentimental flourish. Everyone who has sat in· meetings to plan a public
statement, conference, or demonstration knows what the main question always
becomes: "how do we reach the media?" Those who want to speak to an issue
not yet of interest to the media know too the reality of supplication. In complex
and large modern societies there may be a good available alternative to this mediadominated system of discourse, but if there is I do not know it. Concentrations
of ownership and corporate magnifications have, however, taken us in two directions, one of which-the greater production of information, of "coverage"is not wholly good, for our minds struggle against its mass as well as grow from
it, but it is probably indispensable to the formation of either informed dissent or
consent. The other-the diminution of varieties of opinion and news treatment
and of the portals of access to reader and viewers-seems altogether bad; but
what can be done to democratize this oligopolistic industry is beyond this essay's
scope. Those who direct the principal media are not only our discussion leaders,
but are an aristocracy of great power. As such, they cannot be expected to be in
the forefront of dissent, although they do defend well their own rights, including
the central ones of free news-gathering,
Those reporters' rights are vastly important, they do serve well the interests
of society, and, difficult as the process may be, sooner or later the American system does give a hearing to the variety of strongly and seriously held views that
abound, except for the big heresies. Civil rights was such in the South between,
roughly, 1954-1960, when virtually all public discussion was shut off, and for a
few years longer than that in many places; no forward movement was really possible until the right to talk about segregation was secured.
Too much of our foreign and military policies is dogma, questioning of
which is heretical. That is accentuated by our ingrained distrust of Russia or Com-
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munism (I am never quite sure which is basic). The Marxist doctrine of"permanent revolution" has been matched by ours of "permanent scapegoat." Why do
we dislike/ distrust/hate/fear-whichever it is-Communist Russia so? And why
have we for so long? As segregation and civil rights had to be made discussible
once, so such questions do now. War vs. peace has to be discussible; therefore,
dissent and heresy have to be respected; and, therefore, claims of"national security" must not be balanced against freedom of speech. When lawyers, academics,
journalists, and other commentators simply assume that such balancing can and
even must occur, they become instruments of state power. The balancing leads
virtually always to deferral to the reigning security claims. For those can never
be satisfied. "Like some gigantic, expanding ectoplasm, 'strategic balance' of
nuclear weaponry hangs above us, sucking up everything ... into itself." 10
Free discourse is not only a right, but in a democracy a necessity, indispensable to the governing process itself. Its limits? To ask what they are is to imply a
need for them. Why should we take such for granted? That is in itself a question
for public debate. In his concurring opinion in the Dennis case, Robert Jackson
said, "This prosecution is the latest of never-ending, because never successful,
quests for some legal formula that will secure an existing order against revolutionary radicalism." The "formula" is sought because it is assumed there should
be one, that the cause of security is good and necessary. Perhaps it is "never ending," however, because no such formula can be grasped successfully within the
First Amendment, or elsewhere in the Constitution.
What is obvious today is that the national state system is incapable either of
satisfying the people's wants or protecting their lives. Somehow it has to be transformed. The economies of the world are already escaping from it, though not in
ways that bring less misery to the world's poor. What more sensible political
forms can evolve is, for the time being, a dark mystery. But so in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries were the political forms that rescued Europe from the
savageries of religious strife and, earlier, from its holy crusades. There is no way
out, except uninhibited thought and discussion by people sorting out their interests and imposing them on their political institutions. We must insist that governments not stand in the way of that.
I sometimes think that the curse began with Aristotle, who taught us so thoroughly that the "polis exists by nature and that it is prior to the individual." I do
not propose that we unlearn that, at least not in Aristotle's noble meaning. But
the national state is light-years away from the polis, or behind it. When it became
so is perhaps arguable, but it happened not later than Almagordo, if not during
the first "great" war of this savage century. We need new political theory, that
sees the state as adversary insofar as it holds itself unaccountably sovereign. The
10 E.P. Thompson, "Mid-Atlantic Moderate," New Society, December 24-31, 1981.
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task of our politics today is not the rebuilding of citizens' confidence in their
states, but in themselves. To build confidence in their ability to find ways of getting along with each other, of jointly protecting the species' culture, of respecting the values that enlarge and advance life.
The instrument of that task is the freedom to speak on whatever pertains to
social life. When that is curtailed or not used, government by consent is proportionally diminished. Or, if one philosophically prefers, our humanity is violated,
and that is so whether free expression is thought of as a natural right, pertaining
to the very nature of rational man, or, in an Aristotelian way, as action essential
to realizing man's nature.
The polis may be "prior" to the individual, if by it we mean-and here we get
in the vicinity of Aristotle's own meaning-the set of social influences that, in de
· J ouvenel's good phraseology, help enlarge the "mutual trust at the heart of the
social whole." (And in this sense, may it not also be prior to the national state,
which possibly has to be seen as a developmental mistake?) For the widening of
social trust the instrument also is free discourse.
When politicians, in or out of office, ask for trust, one does well automatically to deny it; when they say, let us reason together, they are worth at least a
try. For discourse enables the discovery of the "mutual trust," a common good
that is something more life-like than any abstraction such as "national security";
and for this reason it is often feared by state managers.
Unhappily, "reasoning together" among citizens and leaders occurs but seldom in the West, and hardly ever in the East and the new national states of the
so-called Third World. Fearsome as is an American government led by the likes
of our recent presidents (each of whom, as Calvin Trillin has observed, makes
you incredulously nostalgic for his predecessor), the Russian state is even more
frightening. That enormous accumulation of unrestrained power! One may
take such consolation as he can from the possibility that it may be effectively
checked by factors that operate also on our own leaders: fear for their own lives,
for loss of their own positions during an upheaval, and by doubts whether its
people would obey marching orders.
There we have it. That doubt-again, I speak somewhat metaphorically-is
the people's ace. Orthodoxy is war's friend; dissent is that of peace. When we
keep discussion alive, when we insist that it be honored and tolerated, we keep
alive the chances of peace. What else have we, as a people, to offer the Russian
pe6ple that is more peace-including than the example of a society not sealed into
its rulers' policies but vibrant with skepticism and freely resistant to all state orthodoxies? The doubts we sow here could well spring up in the East. This ugly,
gorgeous, beloved country of ours, so grim, so beautiful, and so loved, is yet so
fearful. Let us take seriously the possibility that nothing liberals and radicals can
do for it and for the world is a greater service than to show that we do not fear it.
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Poles have been in insurrection, young Afghans are fleeing conscription,
West Europeans are in the streets protesting our military strategies, and in our
own country a critical mass of opposition to nuclear weaponry builds up, ably
strengthened by European peace movements. All these and more signs point to
days ahead when the rulers of the superpowers will feel increasingly defensive. We
are shortsighted indeed if we do not anticipate that repression and its twin,
political orthodoxy, will thrust forward. The probable question is not whether
new and strong restraints on questioning and dissent will be undertaken by nervous governments-for such will almost surely happen-but whether, this time,
people will have character enough to practice freedom, despite governments'
bullying .
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Reagan Rediscovers
Monroe
ELDON KENWORTHY

C

entral America presented Ronald Reagan with the first foreign crisis of
his administration. During his first year in office, the President escalated
United States support for client militaries in the region, authorized a program of
destabilization aimed at Sandinista Nicaragua, threatened Cuba with a naval
blockade, and considered the formulation of an inter-American military force
(drawing on Argentines and others) to defeat the guerrillas steadily gaining
ground in El Salvador and Guatemala.
Fearful of another Vietnam, the U.S. public, press, and Congress became
critical of Reagan's emphatically military policies. To offset this reaction, the
President delivered a major address last February, unveiling a program known
as the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI) for the region. Policies outined in the CBI
mirror those set forth in a document written during the presidential campaign by
the Committee of Santa Fe. Several members of this committee subsequently
assumed posts in the Reagan-Haig foreign policy apparatus, including Roger
Fontaine, adviser to the National Security Council on Latin American political
affairs. 1
The most original aspect of the President's speech was the title. No previous
administration had grouped the smaller Caribbean islands (black populations
with recent histories of British and French colonialism) with Central American

1 The Committee of Santa Fe, "A New Inter-American Policy for the Eighties," (Washington,
D.C.: Council for Inter-American Security, 1980). Another author of the Santa Fe report, retired General Gordon Sumqer Jr., was made special adviser to Secretary of State Haig in the
State Department's Bureau of Inter-American Affairs. A third, Lewis Tambs, was apparently
Senator Jesse Helms's choice for Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs and,
failing that, Ambassador to Panama. Tambs was too outspoken a critic of the Panama Canal
Treaties and too inexperienced in government to bring either nomination to fruition.
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nations (mestizos and Indians, Spanish culture, and a long history of formal
national sovereignty). It is hard to see what Barbados and Guadeloupe have in
common with Guatemala and Nicaragua that they do not all share with the
Third World. The CBI seemed a public-relations gambit designed to win Congressional support for stepped-up aid to those Central American countries vulnerable to guerrilla warfare: for example, the administration asked for $ 130 million of additional aid to El Salvador alone, in contrast to $ 105 million for all the
Caribbean islands. But emphasis on what Reagan referred to as "our neighbors
by the sea" also focused attention on sealanes, through which two-thirds of U.S.
oil passes, and on the supposed Soviet-Cuban-Nicaraguan connection. Defining
the area as a basin dramatized international relations and minimized internal
social conditions.
To outline a policy beyond the Caribbean Basin for all Latin America at this
time would have made the resources the White House was prepared to commit
seem more meager than they are. Where the CBI talks of millions, the Alliance
for Progress talked of billions, and Reagan wants to avoid that comparison while
appearing no less positive and comprehensive. The Committee of Santa Fe document does address the entire hemisphere. Its prescriptions parallel Reagan's
· CBI proposals, leading one to conClude that the CBI embodies an approach intended for all Latin America, but funded for only a part.
Its peculiar grouping of countries aside, the CBI is highly unoriginal. It is
one more in that genre of U.S. policy pronouncements known as "Latin America in the eleventh hour." Washington periodically wakes up and discovers that
Latin America has been slipping away while U.S. policy was on hold. The alarm
sounds: "Communist penetration." The awakened giant plunges into activity,
unaware that he has no recall of what has happened in the region-particularly
in its smaller countries-during the period that lapsed between this crisis and the
last. For Washington, history is discontinuous. Thinking an inter-American military force might extricate it from Central America, the Aoministration remembers the Santo Domingo invasion of 1965 and the manipulation of the Rio Pact
used to justify the overthrow of Arbenz in Guatemala in 1954. It remembers the
Monroe Doctrine, that "historic cornerstone of United States-Latin American
policy," and the use Theodore Roosevelt made of it at the turn of the century.
What is conspicuously absent is an understanding of the continuous history experienced by, say, Salvadorans or Guatemalans over the last thirty years.
According to the Committee of Santa Fe, we are in the "third phase of World
War III," and Latin America is one of the two principal theaters. The Russians
are winning this war for "oil ano ore" and "for the minds of mankind." "In war
there is no substitute for victory," the Committee asserts: "Latin America is being
overrun by Soviet supported and supplied satellites and surrogates." Designed to
soften his reach-for-the-gun image, the President's speech employed the meta-
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phor of empire rather than war. "A new kind of colonialism stalks the world today and threatens our independence." But who is to say whether our leaders distinguish metaphor from reality? Should diplomacy and propaganda fail to turn
Castro around, the Committee of Santa Fe says "a war of national liberation
against Castro must be launched."
The Administration thinks, then, in terms of an "annual balance sheet of
gains and losses" vis-a-vis the Soviet Union. How did the Caribbean suddenly
become "a Marxist-Leninist lake"? "Cuban aid to left-wing movements in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala have in the last two years turned Central America into an area of great instability," stated the Committee of Santa Fe in May
1980. Washington confuses its discovery of the guerrillas, its awakening, with
what has actually been going on in these countries. Leaving aside guerrilla movements that antedate 1970 in Guatemala and Nicaragua, in all three countries multiple guerrilla forces have been active continuously since the mid-1970s, as have
been numerous popular organizations protesting state oppression.
More on this later. At this point Washington's amnesia can be illustrated by
one example drawn from the Committee of Santa Fe's account of how the Sandinistas came to power in Nicaragua, in July 1979.
The Sandinistas included Communist cadres from other countries. In
spite of all this international aid, when Somoza left the country, the insurgents had not even achieved their objective of liberating the town of
Rivas, close across the Costa Rican border, where they intended to proclaim a provisional government. Somoza and the National Guard abandoned the fight because the United States had curtailed resupply of
ammunition.
In other words, Carter lost Nicaragua; the Sandinistas had no popular base inside the country; their movement was dependent on outside aid and foreign Communist cadres. No reputable scholar of Central America, including conservatives, would subscribe to this interpretation. How could they when, a week before
the final drive on Managua, the Sandinistas had liberated Leon, Chinandega,
Estell, Matagalpa, and Masaya with the help of popular uprisings inside these
cities. Indeed, popular uprisings in these cities in September 1978 forced the
Sandinistas to accelerate their timetable and concede a larger role to combatants
not integrated into their ranks.

A
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mnesia is the
word for the official understanding of Central Amer...t"\..'ica. Anyone who knows Washington knows that power drives out information. One arrives at a position of power by exuding confidence in interpre-
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tations previously fashioned to win promotion in U.S. public life. The powerwielders bolt from meetings after delivering pronunciamentos, claiming "other
pressing engagements." Embassy personnel and intelligence analysts are low on
the pecking order, their work reshaped by superiors to bolster lines the powerful
already have adopted.
Not knowing the domestic history of the weak societies on which they impinge gives policymakers the freedom to deal with them in whatever terms they
find congenial: a test of will with the Soviet Union, an opportunity to apply triedand-true U.S. solutions, an epiphenomenon created by outside agitators. How
does President Reagan interpret the struggle in El Salvador after a year of having
to confront it? "Very simply, guerrillas, armed and supported by and through
Cuba, are attempting to impose a Marxist-Leninist dictatorship on the people of
El Salvador as part of a larger imperialistic plan."
While brushing the recent history of Central America aside with such statements, both the President and the Committee of Santa Fe want to revive the
Monroe Doctrine, by which Washington-159 years ago-unilaterally declared
the entire hemisphere off-limits to European governments. The Santa Fe statement is explicit: "reproclaiming the Monroe Doctrine," Washington can "pursue
a policy of intervention in the foreign and domestic affairs of any Latin American nation" that "follow[s] policies which aid and abet the intrusive imperialism
of extracontinental powers." That is quite an updating of Monroe. The target of
Washington's action shifts from European governments to indigenous regimes
whose policies, in Washington's eyes, may aid whatever form of foreign action
in the hemisphere Washington considers imperialistic.
The history of inter-American diplomacy has been a struggle over Washington's right to intervene. For most Latin American states in most epochs, nonintervention pacts have been seen as limits on Washington's power. In reasserting
Theodore Roosevelt's updating of the Monroe Doctrine-granting Washington
has a right to intervene if it thinks that is required to keep alien influences outthe Reagan adininistration assumes an enormous public relations task. How to
sell this to the Latins? The Administration has two strategies. One is to "multilateralize" the Monroe Doctrine, in the words of the Committee of Santa Fe, by
including some of the larger countries in the monitoring process. Allow the Argentines, for example, to assume their "hemispheric obligation" in Central America, just as Brazil was made titular head of the inter-American (largely U.S.)
force that intervened in Santo Domingo. Whether the Mexicans and the Venezuelans will accept an Argentine presence in "their" Caribbean is a matter Washington has yet to resolve.
Another way to sugar the pill of resurgent U.S. interventionism is the CBI,
which adds reassuring rhetoric to economic aid. In the President's speech, friendly
nations within the hemisphere are repeatedly called "brothers" and "neighbors":
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"we are the New World." 2 The authors of the Santa Fe statement stumble occasionally when they refer to the Soviet Union as the "Old World," perhaps sensing
that this jars with the East-West metaphor in which "Old World" Europe is on
our side. Reagan's references to the Soviets as "extracontinental" contains the
same problem, but logical consistency is not the primary test of rhetoric.
What makes us sister-states of one hemisphere is not geography but values.
In the President's words,
In the commitment to freedom and independence, the peoples of this
hemisphere are one. In this profound sense, we are all Americans. Our
principles are rooted in self-government and nonintervention. We believe in the rule of law.
In the course of the speech Reagan adds to this consensus a belief in democracy
embodied in free elections, in peaceful paths to development, in maintaining
national identities, and in "tolerance of one another's shortcomings." This last
lets Reagan off an awkward hook. How could we exclude Nicaragua and Cuba
from the consensus while including Guatemala and Argentina? A state is democratic if it professes U.S.-style democracy regardless of its actual behavior toward
political opponents. While arguing that the Judea-Christian tradition is indigenous to the hemisphere and Marxism alien to it, the Committee of Santa Fe says
questions of human rights are "culturally and ethically relative." That is, Argentines are not expected to share our concept of human rights, despite our shared
Western values.
Rhetorically, then, the President has merged U.S. purposes with those of
the hemisphere. The stage is set for dealing with countries that reside in that area
but have opted for other models of political and economic development. These,
we are told, "have turned from their American neighbors and their heritage."
Not excluded, they have chosen to exclude themselves by "attempting to resolve
human problems by brute force" and by embracing "outside ideologies." Among
these pariahs is Sandinista Nicaragua where opposition parties and press have
more freedom and where human rights are better observed than they are in several
of the countries Reagan includes in the ''commitment to freedom" consensus.
In Reagan's syntax "guerrillas" are linked to "imported terrorism" and "aggression from outside." Evidence of the guerrillas' complicity with extracontinental imperialism does not reside solely in their ideology or in the source of their
weapons. The very fact of being guerrillas-"those who hate and destroy''-places
them beyond the pale. Reminiscent of John Foster Dulles's "beachheads," revolutionary movements' and the regimes that issue from them are "footholds on
2 "Text of President's Address on Aid Program for the Caribbean," New York Times, February 25, 1982.
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American soil" of "a new kind of colonialism [that] stalks the world today and
threatens our independence."

P

j

.1

olicy is shaped by more than pronouncements, however. During the past
year three things happened in Central America that have narrowed the options open to the Administration. Elections in Guatemala and El Salvador that
were supposed to legitimate client regimes, and thus reduce Congressional objections to greater U.S. assistance, turned out poorly. The election in Guatemala
was followed by charges of fraud and the wrong military coup. In El Salvador
the administration unwittingly sacrificed Napole6n Duarte by carrying through
with an election the left, for good reason, sat out. This left Duarte no partners
when, failing to obtain a majority, he faced a coalition of rightist parties.
On the military front, the Administration found the odious human-rights
record of the Guatemalans a nearly insurmountable obstacle to giving that army
greater support. In El Salvador, where U.S. military aid increased rapidly under
the cover of the reformist image Duarte lent the military-dominated junta, the
tables failed to turn against the guerrillas as predicted. Enhanced firepower in
the hands of the Salvadoran military produced greater numbers of civilian casualties-and more recruits for the Farabundo Marti Liberation Front.
A third surprise for the Administration was the aggressive diplomatic offensive launched by the Mexican government. As the Santa Fe statement makes clear,
establishing good relations with Mexico is a high priority for this administration.
Mexican President L6pez Portillo accepted Reagan's embrace, then called his
bluff. Acting as ifthe U.S. meant what it said in invoking the Monroe Doctrine,
Mexico offered to do its utmost to insure that the struggles within El Salvador
and Guatemala were not abetted by "extracontinental powers" and to pursue
whatever political solution remained possible in El Salvador. In return, however,
it asked Washington to accept Nicaragua and Cuba as legitimate members of the
hemisphere and to be willing to countenance a leftist regime in El Salvador if
that was what the political settlement eventually produced. In short, Mexico offered to accommodate Washington's Monroe Doctrine concerns as Monroe understood them but only if, as a quid pro quo, Washington abandoned the more
extensive prerogatives linked to that doctrine by the Santa Fe statement.
There is every reason to believe Mexico could negotiate a reduction in the
arms buildup inside Cuba and Nicaragua and a halt in deliveries from these countries to El Salvador, assuming such deliveries exist. Washington, however, would
have to limit its excessive arming of Nicaragua's neighbors and its tolerance of
armed bands of Cuban and Nicaraguan exiles training on U.S. soil. Limits on
the role and number of Soviet and Cuban advisers could be set. But again, American and Argentine military personnel in Central America would need compara-
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ble definition. And so on. What the Mexican mediation cannot do is assure the
left's defeat or stop Cuba and Nicaragua from giving the guerrillas moral support and safe havens. If rightist exile groups can freely meet in Miami and Washington to discuss strategy and publicize their cause, their leftist counterparts
cannot be denied the right to do so in Managua or Mexico City.
Whether such a compromise is acceptable to the Reagan Administration
depends on what version of the Monroe Doctrine it ultimately is committed to:
the original prohibition against extracontinental powers intervening in the hemisphere or the expanded interpretation that outlaws political ideas and methods
the United States does not like. The decision will not be made, of course, along
theoretical lines. One or the other version of the Doctrine will be there to justify
the Administration's pragmatic assessment of what it can get away with.
Arguing for an acceptance of the Mexican mediation is the promise it offers of
extricating the President from a situation that is costing him support in Congress
and among the public. Conservatives in the United States would no doubt accuse the Administration of "losing El Salvador," were that the outcome, but the
President could then deflect this charge to the Mexicans.
Two potent factors argue against acceptance of the Mexican solution. One
is typified in this remark by a U.S. official: "What would the Egyptians or the
Saudi Arabians-or the Russians-think if they saw us back out of Central America?"3 For the Reagan Administration establishing worldwide "confidence" in
America's "resolve" is a major objective. The Administration erroneously believes
this can only be done by refusing to accept compromises in situations where its
military and economic power could prove decisive. As indicated above, the prevailing metaphor of the Santa Fe statement is war: "in war there is no substitute
for victory." Prudent political compromises, such as Carter's Panama Canal treaties, are dismissed as "self-inflicted wounds." Secretary of State (ex-General of
the Army) Alexander Haig declared Central America an area of "vital interest"
where the United States will "not flounder as we did in Vietnam;"4 Central America may pay the price for that earlier U.S. defeat.
The other major obstacle to the Administration's acceptance of the Mexican
salida-exiting gracefully from an untenable situation is a concept well-understood in Latin America-is its commitment to a free-enterprise, free-trade model
of development. The Committee of Santa Fe's list of "concepts ... common to
both Anglo and Latin America" includes "private initiative." Both at the Cancun
conference and in his CBI speech, President Reagan spoke as if there were but
one road to "self-sustaining growth" and that is "to make use of the magic of the
marketplace, the market of the Americas."
3 "Taking Aim at Nicaragua," Newsweek, March 22, 1982.
4 "Excerpts From Testimony by Haig Before House Panel," New York Times, March 3,
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Key members of this administration served in the Nixon presidency that fatally destabilized the government of Salvador Allende in Chile. Since no one in
Washington seriously believed Allende posed a threat to neighboring countries
or to U.S. strategic interests, and since Allende functioned under a democratic
constitution, one is at a loss to explain Washington's action unless it stemmed
from a refusal to accept a (potentially) socialist economy in the hemisphere.
Washington's hostile reaction to the Sandinistas' mixed economy and socialist
rhetoric supports this conclusion. (The hostility assumes many of the same covert
tactics employed against Allende.) If noncapitalist economic experiments are intolerable to Washington, there can be no Mexican solution. For it is not selfevident to the left in Central America that the marketplace is magical.

~is observation brings our analysis back to where it began: amnesia. The

~olitical turmoil that awakened U.S. policymakers to the Central American
crisis developed out of two decades of applying the same economic policies the
Reagan Administration now offers as a solution. Why should an economic strategy applied in the 196os, which generated political crises in the 1970s, work in the
198os under far more stressful conditions?
The policies which the Committee of Santa Fe claim will alleviate "the problems of poverty, unemployment, and economic distress which are the breeding
grounds of Communism" (the language is vintage Dean Rusk) were, in the sixties, accompanied by more resources than U.S. corporations and Washington
are prepared to invest in Central America now. Foreign private investment, cash
crops for international markets, transfers of technology-these recommendations of the Santa Fe group led to the very problems they see in the region today:
food shortages, inflation, massive foreign indebtedness, and balance of payments crises.
During a period' of rising world demand for agricultural exports and of massive aid under the Alliance for Progress, the five core Central American countries
expanded their exports 10 percent per year, their industry 8 percent, and their national product 6 percent ( 1960-1968). These were the years in which El Salvador,
under the stimulus of the Central American Common Market, was touted as the
"Ruhr of Central America." Technological inputs revolutionized export agriculture (fertilizers, hybrid seeds, mechanization), so that 6o percent of the growth
in agricultural output came from productivity gains, not more labor. 5

.l

5 Clark W. Reynolds, "Fissures in the Volcano? Central American Economic Prospects,"
Latin America and World Economy, ed. Joseph Grunwald (Beverly Hills, California: Sage
Publications, 1978).
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And that was the problem. That remains the problem. Foisting on an area
of high population growth an economic strategy suitable to countries with stable,
trained, and well-paid labor does not make sense. As agribusiness expanded in
Central America, that half of the population that lives off the land was forced
onto smaller plots of more marginal soil, forced into becoming redundant workers following the harvests, and eventually forced into cities where they competed
with one another for unskilled jobs in the service sector. With wages depressed
by too many illiterate workers chasing too few unskilled jobs, more members of
each family sought employment, further depressing wages and lowering the quality of child care.
Guerrilla movements are strongest today in El Salvador and Guatemala.
They and the popular organizations supporting them have been gaining strength
since the mid- 1970s. The vicious cycle just described is readily apparent in statistics published for these two· societies. The percentage of Salvadoran peasants
withoutaccess to land grew fmm ~~to 41 percent between 1961 and 1975 and is
approximately 6o percent today. While Guatemala's rural population increased
by 2.6 percent per year during the sixties, agricultural employment grew by 0.1
percent. An increase in the number of children in the workforce appears in both
countries. The leading causes of death are diarrhea and gastroenteritis, both preventable where governments provide minimal services and where families are
not forced to live in shantytowns or on the migratory circuit. While the national
product of both countries increased, the share going to wage and salary earners
fell. On the basis of detailed research sponsored by the Brookings Institution,
economist Clark Reynolds concludes that the already steeply skewed distribution of income became even more unequal and that the real income of unskilled
workers fell-all at a time when these economies appeared to the world to be
"taking off."6
That protest movements developed in these countries from several different quarters, Catholic as well as Marxist, should have alerted onlookers to the
failures of the economic model. The very multiplicity of these movements belies
their being the result of one "larger imperialistic plan." Throughout the seventies,
protesters followed a pattern seen in the U.S. civil rights movement: competing
in elections without hope of victory while developing a repertoire of direct actions

6 Data drawn from the Statistical Abstract for Latin America, vol. 21 (Los Angeles: University of California Center for Latin American Studies, 1981 ); Statistical Yearbook for Latin America 1979 (New York: United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America, 1980); Federaci6n de Cajas de Credito, Monograj{a de El Salvador (San Salvador, 1968); Reynolds, "Fissures
in the Volcano?"
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and self-help organizations. Christian "base communities" provided an organizational home comparable to black churches in the U.S. south: a relatively safe
meeting ground at a time when organizing unions and cooperatives proved dangerous. The stepped-up state repression that greeted these efforts at grassroots
organizing led protesters to rely on the guerrillas for protection. Hence the pattern of coalescing, both among and between popular organizations and guerrilla
bands, witnessed in both countries from the late seventies on.
Centrist politicians lost ground to the military as repression replaced cooptation in the elite's dealings with an increasingly mobilized mass. Repression polarizes, as Somoza discovered in the final years of his regime. Nicaraguan farmworker, women's, and human rights organizations that were not Sandinista before April 1978 became Sandinista in the wake of the National Guard's brutal repression. Even businessmen and church leaders found their preferred ground
pulled out from under them, as Somoza made it impossible to oppose him without adopting the tactics and garnering th~ protection of the Sandinista left. This
process is being repeated in El Salvador and in Guatemala. In each, rightist military factions have assassinated hundreds of centrist politicians, land~reform tech-·
nicians, independent labor leaders, and intellectuals.
In light of this history, what does the Reagan team propose? Stepped..,up
military repression and a repetition of the economic strategy that produced the
political crisis. That crisis, of course, has made the free-enterprise, free-trade
strategy even less relevant than before. U.S. corporations stopped investing in
the region as the Common Market fell apart and political tensions rose. More r~
cently, native businessmen have begun to decapitalize Guatemala and El Salvador. Capital flight in this latter country now runs at half a billion dollars a year.
As a consequence, most of the economic assistance proposed under the CBI is
stop-gap, not developmental. Developmental assistance will decline; there will
actually be less of it entering the region in 1983 than in_198o.
This leaves the military "solution," which the CBI will fund handsomely if
Congress signs on. Reagan's proposal contains a 670 percent increase in U.S.
military assistance to the region (1983 compared to 1980). At present levels of
spending, however, Washington is straining the capacity of the Salvadoran military to absorb materiel. In its fixation with weaponry, its sources and sophistication, the administration has lost sight of the human factor. While the Salvadoran
and Guatemalan armies must dragoon youths into service, the guerrillas expand
in numbers and, for the first time in the region's history, enlist large numbers of
Indians and peasants. Remedying this problem by introducing foreign troops,
either Latin American or U.S., would be a desperate gamble that would cost
Washington the support of Mexico and probably Venezuela, strengthen the influence of the Cubans and the Nicaraguans (who would survive even open attacks on their soil), and of course provoke massive opposition at home.
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s they left Washington, sadder but wiser for failing to find a viable center
they could support, President Carter's Central American advisers noted
that the United States had options but few choices left in the region. 7 For the incoming Reagan team, this smacked of defeatism. Up to this moment, the new
administration has acted as if it could get everything it wants: a defeat for the
guerrillas in El Salvador and Guatemala, the intimidation of Cuba and Nicaragua (if not a rollback in both countries), the collaboration of Mexico, a demonstration of the developmental efficiency of free-enterprise capitalism, and sufficjent improvement in human rights within the region to get the Congress to foot
the bill for all of the above. But U.S. power cannot deliver all of these goals due
to the contradictory nature of some and the present irrelevancy of others. What
has prevented the Reagan team from realizing this has been the amnesia typical
of all U.S. administrations along with its belief that will power (and in some cases
plain power) can overcome historical legacies and social realities. Slowly, however, messages from the field begin to penetrate the headquarters. For this administration as for the last, there will be options, not choices.

.,

7 "The problem in Salvador is that we have alternatives but we don't have any choices," was
how retiring Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs James Cheek put it
("Cauldron in Central America," New York Times, December 7, 1980). Carter's ambassador to
San Salvador Robert White said, "We have enormous power in Central America. What we lack
are choices" ("Arms Aid and Advisers," New York Times, March 8, 1981).
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Opening Brazil
to Democracy?
-~

LINDA A. RABBEN

S

ince 1964, Brazil's "modernizing-authoritarian" military regime has been
characterized by repression, torture, censorship, martial law, high economic growth, high inflation, and extreme maldistribution of income. But for
the last four of those years, Brazil has been in a state of abertura ("opening''), a
word that many observers have taken to mean "democratization." Indeed, Brazil's
President Joao Baptista Figueiredo proclaimed in 1979 that he was going to
make the country into a democracy. The unintentional irony of that statement
has gotten lost: one man cannot a democracy make, especially when he is the unelected_head of a Inilitary regime.
Nevertheless, most people who have written about Figueiredo since he took
office have credited him with sincerity. 1 Especia)ly since his heart attack last year,
Figueiredo has been sure of a sympathetic press. (Like Ronald Reagan, he has a
good personal reputation, no matter what he does.) And Figueiredo is, after all,
only one man in an oligarchy rvn by many men, most of whom stay out of sight
as much as possible. In Brazil, as in the United States, people tend to personalize
1 See, for example, Warren Hoge, New York Times Magazine, December 6, 1981.
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politics, talldng of politicians instead of interests, factions, or forces. The politicians who are most visible become symbols of certain values or views. In Brazilian
newspapers, columnists endlessly speculate about the leading actors in the political drama. When X pays a visit to Y's country home, they wonder about the
meaning of the encounter for days. Few people know what goes on behind the
scenes in a country where ac;cess to information is the privilege of a few. From
time to time, however, events escape the control of the powers that be and rush
into public view-or rather, into the view of the estimated 3 percent of the Brazilian population that reads newspapers and magazines.
Two events in the past year indicate that abertura may be moribund if not
already dead, a mere slogan rather than a motivating force in Brazil. The first
happened in Rio on May Day 1981, when an explosion in the car of an army captain wounded him and killed the sergeant who sat next to him, carrying a bomb
in his lap. It seemed obvious from expert testimony that the bomb had exploded
prematurely and that the two men had intended to plant it at a May Day rally
sponsored by the left-wing Brazilian Democratic Center and attended by 20,000
people. Although a whitewash blaming left-wing terrorists, the official inquiry
had important ramifications for the military oligarchy. One faction, supported
by a high-ranking cabinet member, General Golbery, wanted the affair resolved.
But the army succeeded in covering it up and Golbery, the regime's leading theoretician and strategist since 1964, resigned. Ironically, his defeat signalled the vitiation of abertura as an official policy. When the army stood accused of terrorism, its leaders could not abandon their institutional loyalty to attack it, even
though its actions were illegal. Abertura had to suffer.
The other incident was deliberate rather than accidental: an attempt to "reform" the electoral laws to insure that the military governmenfs party will win
the 1982 elections. The "November [1981] package" outlawed coalitions among
parties and required that each party run a complete slate ofcandidates in each
district or not participate there at all. Since some of the new parties (created in
1980) have limited strength and organization in many areas, this change virtually guaranteed that they could not win. Meanwhile, earlier talk of the government's running a civilian presidential candidate has died away, and Figueiredo's
heir apparent is another general, the head of the national intelligence service.
Clearly the military intends to keep power indefinitely. So much for making the
country a democracy.

B

ut. if abertura is not democratization, what is it? Since 1979, exiles have returned home, censorship has eased, disappearances have stopped, new
political parties have formed; meanwhile a national security law has replaced the
draconian Institutional Act No. 5, labor leaders have gone to jail for organizing
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strikes, and a new immigration law has made it easier to deport foreigners (especially priests) or deny them permanent visas. On ofie hand repressiort has lessened; on the other it has (to use a currently trendy word in Brazil) "recrudesced."
There is no straight road ih Brazilian politics, only a series of Machiavellian detours.
To understand the twists and turns, it should be kept in mind that politics in
Brazil has always been, and continues to be, the occupation of elites. Even under
the so-called populist regimes of Kubitschek, Quadros, and Goulart, small privileged groups controlled national and local decision-making. Populism was a
method of manipulating the people, not of giving them access to power. The elites
formed uneasy coalitions that gatheted, broke down, and reformed around
various issues-nationalization of resources and industries, labor organization,
distribution of wealth, land reform, birth control, divorce, etc. When the military took over, it temporarily co-opted these elites. Industrialists, bankers, businessmen, landowners, labor leaders (government appointed and controlled),
clergy, technocrats, and managers had all felt seriously threatened by Goulart's
crude; inflammatory attempts at reforni and the real social and economic changes
that encouraged peasants to organize.
This broad and fragile coalition of elites and military disintegrated within
four years, and a period of Violent unrest followed. So did disappearances, tortti.re, murder, censorship, and modified martial law. By the mid-1970sthe government had destroyed its opposition, losing whatever legitimacy it had in the
process. The elites, who were the only political actors, had supplied much of that
opposition. Their sons and daughters were among the martyrs of repression. In
this context, some kind of distensiio t"decompression") became necessary for
the military to preserve its support. By 1978 abertura was the hew catchword.
The government delivered a series df reforms intended to please the elites
without threatening its own hold on power. Now those rich enough to pay five
dollars (almost two days' minimum wage) for a theater-ticket can hear jokes
about the government. Those rich enough to flee to Paris and Stockholm have
returned to Bnizil. Many of those rich enough to participate in politics do not
seem to care for the burdens of governing; especially in big cities, a highly visible
class of conspicuous consumers attends only to getting and spending.
Two elements do not fit into this pattern: the labor movement and the chtirch,
both allied to some degree against the government. A new generation of labor
leaders has tried to establish unions independent of government control in effect
since the 19308. True collective bargaining does not exist, so the unions have used
the strike as their main weapon..:..but most strikes are illegal. Recently eleven top
labor leaders were sentenced to jail terms from four months to three-and-a-half
years for organizing strikes against tM multinational companies that export the
most cars and pay their workers the lowest wages on the continent. Company ex-
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ecutives admit that it is only a matter of time before collective bargaining becomes institutionalized; but for the government, repressing labor activity is a
means of keeping labor from gaining additional power and of preserving elite
privilege. Thus the labor leaders were prosecuted in a military court under the
National Security Law, since they threaten the maintenance of the entire political system.
The Catholic Church's advocacy of land reform, redistribution of wealth,
and grassroots organizing by comunidades de base (lay religious groups) is also
subversive, since it bypasses the elites that control political activity. These small
groups start with Bible study but go on to work as local lobbyists, pressuring the
authorities for better housing, health, and education. Some have staged land invasions in recent months. There are already thousands of comunidades de base
in Brazil, but they are so new that nobody knows how they will affect the political order. The government has not moved against them yet, though it is waging a
propaganda war against the priests and bishops who criticize it. Right now the
church is the government's most powerful opposition besides the restless elites,
but its interests do not seem to coalesce with theirs. Like the army it has the
advantage of a single, highly organized structure.
During the past three years, the government has cracked down on labor and
clergy again and again, despite abertura. Now jail terms and deportation of foreign priests have replaced systematic torture and abductions, and these changes
must be considered improvements. Given the government's chronic insecurity
and its determination to keep control, however, there is no reason to doubt that
repression could recrudesce. As Penny Lernoux observed:
Every time there is a slight opening toward basic freedoms, such as lifting of press censorship, popular reaction is so overwhelming that the
military feels compelled to jam the cork back in the bottle. And because
the cork could blow again at any moment,-these military governments
exist in permanent instability, contrary to the claims of their supporters in the international business community. Instability shapes their
laws, which are better suited to the day-to-day orders of an army at
war ... than to enduring social structures identified with genuine democracies. 2

.• ·

Even the multinationals seem to recognize this, since a recent article in a business
magazine predicted that Brazil would become a poor investment risk in the next
few years, due to w~rsening economic and social conditions.

2 PennyLernoux, CryofthePeople(NewYork: Doubleday&Company, Inc., 1980), p. 320.
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bertura, then, was not a new development but a passing phase in an old

game. As the independent unions and the ecclesiastical communities gain
strength, they will pose new threats to the military regime and to the elites. These
movements are based in the newly sophisticated urban population rather than in
elite factions or desperate, downtrodden peasantry. Their demands for redistribution of wealth are bound to increase, and the unions and church will support
them. This is a quick recipe for conflict, even without adding the external
economic problems that always affect Brazil-one of the world's biggest exporters, the world's biggest debtor, and the world's eighth-largest industrial nation.
Watching Brazil is a little like reading about the labor struggles of the nineteenth century-with some ominous differences: populations are bigger, methods
of repression more powerful, the world economy more complex, the big-power
game more dangerous, the local traditions different. Brazil is too big, too rich in
resources, too potentially powerful, to dismiss as an overgrown banana republic.
What happens there is instructive for the rest of the world, rich and poor, and
should not be ignored.
Yet it is risky to characterize Brazil as a "typical" Third World country (if,
indeed, there is such a thing). Unlike Mexico, Brazil is both far from God and
far from the United States. This psychological and physical distance makes it
hard to discern the direct connections between the two countries. But Brazil exports not only coffee, oranges, and soy beans but auto parts, shoes, and other
manufactured goods to the United States and other countries. Some U.S. industries (iron ore, for instance) have relocated to Brazil to take advantage of a cheap,
unprotected labor force. External economic pressures from governments and
commodities markets constrain political activity and policy making, but not always in the crude ways that affect countries like El Salvador or the Dominican
Republic. Brazil is too far away from the First World and too well-armed for
gunboat diplomacy to work very well there. Nevertheless, European and North
American multinational corporations with Brazilian branches can exert considerable leverage; the Brazilian government's strike-breaking tactics help Volkswagen and Fiat as well as Ford and General Motors.
In order to insure continuity of leadership and planning, Brazil's military
rulers have self-consciously tried to "Mexicanize" the political system, perpetu~
ating one-party rule under the aegis of a fictitious "revolution." The "November
package" was one step among many in this direction. But Brazil is not Mexico:
calling the coup of 1964 a revolution has not made it one, nor has it given the military the legitimacy it seeks as a governing power.
Meanwhile, the grassroots movements-comunidades de base and rankand-file labor-have begun to challenge the hegemony of the centralized military state. Repression serves as a desperate response to such threats and may be a
sign of weakness rather than strength. In Brazil the central government has tra-
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ditionally been strong in the cities but weak in the countryside, where most of t)le
people have lived until recent years. Selective repression has v'orked only as long
(and as far) as the centralized power could use it to terrorize the opposition into
silence. With all the resources of organized violence at its command, the Brazilian government could not permanently wipe out the church or organized labor.
Both groups have set up alternative networks of information and organization
that may negate the government's claim to absolute power. These opposition
groups may not "win," but they survive.
It is simplistic to draw direct parallels between Brazil and Poland, El Salvador, or any other country, but the echoes are unmistakable. In the face of state tyranny and violence, democratization must be fought for; but even poor countries
are so well armed that counterviolence may not be the most effective means of
popular resistance. And revolutionary violence has the unhappy tendency to become state violence in its turn. Perhaps Brazil's grassroots movements can provide
a light, however evanescent, on the dark and perilous road to democratization.
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ames Fallows's National Defense is a fine polemic, well-argued and wellwritten. Public discussion is bound to profit from it, especially since Fallows has something in his argument to offend everyone.
Fallows, like Senator Gary Hart, criticizes the defense establishment for
"managerialism," including its reliance on complex, highly technological weapons that are costly and too often unreliable, and its neglect of the intangible military virtues-courage, honor, and fraternity-that are the historic foundations
of soldierly excellence. The remedy, as far as weapons are concerned, is more
"austere" armaments: lighter, simpler, and cheaper; therefore more maneuverable, more serviceable, and more numerous. It is not as easy to prescribe for
the military's spiritual crisis, but Fallows contends that a return to conscription
would be at least a good beginning.
On the whole, I agree with Fallows, but I find a basic defect in his reasoning. Fallows lays down a standard for military policy that amounts to a paraphrase of Clausewitz: "The only reason a nation raises armies is to defend the interests its policy defines. The only way to judge whether a military establishment
is adequate is to ask whether it can sustain the commitments the nation has
made." That statement seems to imply that the military is only a means to ends
determined by others. In fact, of course, the relationship is trickier than that.
"Where there are good arms," Machiavelli wrote, "there must be good laws,"
meaning that a prince cannot create a good army (for Machiavelli, one made up
of public-spirited citizens) without making himself dependent on the people and
stimulating their political activity. Such an army, in the not-so-long term, is
bound to serve republican, rather than princely, purposes. Fallows's own
argument for the draft includes similar considerations, and he recognizes that
military means have an important influence on political ends. Since he chooses
to imply-the contrary, it may be that, like Machiavelli, he intends to beguile us.
Fallows means that an "adequate" military is one appropriate to all the "commit-
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ments" of the United States, foreign and domestic, and especially to our highest
commitments, the democratic first principles of the realm.
An assessment of defense policy, then, involves a judgment of ends and
means; it requires a critique of the political regime as a whole, the reality behind
the appearances. Fallows, however, undertakes no such critique. He sticks to the
limited terms of his study, and valuable though his work is, it does not address
the most serious questions raised by national defense and by his own book.

rD

allows is both an ardent advocate and an astute rhetorician, a lion and a
fox, and both qualities make him a pragmatist. The cleverness is obvious:
pragmatism is a familiar doctrine in America, the hard currency of intellectual
respectability, and it is also ideally suited to flatten the "experts" who are Fallows's chief opponents. Fallows argues that the defense managers· err because
they rely on theory-or, in relation to nuclear strategy, on theology-rather than
experience or common sense. Similarly, Fallows regrets that we lack a method
for sep,arating "the facts" from the assumptions-ideological, emotional, and
intellectual-that "underlie different interpretations of the facts." In all of this,
Fallows is trying to present himself as hard-headed and down-to-earth, a practical man beset by doctrinaires: he likens himself to Gulliver in Laputa.
I sympathize with Fallows because there is a good deal of Laputa in the defense establishment. Nevertheless, his rather sunny empiricism is more than a
little inappropriate to the frightening world modernity has made. For all their
bureaucratic tropism and their seemingly mindless addiction to gimmickry, the
defense planners are not simply eccentric blunderers. They also make machines
that work and are capable of enormities. What would Gulliver have made of the
Space Shuttle? Kurt Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle speaks more truly to us than Swift's
eighteenth-century satire: we do not worry about devices and schemes that fail;
we are fearful of those that succeed too well.
Fallows's pragmatism, in other words, includes an element of nostalgia and
a good deal of sentimentalism. He embraces uncertainty and unpredictability
because these limits of knowledge seem to provide some protection against the
worst dangers of technology and the cybernetic age. Fallows argues cogently, for
example, against those nuclear strategists who warn that unless the United States
adds new and elaborate weapons, the Soviet Union may calculate that it can win
a nuclear war through a first strike that reduces our capacity to retaliate to tolerable levels. As Fallows observes, nuclear weapons are imprecise, imperfect, and
largely untested. No one can be certain, or even very confident, of success in a
first strike, and this unpredictability greatly reduces the likelihood of any calculated resort to nuclear war. Terrorism and limited, conventional war are far
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more probable threats, he concludes, and they deserve more of our resources
and attention.
All of this is true, but oddly unsatisfying. The risk of defeat and the likelihood of devastation have not kept political societies in the past from calculating
that war, for all its dangers, was their best alternative. Nuclear weapons enormously increase the odds against war, but they do not rule out the gamble. Unlikely but possible, nuclear war dominates the military stage because it has terrors in proportion to its improbability.
Fallows's position is still more debatable when he appeals to the uncertainty
of the future against the projections of the defense establishment. "The only thing
resembling a certainty about future military contingencies," Fallows aSserts, "is
that we are likely to face threats we do not foresee." All long-term commitments
are suspect. By the time we can build the Trident submarine or a nucle.ar carrier,
new technologies or new political conditions may have made either or both obsolete. Fallows argues for smaller-scale, more immediately useful weapons where
"foresight is less crucial." We need flexibility, ·~the greatest possible capacity to
adapt to wha~ever the future brings."
There is good sense in this doctrine, but it also rests on a fundamental optimism that is at least questionable in our times. Fallows still seems to believe that
there is nothing alarming or dreadful enough about the future to compel us to
avoid it. As soon as one admits grim prospects into the argument, Fallows's own
evidence turns against him. He observes, for example, that in 1939 no major
power "had decided to pursue the weapon that would ultimately prove decisive,
the atom bomb,'' and this, Fallows contends, demonstrates that we cannot hope
to predict "the exact nature of military conflict in the 1990s." Yet while the example shows that military planners make major mistakes, it also indicates that
the failure to anticipate the future can be fatal. Suppose, for example, that the
United States had decided against the Manhattan Project1 or that the Germans
had begun their nuclear research a bit earlier: would we have been content with
"whatever the future brings"? Fallows is right that, in prediction and in all
political reasoning, error is inevitable. At the same time, his examples suggest
that under modern conditions, error is not affordable beyond certain narrow
limits, and that contradiction is fundamental to contemporary political life.
Like many other analysts of American defense policy, Fallows criticizes
planning for the "worst case," a principle that leads the defense establishment to
devise "extreme scenarios" and to overestimate Soviet strength, reinforcing the
demand for "wonder weapons" to redress the balance. By contrast, he urges that
we plan in terms of the likely ca.Se, the probable rather than the merely possible,
and he ranges himself on the side of reason against morbid fantasy and bureaucratic self-interest.
Since Fallows was born in the late forties, he cannot be expected to be as
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sensitive to the risk of being unprepared and underarmed as the generations that
experienced the initial defeats of World War II and Korea. Yet even without the
impetus of painful memory, Fallows ought to recognize that should we underestimate an enemy again, modern weapons would not give us the chance to recover from our errors. Military technology has changed some of the terms of
prudence; since we lack a perfect military science, we feel compelled to assume
the worst. Of course, this form of playing it safe entails the risk of an everincreasing nuclear arsenal. The paradox, however, points to the fact that modern
technology takes us beyond the limits of human reason and good will. The project of mastering nature, as Jacques Ellul observed, has led us to the point at
which we are mastered by the lunatic logic of our own inventions. We can lessen
the force of that terrible truism, but we cannot escape its cold madness without
rejecting the goal of domination itself.
Pragmatism, however, is not suited to such a change of direction. It tries to
keep the ship afloat, but it trusts the current. Fallows would do better to realize
that the defense managers are not mistaken because they engage in theorizing,
but because they theorize badly, just as the fault of the nuclear strategists is not
that they practice "theology'' but that they worship false gods.

F

allows is at his best in arguing for a return to conscription precisely because
his case leads him to his furthest venture into theory, even though that reconnaisance is still too hesitant.
In the first place, Fallows contends that we need the draft for the good of
the military. The market reduces military service to a commodity, part of the category of wage labor. Soldiering, however, is not a "job like any other." It involves
the willingness to risk, and possibly to sacrifice, _one's life, and consequently runs
counter to the principles of individualism. Giving up one's life demands devotion to one's friends, to one's country, or to the service itself; it requires seeing the
self as part of a whole whose claims have priority. Military service is based on
community and collectivity; it is, to that extent, a public or political vocation.
The market, by contrast, appeals to private motives, the interest of the part
rather than the good of the whole. This is doubly necessary because, in the marketplace, the rt:rilitary must address manifest goals and desires. It must take Americans as they are, not as they might be, and our existing attitudes-especially our
images of work-are dominantly private and self-concerned. In order to make
the armed services "attractive," it has been necessary to minimize the conflict between civilian and military modes of life. As Fallows notes, for example, enlisted
men today are far more likely to live off post with their families than they were in
the past, and whatever the advantages of this change, it weakens the force of
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shared experience and unit solidarity that grows out of barracks life.
The negative consequences of the market, Fallows points out, are most apparent among noncommissioned officers. A good NCO is a person of considerable ability who could command better pay and private rewards in civilian life.
The armed services attract NCOs of quality by offering them the pleasures of
rule and authority, appealing to unmistakably political motives. The privatization of the military, as Fallows comments, reduces the NCO, in any number of
ways, from a political boss to something more like a foreman. It is not enough;
NCOs are discontented, harder to attract, and harder to keep.
In the same way, the appeal to private motives strengthens the already robust
careerism of the officer corps. Not that the volunteer military deserves much of
the blame: Fallows recognizes, but underrates, the relation between careerist
self-interest and the basic dynamics of American political society. Nevertheless,
the volunteer military does tend to legitimate private motives and ambitions. It
makes officers less ashamed to regard their troops (and theirsuperiors) as instruments to be used; it makes the striver less of a pariah. Moreover, since the military recruits enlisted personnel with the promise of skills and experience that will
lead to upward mobility in civilian life, it can hardly object if officers serve with
an eye to possible employment in defense-related industries. If the assembly lirie is
good, the executive suite must be better. The volunteer military, in short, undermines some of the last defenses of the military against the individualism of commercial society.
Fallows is at least as concerned, however, to argue that conscription would
contribute to the political society as a whole. Military service, Fallows argues, is a
democratic obligation, part of the duty to share the burdens of public life. Compulsion to serve is no less acceptable than the enforced payment of taxes to support the military, and it is more appropriate since market motives are inadequate
foundations for military life.
In fact, military service involves more than the duty to pay-in coin or in
service-for the "public goods" from which one benefits. That argument, which
Fallows uses in answering libertarians, concedes far too much to the utilitarian
notion that government, though different, is analogous to the market in delivering "goods and services" to basically passive, consuming citizens.
To serve in the military is to share in rule, albeit in a small way, and the duty
to do so is entailed by citizenship as magistracy, as a form of ruling. Those who
participate in making life and death decisions have a responsibility for what they
decide. Citizens cannot be rightly insulated from the grimy or murderous human
consequences of political decision because such protection debases deliberation
and judgment, making it too easy for citizens to posture or to be frivolous about
public matters. Suburban whites, given the volunteer military, can be almost as
cavalier about war and peace as they are about the poor; democratic citizenship
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should not allow us to be carefree about either.
Of course, only a minority of citizens will be in the military at any given time.
As Fallows observes, however, even the memory of past service may add an indispensable dimension to public debate: "How rich and full a feeling for public
education would the members of our school boards have if all of them had gone
to private schools?" More important, those of us who can no longer, or cannot
yet, serve can still be personally involved through the participation of those
whom we care about.
That, as Fallows recognizes, is the best answer to those who fear that the
draft would promote "adventurism." Conscription makes the public, and especially its elites, pay some part of the human price of bellicosity. (Middle-class
whites would still pay too little, of course, since they and theirs would be the least
likely to serve in the front lines, but that is no argument for making them wholly
exempt.) Public involvement in military life does not rule out military adventures,
but it does make criticism of such excursions far more likely. After all, the antiwar movement only became conflagrant during Vietnam after Johnson ended
the deferment of college students. The volunteer army was, to a very considerable extent, intended to defuse protest against the war, and whatever the motives
of its proponents, it certainly achieved that result. As Fallows argues, without
the draft, American intervention in Vietnam might have cost more money, but it
would have been less opposed, and for a decisionmaker, the two considerations
may balance out. In fact, since bureaucracies fear criticism more than cost, a
volunteer army probably makes intervention easier. The movement opposing
American policy in El Salvador profits from the memory of the pain of Vietnam, but that remembrance is fading. We are· likely to need other protections,
and soon.
Fallows has even less difficulty answering the objection that conscription,
while equalitarian in theory, discriminates in practice because only ~(fniction of
any age cohort is actually required to serve. His response takes two forms: he
prescribes a draft with no exemptions except the ''truly disabled," and he observes
that although conscription would take only a fraction of those eligible at first,
the proportion serving would grow considerably in the middle and late eighties
when there will be fewer yotmg people from whom to choose.
Fallows's exemption-free draft appeals to.rtl.e,but poiitidilly it is no sure
thing, to say the least. Fairness ought to make Fallows remark that the strongest
argument for conscription is derived from the prohibitive cost of trying to
recruit an army from a smaller and smaller group of young Americans. The
drive to conscript will gain its force from the practical necessities of the defense
bureaucracy, not the democratic norms to which Fallows appeals.
Yet when that is conceded, the democratic case for conscription remains. In
fact, Fallows rather understates his brief. He emphasizes the need to bring de-
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mocracy into the military; he slights the possible contribution of military service
to democracy.
Aristotle argued that there is a likeness between an army and a democracy, a
proposition that deserves some attention. In an aristocracy, since ruling is the
business of the elite, its private life and its public vision tend to coincide. It is, to
that extent, like the traditional general who, from his vantage point, could see
the army as a whole. The eye and the intellect perceive the same object. In other
words, it is relatively easy for rulers in an aristocratic regime to follow their private impulses, or to presume that duty and interest coincide. (Of course, elites
are often blind to political reality, but that is a comme11t on the nature of their regimes, not on the task of ruling such a political society on its own terms.) It is
even more appropriate for subjects to pursue their private interests since they
have no public obligations; one aristocratic survival in the American military is
the legal fiction that only officers are "responsible."
In a democracy, by contrast, a citizen must apprehend the whole without
actually seeing it. Even if citizens bear their share of ruling, they are only involved
in public life for a fraction of their lives. Most citizens spend most of their time,
even in participant polities, in private and parochial pursuits only distantly related to the political order. Nevertheless, citizens must make decisions about the
good of the whole. This requires them to govern their private feelings and interests in the service of the collective. Democratic theorists, until quite recently,
favored small states because, their feeling and the common good stand close
together; it is easy to understand and experience what benefits us all. In such
states, the governance of feeling can be less severe than it is in large states. Even
in the polis, however, democracy requires sternness on behalf of the common
good. Democratic citizens, especially in large and acquisitive states like our own,
need to learn discipline and devotion, the ability to subordinate private feeling
and immediate interest to the good of an unseen whole. In this sense, military
service teaches (or can teach, at any rate) something essential in the curriculum
of civic education.
Obviously, this is irrelevant to the intent of the armed services, which is only
to trairi soldiers who will fight well, but this does not change the effect. Military
service is not the only school of discipline, nor is its instruction enough to make a
citizen. A democracy, however, cannot dispense with the teaching, and it had
better be sure of its "moral alternative" before it abandons the instruction of military service.
Fallows recognizes all this, at least implicitly. One of his informants spoke
directly to the point: in his experience, military service taught "the need to share,
the need to follow orders" and encouraged a nonelitist sort of "natural leadership." The idea of a leadership that is not "elitist" sounded paradoxical to him,
but the notion is close to the meaning of civic duty. Fallows himself admires the
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military virtues because he sees how much they oppose the competitive individualism of American private life. As Fallows maintains, a great many Americans
might have had little inkling how much they resented and found wanting in everyday life without the exposure, in the military, to different values and institutions.
Discontent with American society, so often the unexpected consequence of military service, led some soldiers to stay in the military. Many more, however,
brought those dissatisfactions back into civil life. Through conscription, a great
many Americans were "forced to be free" of the doctrines and conceits of liberal
society. At the same time, military corporatism is a good deal less threatening
when taught to soldiers imbued with the creed of liberal society.
In fact, the strongest argument against the position I have been developing
turns on the conflict between liberalism and military virtue. Liberalism contends
that the classical ideal of citizenship, however admirable, is inapplicable in modern polities. Given the size and power of contemporary political orders, liberalism-the plural factions and cautious self-interest of Madison's vision-is the
best we can do, the only real alternative to totalitarianism. If so, then military
virtue is dangerous because it encourages civic virtue, and so doing, generates
demands that a liberal society cannot meet.
Obviously, Fallows does not agree with this view. He does, however, obscure
or underestimate the antipathy between liberal doctrine and military value. Consequently, he underrates the extent to which the policies of which he complains
are not mistakes but the logical outgrowths of a liberal regime.

B

egin with a truism: liberal political philosophy does not admire soldiers.
Life, liberty, and property, the liberal trinity, is virtually the antithesis of
honor, duty, and country. The first premise of liberalism-that human beings
seek, above all else, to preserve themselves and especially to avoid violent death
-involves the consequence that military life is unnatural and aberrant, to be explained in terms of superstition or grandiose irrationality.
At best, liberalism classified military virtue as a survival from the dark past,
useful only at the fringes of society and dangerous inside it. Hobbes grouped it
with the revolutionary schemes of "needy men and hardy, not contented with
their present condition" among the enemies of civil order, "for there is no honour
Military but by warre, nor any such hope to mend an ill game as by causing a new
shuffle." Military excellence, consequently, threatens and corrupts political society, and the military itself is tolerable only if it is thoroughly subordinated. Hence,
liberalism made obedience to orders, rather than honor, the highest norm of military life. Locke, that partisan of liberty, told soldiers to march to the cannon's
mouth if so commanded, and liberal theory agreed, until the twentieth century
caused us to wonder if obedience was after all a sufficient grace.
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Liberalism is warlike, but its chosen enemy is nature, not nations. Liberal
theorists hoped that war between states would disappear with the progress of enlightenment and modern institutions, yielding to "constructive competition."
Alike in this, liberalism and Marxism envisioned a movement from military to
industrial forms of society. The military, like the political, would gradually disappear as coercion yielded to administrative manipulation.
Even if liberals had admired military virtue, moreover, they would have
sought to reduce our reliance on it. Fallows faults worst-case planning, but liberal
political theory-and with it, a good part of American political culture-is based
on providing for the extreme case. Ancient political theory began with the ordinary case, with human beings in political society. Liberal thought, by contrast,
began with isolated human beings in a "state of nature," an extreme scenario by
any standard, and insisted on constructing public order on the worst-case
assumption of radically private, self-interested human beings.
It did so, other reasons aside, because any other assumption seemed too
fragile a foundation for public peace. Public spirit and political virtue, in the liberal view, are chancy at best and, fundamentally, are profoundly unnatural. Human beings, at bottom, are tempermentally lawless. Reliable public order cannot rest on human judgment and character. It must be founded on impersonal
rules and mechanisms like the market which can transform private motives into
public benefits. Order and the common good, in these terms, are products of the
system, not qualities of the soul. Managerialism, consequently, is not some intellectual aberration: it is the liberal science of rule. The great faults which Fallows
finds in managerialism-worst-case planning, recruiting a military on the basis
of private motives, the devotion to technology-are rooted in the foundations of
our political culture.
In one sense, modern military managerialism does represent a departure
from historic liberalism. It has abandoned the belief that war will be ameliorated
or disappear and the conviction that, in the meantime, itcan be banished to the
periphery of political society. Managerial liberalism assumes that war will be relatively permanent and pervasive feature of politics. Given that premise, it cannot quarantine the military virtues; it must dispense with them.
Since the military virtues really are at odds with the nostrums of liberal society, the managerialists are right, given their assumptions. Liberal political society
can survive contemporary military conditions only if it can reduce the military
back to the peripheral status is occupied during most of the nineteenth century
or if it can conduct military affairs without military virtue. Fallows provides a
powerful argument that it can' do neither, with which I agree. If he is correct,
however, his position calls for a political transformation more extreme than anything he has ventured to suggest.
The American military, after all, was never a warrior caste. Inevitably, it
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has reflected a good deal of the bourgeois society in which it is embedded and on
which it depends for soldiers and sustenance. The service academies seek to include a code of honor, but their classrooms teach engineering. The military has a
certain resistance to contagion, but it has never been immune to the moral ailments of political society.
MacArthur's saying, "in war, there is no substitute for victory" is not substantially different from Jim Fiske's happy discovery, after a financial scandal,
that "nothing is lost, save honor." What matters is winning, and although we prefer to win by honorable means, we will use dishonorable ones when necessary.
There are time when winning is a supreme goal-in war against the Nazis, for example-because one's enemy is supremely evil, but such conflicts are the exception, not the rule. The American military, however, adopted the ethic of success
because liberalism has little respect for losers, and it is difficult for Americans to
accept the truth that there are victories which are hurtful and defeats which are
honorable. After all, such terms speak of what benefits the soul and not the body,
a language foreign to liberalism and to modernity. Yet lost causes abound in the
military pantheon: even Americans, for example, admire Lee.
The traditional side of our culture, especially religion, teaches us to value
the soul; Christianity, for all its hatred for war, teaches the heart of the soldier's .
honor-that it is noble to lay down one's life for one's friends. That aspect of our
life is growing weaker, and with its decline, Fallows's hopes for the "intangibles"
may go aglimmering.
Our appreciation for heroism, for instance, shows a decline in quality. We
regard the hostages in Iran as "heroes," I suppose, because they endured captivity arid threat without suffering moral collapse. By that measure, however, virtually every soldier in our past wars ranks as a hero, and I wonder whether either
Gandhi or Dr. King would have been quite so compliant with his captors. Similarly, President Reagan informed us in his inau_gural address that the American
who goes to work every day is a hero, an unconsciously revealing image of work
in America, but not an exacting standard of valor.
Plato had Socrates maintain that Athenians could do no better than to send
their children to Protagoras, who taught that courage was a form of enligthened
self-interest. PliUo was riot endorsing Protagonls'sigrioble view; he was passing
judgment oil Athenians, who could, presuhiably, do worse than Protagoras, but
not better. American democracy may be in no better state than its ancient predecessor: perhaps managerial liberalism is the best that we can do.
If America can do better, it will not be sufficient to reform the military, al. though that might be a beginning. In the end, we will have to reform ourselves.
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(socialist~feminists,

feminist movement suffers a double crisis. Internally, it tends toward
into sects
lesbians, black women, radicals, Latinas) and toward too simplisticidentification of its enemy (as men, sexism, capitalism). Moreover, it has sometimes proved insensitive to other forms
of oppression (of minorities, of working-class men) and susceptible to reduction
to single-issue politics, thus permitting itself to be easily co-opted. bxternally, it
endures the attack of the Moral Majority and Reagan administration in addition
to the apathy of political moderates preoccupied with the economy.
As feminists widely contend, the movement needs a coherent theoretical vision to reflect, contextualize, and guide its practice. The lack of such an understanding exacerbates its internal problems and abets its external ones. Women
have frequently rejected the classic political texts of western culture as mere patriarchal exercises, useless to the tasks of creating a new epistemology, language,
and vision appropriate for women. Although the tradition of political thought is
concerned with issues of freedom, justice, and equality that are central to feminism, the tradition's history of ignoring women as political beings makes its relevance to the movement very problematic. In particular, pre-Marxist male theorists seem to many feminists irrelevant except as stark, exemplary embodiments
of misogyny. 1 To say the least,
the leading articulators of feminist perspectives in our time have riot
seen as one oftheir major tasks making contact with ... that ''ancient
and continuous discourse that began in the fifth century B. C. with the
public life of the Athenian polis and the political discourse which centered around it and often against it."
1 Susan Moller Okin in Women in Western Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979) argues in part that the exclusion of women from equal place with men is integral,
even necessary, to political theories. In other words, the tradition of political thought is built to a
"great extent" on the premise of sexism.
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Jean Bethke Elshtain initiates that contact between feminism and the polis's
legacy in Public Man, Private Woman: Women in Social and Political Thought.
Unlike the "leading articulators of feminist perspectives," she is not primarily a
debunker of Western political theory. Her chief concerns are not to unmask the
misogyny, strip bare the sexism, or expose the oppressive "patriarchy" hidden
within the line of thinkers from Plato to Marx. On the contrary, she argues that
feminists must re-pose the ancient questions long ignored. They must inquire
into the Aristotelian issues: which ideals and obligations are required to animate
a just society? What are the beliefs and habits integral to political order? How
can we be educated to the "capacity for self-reflection" on the ends and means of
public and private action?
According to Elshtain, these questions address the heart of feminism's needs.
She has long urged that the crucial, as yet unaccomplished, task for feminism involves creating "a vision of political community and of citizenship that might
serve as the touchstone of a collective identity for males and females alike." 2 She
has been willing to take unpopular stands against major spokeswomen in the
movement in order to press her case that feminism will destroy itself unless it
raises civic issues and ceases to make simplistic assumptions about enemies and
institutions.
In fact, her book's first part, "Public and Private Images in Western Political Thought," is considerably kinder to male theorists such as Augustine and
Rousseau than the second part, "Contemporary Images of Public and Private:
Toward a Critical Theory of Women and Politics," is to the feminists it examines.
In the latter part, she calls to account the leading feminist perspectives-"radical,
liberal, Marxist, and psychoanalytic." Such thinkers as Mary Daly, Betty Friedan, Juliet Mitchell, and Dorothy Dinnerstein are all shown to avoid the rigorous thinking which would force them to confront the civic implications of their
claims. Their "thin" conceptions of citizenship result in foreshortened, unimaginative accounts of the relation between public and private that do injustice to
both modes of experience. Each faction either collapses public and private, overpoliticizes personal life, or ignores politics altogether. In addition, Elshtain observes that feminists "junk all notions of what is essential, of limiting conditions,
in the creation of the future by concentrating exclusively on what must, they
believe, change in order for women to be 'free.' They will brook no disagreement
for to disagree is to exhibit the poison of 'male identification.'"
2 Elshtain, "Feminists Against the Family," the Nation, November q, 1979, p. 500. In a critique of white (especially academic) feminists, Bell Hooks argues the need to "reappropriate the
term 'feminism,' to focus on the fact that to be 'feminist' in any authentic sense ... is to want for
all people, female and male, liberation from sexist role patterns, domination, and oppression."
Ain't I A Woman: Black Women and Feminism (Boston: South End Press, 1981), p. 195.
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Thus, having identified an impoverished view on the part of major feminists regarding the relation of public and private experience and an equally impoverished capacity to tolerate oppositional perspectives on the matter, Elshtain
proposes a twofold strategy: she suggests that we "embrace a politics of limits"
and that we discover the ethical imperative lodged in "maternal thinking." 3
Even in the midst of oppression and corruption, feminists must avoid the
temptations of mere defensiveness and ressentiment and recognize the necessity
of authority, public law, and civic virtue: "A vision or fantasy of a better world,
an ethical polity, need not involve the utter destruction of the old, nor become
stuck in unchecked interiority." Some notion of limitation and control should
be built into the revision of the common world, Elshtain argues, or we will all
succumb to the "allure of hate''-whether for men, for other factions of feminism, or simply for what now exists around us. She fears the ultimate costs of rejecting as "male" the traditions and history that have also helped shape women's
lives. All institutions, values, and practices cannot come under radical scrutiny
without raising the specter of deepening our cultural disintegration and delegitimation.
If notions of public law, authority, and civic obligations provide necessary
limits to imagining alternative societies, the everyday experiences of women provide the positive clues for the content of a transformed world: "I am here calling
for the redemption of the everyday life . .. to affirm the protection of fragile and
vulnerable human existence." Following Sara Ruddick, Elshtain offers the
phrase "maternal thinking" to name the ethical commitments embedded in
women's customary activities. She believes that "values ancllanguage flow from
'mothering' [which could] signal a force of great reconstructive potential." This
nurturing ethic could be politicized, extending its implications to all women and
men: "The activation of a female participatory capability must begin with her
immediate concerns, go on to give a robust account of them, and then bring
these concerns to a transformed vision ofthe political community." Such visions
"may finally manifest themselves in and through action on the public level," according to Elshtain, but she warns us early in the book that her task is not to tell
us how this can or should happen. In juxtaposing the views of the classic texts on
private and public with the perspectives of contemporary feminists, she hopes to
increase the sophistication of feminist debate and to provide appropriate standards for judging theories of private and public life.

3 See also Elshtain's further comments on "maternal thinking" in "Antigone's Daughters,"
democracy 2, no. 2 (April 1982).
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Elshtain's inattentiveness to feminism as a movement and parallel inattentiveness to the historical settings of Western political theorists result in methodological and political limitations. In the end, we learn too little from the male thinkers on whom she concentrates. We do need to know about the incoherencies in
past theories of private and public, but we need also to learn the methods by
which prior theorists responded to crises and found ways of raising crucial issues
for their chosen audiences. Thus, thinkers such as Aristotle and Machiavelli
have more to teach contemporary feminists than just their notions of the relation of women and politics; their conceptualization of the nature of theorizing
amid the cultural crises of Athens and Florence is equally instructive.
Because of Elshtain's decontextualization of the feminists in Part II, we miss
the rich resources within the activities of the movement. There are, for example,
a multitude of feminist associations in which women assist one another to take
control of their health needs, to establish self-respecting and self-reliant environments after having been battered, to develop cooperative work structures,
and so forth. Within these associations, women have already discovered they
can speak about and interpret their own experiences, and can develop strategies
to alter some of the sources of their problems. Moreover, the process of associating carries its own sophisticated teachings and radical potential. As Margaret
Cerullo has pointed out, the feminist movement has had a significant impact on
the organizational planning of American socialists:
[We cannot] retain [the] conception of political strategy-which sees
revolution as an event and one that is oriented to the seizure or transformation of state power. Central to a feminist understanding of politics by contrast is a distinction between the structure of power and the
structure of the state. [T]his implies ... that revolution is also a matter
of changing the structures of power that are internalized and reproduced in our daily lives. This means a longer-struggle in which people's
deepest commitments to this society are eroded through the process of
collectively experiencing something different. 4
Responsiveness to the subversive potential in the process of associating and
thus experiencing "something different" from mainstream culture does not mean
that traditions of thought and other aspects of our heritage need all be jettisoned.
In fact, greater attention to current feminist practice could strengthen the links
Elshtain wants us to make with western thought. The tradition of political theory can be revitalized rather than destroyed by contact with a living movement
and social context.
4 "Autonomy and the Limits of Organization: A Socialist-Feminist Response to Harry Boyte,"
Socialist Review 9, no. 1 (January-February 1979): 97·
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arts I and II of Public Man, Private Woman would have greater coherence
if we first accept and then extend Elshtain's challenge to make contact between feminism and the discourse of political theory. There are important women
thinkers who, while not "feminist," prompt us nonetheless on how to make that
contact. They offer guidance on how to escape the liabilities in the specific content of an older theory, how to use that theory's own method to internally criticize it, and how to use the older paradigm without ignoring the specific features
of the new historical setting. Mary Wollstonecraft and Rosa Luxemburg, for instance, bear careful study for their respective transformations of Locke an and
Marxist paradigms into theories that acknowledged the social and political participation of new groups, that demystified arbitrary and centralized authority,
and that identified subtle alternatives to violence. Not only do they exemplify
what it means to be a woman and care about collective life but they also implicitly teach the methods for making their theories relevant to feminism by demonstrating how they made earlier political thought relevant to their own times of
crisis. In addition, Hannah Arendt's transformation of Aristotelian political
theory and reflections on Zionism-Elshtain's severe criticism of her notwithstanding-have much to teach feminist theorists about the links between the history of political thought and the practices of a movement.
Among Wollstonecraft, Arendt, and Luxemburg, the last most explicitly
set out the interconnections of social context, political movements, and critical
thinking. She realized that German society, the Social Democrats, and her fellow Spartacists were all at different points of self-consciousness about the need
for and means of political change. In her view, the members of the movement
had to initiate rather than be led into actions within the larger society~ Such confrontations would result in the exposure of serious contradictions within the society. Theorists had to listen carefully to the membership of the movement, learning from their errors as well as their successes how social c_onditions were being
altered and new possibilities were emerging. The answers could arise only as the
problems appeared in practice; they could not be dreamed ahead of their time.
The principal purpose of the theorist-educator in this view is to make articulate
what the movement seems to desire and to direct that statement back into the
movement for the widest possible discussion.
Luxemburg argued that a theory built of abstract principles was as dangerous and "opportunistic" as an anarchic activism contemptuous of theory. The
task of the theorist was creative rather than destructive; to provide the overview
which draws out the inherent direction and purpose of separate activities and
persuasions within the movement. While Elshtain assists us to see the opportunistic dangers, as it were, in certain anti-intellectual, unreflective statements by
some feminists, we also need to note that a vital feminist theory remains in touch
withthe practice of feminism.
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In confronting external forces, associations of women have the potential to
create subversive, genuinely democratic strategies. It is incumbent on feminist
theorists to reflect upon such experiences and draw out their implications. Currently, for example, there are attempts by women's health collectives to introduce safer methods of birth control, like the cervical cap, into their communities. Their efforts bring them into confrontation with the combined force of bureaucratized government agencies, large drug companies that manufacture variations of the pill, and a widespread belief in the infallibility of gynecological professionals. In the process of securing safer birth control devices, a local Santa
Cruz collective became acutely aware of the ties among federal regulations, corporate power, and the larger history of technology and women's health. Such
recognition engendered a sharing of information not only on better health techniques but also on the political implications of the variety of controls exercised
over women's private lives. It is scarcely surprising that involvement with such issues radicalizes women by making them aware of their ability to help themselves
in concert with others and by making them conscious of the scope of the opposition to that self-help.
While we should be wary of romanticizing small self-help groups as an automatic panacea, Luxemburg, Arendt, and other women theorists draw our attention to the political fact that democratic power can only emerge from democratic
practice in face-to-face associations. The "ethical polity" called for by Elshtain
first must be constituted in the social relations of a movement that undertakes
the reordering of society. The activities of women's health collectives, feminist
antinuclear groups, rape prevention centers, etc., need contact with a tradition
of critical inquiry that will reveal their weaknesses but at the same time preserve
their self-perceived strengths, especially that of community-building.
Perhaps one reason why Elshtain deflects attention from such feminist associations involves her passionate concern to save the family. She fears that feminists are further eroding the already faltering structure of the family. Rightly,
she regards the family as one of the few remaining institutions which can intervene between the individual and the state. But "maternal thinking," the nurturance of children, and the practices of parenting may not provide "moral and political imperatives" and furthermore may not signal a "force of great reconstructive potential," since, unfortunately, the "protection of fragile and vulnerable
human existence" by nurturing people is perfectly compatible with nonparticipatory, nondemocratic politics. 5
5 Andre Gorz makes !he parallel point about the environmentalist movement in Ecology as
Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1980). He argues that it is "impossible to derive an ethic from
ecology." The sustenance of life and "stewardship of nature" are necessary but insufficient premises for the movement. When they are taken as ultimate goals, any number of means to sustain
"mere life" becomes justifiable or easily rationalizable. He further argues that only freedom, or
the quality of collective life, can serve as an ultimate guide.
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Families, as Elshtain suggests, may indeed be our first teachers in the "loaded
and contested terms of discourse, public and private." An equally important education, however, derives from the experience of a movement and collective action. If parents introduce us to political terms, peers are the ones who can make
them meaningful. Parents and children seldom confront together the force of
the corporate world and the bureaucratic state or the "received cultural" ideology in ways that generate principled action. Feminist associations, therefore,
deserve as much "nurturing" attention from theorists as families do. Unlike the
family, face-to-face feminist groups offer the theorist valuable lessons in the
possibilities of contemporary democratic possibilities.
Elshtain has argued strenuously that in order for western political theory to
assist feminism it must be sensitized to the experience of the family in ensuring
the survival of the individual. She further believes that the civic questions posed
by the tradition can assist feminists in resolving their internal and external crises.
In juxtaposing the political classics with feminists, she initiates a promising study.
If both the movement and the tradition have more to offer one another in dialogue than Elshtain demonstrates, then the impulse behind Public Man, Private
Woman is fully justified and we are challenged to extend even more rigorously
her imperative to rethink the possibilities for an ethical polity.

~-

d-

pi-

ion
~p

liSill

:rior
[inue
.chtO
l.ne~-

\ "Adrit)l of

1." Are

118

Contested Terrain

these democratic virtues, or at least compatible with democracy? Schaar is prepared to say that they are not. He is prepared to say that the pursuit of happiness
(the imputed content of individualism) "may be ... peculiarly congenial to the
genius of democracy in that it does, in the end, mean the sovereignty of desire."
If desire is the core of the individual, and all individuals are valued equally, qualitative judgments cease, "and while this is an orientation congenial to mass democracy, it is not one which points the way toward excellence."
To repeat, Schaar's indictment of individualism is not snobbery or mere irritation at the culture. But the itemization of values superior to happiness could
be made most suitably by a conservative, especially one drawn to some aspects
of the ancient polis, as Schaar is. A liberal would say that individual freedom is
more important than happiness. Conservative or not, Schaar's tendency is to
move toward the sacrifice of individualism-indeed, the sacrifice of individuals
-in behalf of values that, I believe, can be reached only by "a great nation" or "a
great individual." The people can then too easily be conceptualized as means for
the realization of these values. Some values inhere in the totality; others are
exemplified in a few. That is the real meaning of Schaar's indictment of individualism. He indicts in order to clear the field for a particular conception of the totality, which he calls community, and for a particular conception of individual
excellence, limited to a few, which he calls authority.

S

chaar is serious about community. He is not content with the temporary,
improvised, evanescent communities of the student movement in the 196os.
That kind of community was appropriate to an individualist culture: at once encouraged and discouraged by it, at once derivative from the culture's strengths
and compensatory for its weaknesses. To be sure, Schaar urges in the concluding
essay that groups should create enclaves of community within the larger and so
far unredeemable totality. "Develop alternative institutions. Proceed as though
the state were not there .... What I am mainly recommending is the launching of
thousands of small, local experiments in community living, each trying to find
its own path to the development of many-sided persons." One may ask, is there
not, in this proposal, an unacknowledged dependence on the larger society's virtue of tolerance (indeed, tolerance of a concerted dissenting individuality)? Is
there not, as well, a turning away from the effort to improve that society? Yet
these considerations matter much less than Schaar's idealism taken in itself.
He believes that only in a community can a human life be led. He wants people to lead their whole lives within its frame: if an enclave is better than nothing,
episodes of temporary community do not count. If some people tire of their individuality and seek relief in such episodes, Schaar's communitarianism is a
eep, principled commitment. He is not only tired of individualism, he has
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always been "against" it. He is not at home in modern society because he is per-.
suaded that millions are not at home in it-whether they know it or not. Community is home.
Is community an essentially conservative aspiration? Certainly, the great
theorists of American liberal individualism-Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman
-do not suggest that people can feel at home in the world because of their shared
way of life. Reconciliation to the world, the sublimation of alienation (never its
abolition), is the work of the individual in his ecstatic contemplative moments.
But not to be a liberal is not necessarily to be a conservative. We know that radicals of the right and the left also cherish community. Let us say that the adherents
of community are separated by the kinds and degrees of inequality they allow.
They are joined by their rejection of individualism but are sharply discordant on
the question of equality. It may nevertheless be true that their common rejection
is far more important than their discord. By affirming community, all antiliberals affirm order. The terms of order matter greatly, of course; the kinds and degrees of inequality are of profound significance. But I think that the most decisive distinction in political theory is between those who affirm order and thoseliberals-who do not. Perhaps 3: nicer word for order is harmony: but to a liberal,
harmony is not really nicer than order. My flat assertion is that communitarians
of every kind are essentially conservative: they reject conflict, tension, ill-definition, uncertainty, partisanship, deviance, rebellion. They reject disorder in all its
forms: disorder that is by the law or against it, actual or symbolic, regular or occasional, inward or behavioral.
Schaar quotes with approval T. S. Eliot's words, "What life have you if you
have not life together? There is no life that is not in community." That Schaar
can applaud Eliot is disconcerting. Eliot's picture of the good community is an
extremely reactionary one, based as it is on the division of society into several
classes that each inhabit a quite distinct mental and moral universe. The classes
are unequal in culture as well as in wealth and power. Everyone has a place, knows
it, and keeps it. Schaar's rejection of liberal individualism sometimes leads him
to these implausible, if momentary, affinities. He is not reactionary, he does not
want classes in the old-world sense, but he does want cohesion. He does not think
that a people can have a life together and still remain civil strangers and individuals. Culture must weave "the lowest and the highest things together into a shapely
whole .... We must decide what we shall mean by being human. The vital culture, thus, is one which aids those choices, gives direction, tells us in ways we can
believe what is worthy and what is not, gives us self-respect when we choose what
is worthy, and supplies consolations for our inevitable losses and defeats." Schaar's
community therefore lacks doubt about itself or any part of itself. Its institutions
and roles have no inconsistency. The great questions oflife are answered and answered for all; once answered, they are lived, as if every question had one and
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only one right answer. The community thinks with one mind. Community is
thus closure. Right and Left love closure and hence both are conservative in spirit,
whatever their substantive differences.
Schaar himself is wonderfully generous toward certain deviant or distinct
groups in American society. But he is generous toward them as groups, and as
groups that are internally cohesive and readily characterizable as groups. They
are informal communities, tho~gh not enclaves of the sort he advocates.

A

continental country of more than two hundred million people cannot be
a community, a shapely whole, a polis. Schaar knows and feels that certainty acutely. But he will continue to entertain the ideal of community, if only to
modify our thought and maybe our practice. Could not Americans live a little
more like a community, and be attracted a little less to self-interest and self-actualization? In reading him, however, let us not insist on the applicability of his
idealism. Let us attend to him abstractly. What kind of order is he idealizing?
I think that Schaar's ideal community most closely resembles Rousseau's.
Which is to say that he adds to the essential conservatism of the communitarian
ideal, an ideological coloration that is conservative, not leftist or radical. Undeniably there seem to be radical democratic elements present; they may, in fact, be
present. Yet, in the case of Schaar, as in the case of Rousseau, one is left with the
preponderant sense that a specifically conservative political sensibility is expressing itself. Their common conservatism shows itself, above all, in the place they
accord political authority. Rousseau does not consider the prince (or executive)
the authority of the coibrtmnity; but by the time Rousseau: finishes describing
the role and powers of the prince, he is (or they are) nearly evetything that political authority is supposed to be. Schaar does not evade the word: he believes that
in a good community authority will be properlyunderstood and practiced. Despite some contrary moments in his text, .Schaar promotes a conception of authority that emphasizes the distinction between those in authority and the rest.
Schaar even speaks unreluctantly of leaders and the need for them. (Is it exotic to recall Tom Paine's words from The Rights ofMan: "above· all, he [the citizen of a representative democracy] does ndtadopttMslavish ~ustom of follow..
ing what in other governments are called LEADEifs'~h
,· .
Schaar's essays work to rehabilitate the concept of authority. He maintains
that there is a crisis of authority in society, and the least we can do is improve our
understanding of au~hority. He seems to be saying that a proper understanding
of authority would lead us out of some of our present troubles. Yet, the same understanding would prevail in the good society itself. Though perplexities inhere
in this effort to serve both partial reform and perfectionist idealism by the same
act of intellectual reconceptualization, we can ignore them. Except that one
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should note that a changed notion of authority in an otherwise unreformed society may lead to results quite unlike those that would ensue in a totally reformed
society. The results may be no more acceptable in one case than in the other; but
they would not be the same.
The condition of modernity has eroded the proper understanding and practice of authority: "genuine authority is all but lost to us today, and ... perhaps
we have lost even the concept of authority." Modernity has taught us that there is
no order except what man makes artificially. Modernity has schooled us in selfconsciousness and thus weakened the sense that morality must depend on the
bonds and limits of the group, rather than on individual determination. Modernity spawns large bureaucracies that make control hidden or faceless. Schaar
strives to work out and defend a concept of authority that rests on a repudiation
of modernity-on a repudiation, in sum, of the idea that man can live "without
collective ideals and disciplines, and thus without obedience to and reliance
upon the authorities that embody, defend, and replenish those ideals."
Schaar's yearning is for "humanly meaningful authority and leadership."
He rejects the sufficiency of Weber's categories. There must be a kind of authority
that is neither charismatic (modernity abounds in such authority) nor rationallegal (modernity has reduced ratiOnality to bureaucratic manipulation and coordination). Schaar longs for "obedience based on mutual respect and affection,"
for "honorable obedience." Fortunately, he does not try to have us believe, as
Rousseau did, that in the good society each person would obey only himself and
remain as free as he would be if there were no civil society. No: Schaar honestly
names the condition that he idealizes-it is obedience.
What is ihvolved is riot obedience to laws. Ort mote than one occasion,
Schaar disparages the constitutional ideal that laws, not fileh, should govern.
The desiderated obedience is to persons worthy of their position of authority.
"Humanly meaningful authority" exists when a certain human type leads and
governs. It is not dear to me that the good society would have cOntested elections
or even regular procedures for filling offices. In any case, what is this human
type? Schaar indicates that a person deserves authority when he or she possesses
qualities similar to those Aristotle includes under practical wisdom, but also
possesses other qualities that sound awfully close tO tHe cliattsrfi~tic ones 11-e
claims to reject. He says, "allleadets perform the srune flificti6fi. Ttley hiferptet
events, explore possible responses to problematic situations, recommend
courses of action, and vouch for the rightness and success of actions taken. They
advise, recommend, warn, reprove, and command." So far, the tenor is roughly
Aristotelean; the functions are close to those of Rousseau's prince, censor, and
tribune combined. Just by going so far, Schaar takes us out of the realm of constitutional, representative democracy and posits that to hold a position of political authority one must deserve it by some test other than that of the free choice
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of those who are supposed to comply with that authority. Still, Schaar does not
stop there. He "enriches" the concept of authority with expectations that any
liberal must find appalling. (Radicals would have to speak for themselves,
though I am not sure what intellectual resources they could use to dissociate
themselves from Schaar's conception.) He says,
Who am I as an individual? Who am I as a member of this society? Who
am I as a mortal member of humanity? Each of the three questions contains within itself a host of questions, and the way one formulates and
responds to them composes the center and structure of one's life. Given this, it can be said quite simply that humanly significant authorities
are those who help us to answer these questions in terms that we ourselves implicitly understand. The leader offers interpretations and recommendations which set off resonances in the minds and spirits of
other men. The leader finds himself in the followers, and they find
themselves in the leader.
Schaar wants political office-holders to perform the services of philosophy
and religion. It is not enough that they not commit crimes, and otherwise do a
reasonable job. So formalist and minimal an expectation-the normal expectation in constitutional representative democracy-must usually sponsor a situation that Schaar finds contemptible: "the political arena, being itself a place of
second-rate action is the place where second-rate people gather to pursue their
second-rate ends." Schaar wants greatness in political life-the greatness of authoritative figures. Scharr's political realm threatens to swallow all of life, but
before it does, it has already been transformed into something that is not political. One could deny that there is any discontinuity between political and private
virtues and moral standards, and still say that there is some appreciable difference between all political relations and roles and all private ones. Some humane
relations or roles in one sphere may, if reproduced or approximated in the other,
become odious. (Schaar acknowledges this point, but not sufficiently.) The numbers involved account for some of the differences; the social identity of the persons involved accounts for the rest. At one point, Schaar says that the relation
between teacher and student is the model for the relation between leaders and
followers, and adds that a teacher does his duty "by making himself unnecessary
to the student." I cannot see what the political equivalent of such a relationship
is. Presumably, authority is a permanent institution, whereas any given student
soon passes forever beyond the status of student. And a teacher only teaches: if
he does anything more than instruct, he influences. Politics is made of many
more relations than influence. I do not think that Schaar's ideal has any but a
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sinister potential: paternalism. He chides liberal individuals for wanting to be let
alone and to be taken care of materially: he calls them children. But better such
children than those other children who wait deferentially to receive answers to
the questions of the meaning of life from office-holders. For the sake of order
Schaar is willing to sacrifice not only the leading features of modernity, the developed claims of individualism, but the very idea of the individual. We are returned to something tribal: life lived in conformity to ascribed roles, life lived as
a ritual enactment supervised by sages and chiefs. Certainly life would have
"meaning," but a meaning given its shape by mutilation. The individual would
not create his own life in the sense of having a self-conscious relation to it, would
not give it some uncollectivized direction and sense, and in failing (necessarily)
to be as free as his mind would have him be, at least be able to call not just his
death, but also his life his own. Schaar does not trust individuals. In his zeal not
to find individuality in what he (partly) sympathizes with, he converts the joyous, individualistic no-saying of the student movement into the "desperate questionings of people who fear that their institutions and officials have no answers."
The ideal of community is thus a dream of authority. One further aspect is
that citizenship in Schaar's good society undergoes the same fate it undergoes in
Rousseau's. Schaar speaks with great power about the excellence of the life of
citizenship. He wants to dispel those liberal prejudices thai block the way to seeing citizenship as the rich experience it can be. In "Power and Purity'' and other
essays, he has many instructive things to say about these prejudices, especially
the view that political involvement must implicate persons in immorality. Most
important, he sees in citizenship the opportunity for each to share in the common life: "through acting with others to define and achieve what can be called
good for all, each realizes part of his own meaning and destiny." Unless a person
can "participate in forming the common definition of the good life, to that degree he falls short of the fullest possibilities of the human vocation." Leaving
aside the oppression inherent in assigning to the community the specification of
the one good life, the problem is that Schaar's conception of authority seems to
me to eviscerate his conception of citizenship. Rousseau's citizens meet once a
year (as if a sovereign city were a New England town!) and leave everything else
(except sacrifice) to the prince and other officials. Schaar's citizens are led
through a meaningful life. In both cases Citizens end up with much less ac:tual
power than the theorist sometimes promises. I do not see how a genuine conception of equal citizenship is possible if office-holders are not only functionaries
but also chiefs and sages, as they are in Schaar's projection. Even when officeholders wield great discretionary power for good and evil, as they do in constitutional democracies, citizenship is hurt much less than when citizens are supposed
to regard them as the givers of answers. Schaar's community does not really
define the good life-its authorities define it for them .
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hen Schaar discusses the general subject of equality, not simply equality
of citizenship, he again ends up with a profoundly inegalitarian result.
In four brilliantly resourceful essays, including his celebrated "Equality of Opportunity, and Beyond," he challenges the notion that equality is served by the
doctrine of equality of opportunity. He shows with a wonderful compassion how
cruel this doctrine can be, and how it betrays the fundamental sentiments of equality. But despite his fear and scorn of meritocracy, and his undeniably strong profession of fraternity, Schaar manages to turn even his most egalitarian discourse
into another vindication of the claims of authority. He faults Rawls for thinking
that all social questions are questions of justice. "The big political job is to decide what is worthy of praise and honor, and then to arrange social institutions
so that the best persons do get to the places of authority. This, it seems to me, is
hardly a question of justice at all." Whether it is a question of justice or not,
Schaar has not here sustained an egalitarian position. To be ruled by one's betters is far more morally injurious than any other kind of inequality, including
inequality of wealth.
The whole energy of this book is denied to the effort to see what heroism
and beauty modernity may hold within itself, along with the dangers and perversions: "the deepest disorder of our age .... is Faustianism." The political meaning of such resolute rejection is that the distinctive political form of modernity
-the institutions, procedures, and guarantees of constitutional representative
democracy-are left altogether uncherished. Indeed, "our doctrines and procedures of representation, which were designed to bridge power and people, largely function to widen and justify the gap between them." Schaar thinks that only
ignorance ot bad motives could lead anyone to think that American democracy
still exists. In comparison to what contemporary system, I wonder, can this
judgment be made? Such undiscriminating hostility joined to the ideal of community (whose innermost core is a dream of authority) amounts to a not uncommon combination these days. But Schaar is a writer more thoughtful than most.
That he shows such disaffection is troubling, portentous. Constitutional representative democracy grows ever more vulnerable. It is not likely to give way to a
system more to Schaar's liking.

CLASSICS
OF DEMOCRACY

Political Economy
for the Masses:
Henry George
STEVEN J. ROSS
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w Americans have had such a profound effect upon their times yet have
remained so anonymous to future generations as Henry George. As alecturer, he succeeded in politicizing hundreds ofthousands of workers and intellectuals throughout the world. As a theorist, he made political economy accessible
to the masses, transforming it, as one working-class leader noted, from a
"dismal science into a science radiant with hope." 1 As a politician, he spearheaded a mass democratic assault against the iniquities of industrial capitalism. As a
writer, he struck chords so deep that his most important work, Progress and
Poverty, outsold every other book in the nineteenth century except the Bible.
More than any political economist of his time, Henry George spoke to the
problems of ordinary Americans. Unlike many foreign-born radicals whose
ideas and language isolated them from American workers, George fashioned an
economic theory and radical political language that operated within the context
of American culture and values. He understood that thejdeology that sustained
capitalist rule could also be used to challenge it. In his writings and political
campaigns, George appropriated terms that had been used by elites to dissipate
working-class radicalism-and used them as the basis of a radical attack against
the forces of monopoly. Inspired by his writings, workers in cities and towns
throughout the nation abandoned traditional party ties in the fall and winter of
I886-1887 and joined George in a political crusade aimed at restoring what they
viewed as true democracy in the United States.
1 Arthur Nicholas Young, The Single Tax Movement in the United States (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1916) p. 79· For further information on George's life and theories see
Charles Albro Barker Henry George (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955); Robert V.
Andelson, ed., Critics of Henry George: A Centenary Appraisal of their Strictures on
"Progress and Poverty" (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1979).
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T h e early life of Henry George mirrored the frustrations and thwarted dreams
~fhis age. Born in 1839 into a lower middle-class Philadelphia family, Henry
George came of age in an era whose dominant ideology, deeply rooted in the Protestant work ethic, held that success or failure was a matter of individual fortitude: those who were hard working, frugal, and sober would succeed, those who
were not would fail. The ultimate goal was not the accumulation of great wealth,
but the attainment of modest economic independence-ownership of a small
shop, business, or farm. Government should intervene only to guarantee conditions that would provide all citizens with an equal opportunity for success;
. Despite his family's strict adherence to these guidelines, young Henry grew
up in an environment where poverty, urban crowding, hunger, and dependency
were facts of everyday life. He quit school at thirteen and spent the next several
years working as an errand boy, clerk, foremast boy on a ship, and apprentice
printer. In 1857, he set off for California confident that he was entering the
American Eden. But far from finding the West filled with unlimited opportunity
and prosperity, George discovered a land plagued by uncertainty, despair, and
exploitation: railroads, land speculators, and other monopolists prospered
while ordinary workers and farmers suffered. George spent the next several years
tramping around the countryside, taking whatever odd jobs he could get-ranch
hand, gold miner, farm laborer, clerk, and typesetter-often begging fora meal
and a night's stay in a barn. The worst period in his life came shortly after the birth
of his second child in 1865. Unemployed, his wife and children starving, George
set off in a desperate attempt to secure funds to feed his family.

.1·

I walked along the street and made up my mind to get the money from
the first man whose appearance might indicate that he had it to give. I
stopped a man-a stranger-and told him I wanted five dollars. He
asked what I wanted it for. I told him that my wife was confined and
that I had nothing to give her to eat. He gave me the money. If he had
not, I think I was desperate enough to have killed him, 2
This experience, George recounted in later years, led him to question the
fundamental beliefs of his upbringing. How was it possible that in a land of such
great prosperity an honest laborer could not earn a decent living? Was poverty
simply the result of individual failure or was there some larger set of circumstances at work? George began to explore these questions while working as areporter and managing editor of several California newspapers between 1865 and
1875. In January 188o, after several years of studying political economy on his
own, Henry George published his solution to the critical problems of the age:

Progress and Poverty.
2

Henry George Jr., The Life of Henry George (New York: Doubleday and McClure Co.,

I9QO), p. 149·
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Although George never completely lost faith in antebellum ideology, in

Progress and Poverty he attempted to expose and resolve its limitations and contradictions. He was determined to explain and offer clear solutions to the "greatest enigma of our times ... [the] association of poverty with progress." Even
though the nineteenth century was "marked by a prodigious increase in wealthproducing power," observed George, "large classes are maintained by charity or
live on the verge of recourse to it; amid the greatest accumulations of wealth,
men die of starvation, and puny infants suckle dry breasts; while everywhere the
greed of gain, the worship of wealth, shows the force of fear and want. The promised land flies before us like the mirage. " 3
Who, asked George, was to blame for this shameful situation? Workers?
Manufacturers? Was it possible that poverty was an inevitable consequence of
technical progress? Disdaining the complex and confusing explanations offered
by most political economists of his day, George located the answer in a single
concept: monopoly. It was monopoly that prevented free-market competition,
denied equality of opportunity, and caused industrial depressions and urban
poverty. And of all monopolies, one stood out as more pernicious than any
other: the monopoly of land. The inequalities of modern society, argued
George, did not arise from the production process, but from the unequal distribution and private ownership ofland and its resources. "From this fundamental
injustice," he proclaimed, "flow all the injustices which destroy and endanger
modern development, which condemn the producer of wealth to poverty and
pamper the nonproducer in luxury."4
George's interpretation of and remedies for monopoly merged strands of
antebellum petit-bourgeois ideology with two long-time tenets of working-class
radicalism: the producer's ethic and the labor theory of value. George contended
that the fundamental struggle in society was not between labor and capital, but
between producer and nonproducer, between those who created wealth and
those who lived off the wealth produced by others-landlords, speculators,
bankers, and professionals. Production, he explained, consisted of three main
elements: labor, capital, and land. The first two were active partners, not
enemies, in the creation of new goods and greater wealth. Land, however, was a
totally passive force that, while necessary, contributed nothing to the actual
process of production. Nevertheless, land, or more precisely the landlord, received a share of the profits in the form of rent. The landlord was paid not because he created new wealth, but because he held a monopoly on the land.
3 Henry George, Progress and poverty: An Inquiry into the Causes ofIndustrial Depressions
and of the Increase of Want With Increase of Wealth ... The Remedy (New York: Robert
Schalkenbach Foundation, 1955), pp. 3, 8.
4 Ibid., pp. 340-41.
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This was George's answer to the puzzling question of why, despite long
hours of work, labor's wages rose very little. Under the existing industrial arrangement nonproducers were allowed to rob workers of the full value of their
labor. As the population grew and the cost of land rose, George explained, the
tribute to landlords increased while the potential gains of workers and manufacturers decreased. Any additional profits a capitalist or laborer might make
through hard work and perseverence would simply be appropriated by the landlord in the form of higher rents. Surely, argued George, this was a new form of
slavery: "As a man belongs to himself, so his labor when put in concrete form
belongs to him .... If chattel slavery be unjust, then is private property in land
unjust." 5
George offered a simple solution: the Single Tax. In order "to extirpate poverty," he explained, "to make wages what justice commands they should be, the
full earnin~s of the laborer, we must therefore substitute for the individual ownership of land a common ownership."6 Rather than urging the direct confiscation
of land, George proposed that the government simply impose a property tax
equal to the rental value of any piece of land. The Single Tax, as it was later
called, was essentially a land-use fee that would be paid by the renter directly to
the government rather than to landlords or speculators. Though the actual
mechanisms of the Single Tax were never clearly delineated, George implied that
the tax would be determined according to the prevailing market demand for
property. If, for example, a manufacturer was willing to pay the government
$10,000 for the use of a plot ofland, then the original owner would either have to
pay a tax equal to that amount or give up the right to use that property for a year.
The Single Tax, in effect, would nationalize the ownership of land, yet it
would do so within a democratic context. Increased land values, George argued,
while created by the growth and development of the entire community, were
usurped by landlords and real estate speculators. The Single Tax would remedy
this situation by transferring the unearned profits of rent and speculation back
to the nation as a whole. The state would "become the universal landlord without calling herself so ... and every member of the community would participate in the advantages of ownership." Citizens would still be left with the outward appearance of land ownership: "Let the individuals who now hold it still
retain, if they want to, possession of what they are pleased to call their land ....
Let them buy and sell, and bequeath and divide it. We may safely leave them the
shell, if we take the kernel." 7
5 Ibid., pp. 334• 347·
6 Ibid., p. 328.
7 Ibid., pp. 406, 405.
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George envisioned the Single Tax as the great panacea of his age. "It would
raise wages, increase the earnings of capital, extirpate pauperism, abolish poverty, give remunerative employment to whoever wishes it, afford free scope to
human powers ... purify and carry civilization to yet nobler heights." 8 Speculators faced with the prospect of having to pay high taxes on non-incomeproducing lands, would be forced to sell or build upon their holdings. This, in
turn, would eventually lead to the construction of more factories and homes,
thereby alleviating the problems of unemployment and urban congestion. The
elimination of usurious rents, argued George, would reduce production costs
and thereby bring higher wages to workers and greater profits to employers.
Moreover, the Single Tax would generate sufficient funds to end the need for all
other taxes. Its revenues would meet the cost of government operations, then
only 5 percent of the gross national product, and leave a surplus that would be
returned to the people in the form of new railroads, telegraphs, schools, hospitals, museums, and parks.
The genius and appeal of Progress and Poverty lay in George's ability to
draw upon traditional American values to justify and legitimize radical ends.
The Single Tax, he repeatedly emphasized, was merely an attempt to honor and
protect the fundamental rights of citizenship. Land monopoly, he explained, led
to slavery, and slavery, be it chattel or industrial, was inconsistent with the principles of a free and independent citizenry. "In allowing one man to own the land
on which and from which other men must live," George argued, "we have made
them his bondsmen ... and must soon transmute democratic institutions into
anarchy. " 9
George also invoked the support of God on behalf of the Single Tax and
land nationalization. George belonged to the Christian and perfectionist tradition in American politics that insisted that Christians could not compromise
with sin, neither the sin of slavery nor the sin of monopolizing God's gift to
humanity. The iniquities that plagued the world, Gemge stressed, were the
result of disobeying God's will. The Bible taught us that land was a "gift of the
Creator to His common creatures, which no one had the right to monopolise."
Moses saw with great clarity that the "real cause of enslavement of the masses of
Egypt was, what has everywhere produced enslavement, the possession of a
class, of the land upon which the whole of the people must live." 10 Consequently,
in demanding an end to land monopoly, George, like Moses, was merely following the will of God.
8 Ibid., pp. 405-06.
9 Ibid., pp. 548-49.
10 Henry George, Moses (New York: The International Joseph Fels Commission, 1918),
pp. 20, 14. George first delivered "Moses" in June 1878.
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George also turned to political economy as a means of providing workingclass readers with a "scientific" basis for his programs. Prior to George, political
economy was consistently used to defend the prevailing capitalist order. George
rejected the mystifications and untruths of bourgeois economics and advanced
in its stead a radical political economy that presented workers with a very different vision of how the world could be. A national economic policy rooted in
the Single Tax, he argued, would end the poverty, unemployment, and industrial
depressions that bourgeois economists claimed were the inevitable results of
progress. George also used political economy to challenge the pseudoscientific
ideology of social Darwinism and to offer readers an economic plan designed to
secure the prosperity and "harmony of the whole," rather than of a few individuals. 11 Through these interpretations of political economy, George offered the
working class a new voice of truth and authority.

Though compelling in the simplicity of its solutions, Progress and Poverty is
~evertheless a flawed and occasionally confused work of theory. Its most
serious weakness lies in its limited view of monopoly and its belief that distribution, not production, is the critical factor causing industrial distress. George's
belief in the harmony of the producing classes leads him to ignore the class divisions and competing interests that characterize modern interactions between
labor and capital. By focusing only on land monopoly, he fails to recognize the
importance and increasingly monopolistic character of capitalist production.
The private ownership of capital gives greater power to small groups of individuals and constitutes a much greater cause of economic inequality than the private ownership of land. Reforming land without reforming production would
not have brought the major redistribution of wealth that George envisioned. It is
highly unlikely that the Single Tax would have generated sufficiently higher
wages, for George assumed that manufacturers, as fellow producers, would
have gladly shared the reduced costs of production with their employees. Furthermore, it is unclear whether the Single Tax would have brought the kind of
social progress George anticipated. Would a worker be forced off his land if a
capitalist was willing to pay a higher land-use tax?
Despite the problematic nature of its theories, Progress and Poverty
achieved immediate fame and success. Hardback copies both here and abroad

J.

I I George, Progress and Poverty, p. 32; also see pp. 559-63. The changing nature of political
economy during this era is discussed in Dorothy Ross, "Socialism and American Liberalism:
Academic Social Thought in the I88os," Perspectives in American History 11 (I977:-I978):
7-79·
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sold out within a few months of publication. Newspapers serialized the book
and cheap workingmen's editions were distributed throughout the United
States, England, Scotland, andlreland. By 1886ProgressandPovertyhad been
translated into thirteen languages. Admired overseas, where he made several extensive lecture tours, George commanded even greater respect at home. No
group greeted Progress and Poverty with more enthusiasm than the nation's
workers. "Tens of thousands of laborers read Progress and Poverty," political
economist Richard Ely noted with amazement, "who have never before looked
between the covers of an economics book, and its conclusions are widely accepted articles in the workingmen's creed. " 12
Progress and Poverty provided a welcome ray of clarity into a world of con:fusion. Although the prolonged depression of the 187os and 1 88os led American
workers to join labor organizations in unprecedented numbers, before George's
work there seemed to be little agreement over the primary causes of distress.
Some workers blamed overproduction, others underproduction; some blamed
immigrants, some machinery, some the greed of capitalists. For most Americans, industrial capitalism remained a process shrouded in mystery.
Henry George gave the working class a political economy they could understand and use. Like Marx, he viewed political economy not simply as a system of
thought, but as a form of power that could be used first to demystify and then to
change the world. George presented a portrait of a world that had gone awry.
But it was also a world that men and women could set right. Poverty, low wages,
and depressions, he explained, were neither natural nor inevitable, but the
workings of human agency.
Unlike many political economists who wrote with one eye fixed upon
Europe, George rooted his works in American traditions and experiences.
American workers did not want to join in proletarian struggles; they wanted to
avoid proletarianization. They wanted to escape the problems of Europe, not
bring them to the American shores. George offered workers a language that
avoided any mention of what were in fact two leading characteristics of the
188os: class struggle and the proletarianization of American labor. Instead, he
spoke of citizens, not classes; of nonproducers and speculators, not capitalists;
of democracy, not socialism.
Though George's more radical critics labeled him a petit-bourgeois democrat, it was precisely his belief in the small-producer strain of antebellum
ideology that generated his radicalism and enhanced his legitimacy among the
working class. Throughout his life George remained deeply committed to a
vision of work and community rooted in the world of artisans, shopkeepers, and
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Young, Single Tax, p. 79·
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farmers. He struggled to create a new language of American radicalism which
merged elements of petit-bourgeois ideology and artisanal radicalism to oppose
the industrial order of the 188os.

I
·~

n August 1886, at an extraordinary meeting in New York City, delegates from
165labor unions and organizations-radicals and conservatives alike-asked
George to run as their candidate for mayor on the newly created United Labor
Party (ULP) ticket. George accepted the nomination, convinced that his candidacy would bring his theories "into practical politics and do more to popularize
their discussion than years of writing would do." 13 With George at its head, the
ULP launched a political crusade devoted to the restoration of democracy and
the elimination of monopoly and political corruption. The party platform,
heavily influenced by George's writings, demanded radical changes in government's relation to the economy and the people. Among other things, it called for
the nationalization of all means of transportation, communication, and natural
monopolies (gas, oil, minerals, etc.) and for the institution of the Single Tax.
George's genius as a politician, like his gift as a writer, lay in his ability to
fashion a radical party that operated within the context of everyday, seemingly
conservative value. Throughout his campaign, George took the same concepts
he ·had used so effectively in Progress and Poverty-citizenship, God, and
science-and used them to attract supporters and legitimize the party's platform.
He appealed to workers to act not as members of a particular class, but as citizens fighting to save the republic from corruption and dissipation. Responding
to critics who labeled his party and its platform "socialistic," George declared:
"We are Democrats and believe that political power should emanate from the
people, and that in all matters that do not invade the inalienable rights of man
the majority should rule." 14
George also used concepts of citizenship, C-hristian obligation, and political economy to justify and legitimize the ULP's call for nationalization. He
condemned laissez-faire government as inconsistent with the modern needs of
democracy and insisted that the people required an active state that, acting in
accordance with the designs of God and the Founding Fathers, would "secure
the equal rights and liberty of all." 15 To this end, George contended that the state
was obligated to assume ownership and control over all natural monopolies and
13 Henry George to Dr. Edward R. Taylor, September 10, 1886, Henry George Collection,
Special Collections Depart~pent, New York Public Library, New York, New York.
14 John Swinton's Paper, October 24, 1886.
15 Henry George, Social Problems (New York: Doubleday and McClure Co., 1898), p. 176.
This was first published in 1883.
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institutions vital to the public interest.
George's campaign attracted the attention and enthusiasm of workers
throughout the United States. His election, predicted one Kentucky admirer,
would "bring the working people together all over our beloved country." 16 On
November 2, with an anxious nation looking on, New York voters went to the
polls. Though the ULP was unable to overcome the political organization of the
Democratic machine and the opposition of capitalists, they shocked the political
establishment by finishing a strong second. Abram Hewitt, the Tammanybacked candidate, received 90,552 votes to George's 68,uo, and 60,435 went to
Republican Theodore Roosevelt. George's campaign precipitated a massive upsurge of working-class political activity throughout the nation. Grassroots organizations sprang up in Vermont, Connecticut, Ohio, Illinois, Minnesota, and
other states. Influenced by the teachings of Progress and Poverty, these regional
parties united an unprecedented array of workers in a common struggle to forge
a more democratic nation.
Although the United Labor Party experienced an initial period of success,
electing candidates to office in cities and towns throughout the country, by the
end of I 888 it had collapsed. The party's demise stemmed largely from its
decision to pursue middle-class voters rather than to strengthen its support
within the working class. In the months after November, George became convinced that the election had been lost because Democrats and Republicans were
able to portray the ULP as a narrow class-based party. In fact, the ULP was a
class-based party. Although George received some votes from small manufacturers, merchants, and professionals, the bulk of his support came from the
working class. Instead of moving to solidify and expand his support among
workers, however, George argued that the path to future political victory lay in
broadening his appeal and acceptance among the middle class.
George's decision to court middle-class voters was not simply the misguided
strategy of one individual. It expressed a dilemma that haunted his party and the
nineteenth-century working-class movement as a whole: how to sustain commitment to radical principles and at the same time gain power through electoral
politics. Although ULP liberals and radicals maintained a united front during
George's initial campaign, their uneasy alliance broke down under the strain of
charting a future course of political action. In the summer of I 887 when party
socialists pressed for the nationalization of all instruments of production,
George, fearful of antagonizing moderate voters, responded by expelling them
from the organization. Party liberals endorsed his actions, readily agreeing that
the party's path to political suecess lay in winning middle-class support. Angered

16 John Swinton's Paper, October 24, 1886.
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radicals, insisting that they were "fighting only for grand principle, not for public office," left the ULP and formed a new labor party. 17 Despite its optimistic
expectations, the ULP was unable to replace the departed socialists with middleclass voters, for the latter still perceived George and his party as too radical.
The pressures that brought about the party's collapse were not purely
internal. George's organization faced the combined opposition of capitalists
and clergy and suffered from the mainstream parties' ability to co-opt ULP
leaders and programs. The ULP's na:ive faith in the nature of the republican
state hindered its efforts to combat these forces. Deeply rooted in antebellum
ideology, George and his supporters perceived the state as belonging to the people and they believed that a united citizenry would be able to take over the reins
of government and institute policies that would limit the power of antidemocratic forces. While such a scenario was possible, George and his party severely
underestimated the ability of their opponents to use state power to suppress
radical movements.

W

hatever the shortcomings of his movement, George left behind an important legacy. His campaign directed workers toward an assault upon
the very foundations of industrial capitalism. By calling for the nationalization
of railroads, telegraphs, and all natural monopolies, George challenged the
most sacred principle of capitalism: the sanctity of private property. Although
he steadfastly denied any intentions to nationalize industry, the radical implications of his programs were clear to most capitalists. If the state interfered with
property rights in one sector of the economy, it ultimately could do so in other
sectors. But what must have been most frightening to capitalists was that the proponents of this movement did not perceive it as socialism or communism, but as
· Americanism.
Despite his failings, Henry George deserves renewed attention, and his experiences provide us with a number of critical insights into our own times. George
understood that economic crises in and of themselves would not necessarily succeed in mobilizing the labor force. Workers required theories to guide them, and
theory, to have force in the world, had to treat the culture of its audience in a
serious manner and speak to them in a language that resonated in their daily
lives. George understood that workers' partial immersion in bourgeois ideology
did not necessarily prevent them from initiating mass democratic movements.
Whatever his limitations, George demonstrated that American workers could
use the dominant beliefs, sentiments, and aspirations of their culture as the basis
for launching a radical assault against the antidemocratic forces of their society.
17 Cincinnati Enquirer, July 3, 1887.
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On'' Democratic
Investment''
To the editors:
A common theme of each of the three articles that democracy has published on the subject of American economic policy is an attack on the concept of
"reindustrialization." In his lead article in democracy's third is~ue (July 1981),
William Connolly interprets the call for reindustrialization as a sign of the
inadequacy of the historic American approach to capital accumulation. He argues that it represents a public admission that the pattern of private economic
growth as we commonly define it is no longer capable of "providing the populace with steadily increasing affluence, happiness, freedom, and security." What
is instead being proposed is a division of the population between those constituencies whose private pursuits are consistent with the "reindustrialization syndrome" and those whose are not; the latter would be relegated to second-class
economic status.
This leads Connolly to conclude that there is an irreconcilable conflict between the "illusionary pursuit of growth" by the American populace and the future of American democracy. He writes: "If the program for the reindustrialization of America were converted into_practice ... it would place the most critical
economic decisions beyond the reach of public accountability...." Discussing
the same subject in the next issue (October 1981), Sheldon S. Wolin reaches an
identical conclusion. According to Wolin, the use of large "powerful corporations" as a vehicle for the pursuit of growth is essentially "apolitical because, inherently, it contains no principle for transcending conflict to find common
ground. There is no reconciliation, only winners and losers; there is no basis for
common action, only threat, inducement or corruption."
In democracy's April 1982 issue, Maurice Zeitlin again repeats the argument.
We are now, according to Zeitlin, "at a critical historic turn," confronted with a
stark choice: "democracy or the corporate state." What distinguishes Zeitlin's
piece is that he goes substantially beyond the somewhat abstract critiques of the
status quo offered by Connolly and Wolin. He advances a detailed blueprint for
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enabling the citizenry to "participate in making the most crucial investment decisions ... that are now almost entirely the domain of a few giant banks and corporations." Zeitlin offers a possible means of implementing the political vision
of Wolin and Connolly: instead of the power of the state being used to serve the
interests of private capital accumulation, it could become a vehicle through
which the citizenry could express their collective values and realize their common interests.
His piece deserves to be taken seriously not only for this reason but because
it goes a step beyond the familiar and predictable laundry-list of reform proposals
that by now must be programmed into every progressive writer's word processor
(control corporate flight, mandate full employment, restrict takeovers, place
price controls on large companies, encourage conservation, etc.). Instead, Zeitlin
outlines a structured reform designed to fundamentally alter the mechanism
through which our nation makes its most important economic decisions.
Zeitlin proposes that the citizens of California establish a Public Investment
Research System (PIRS), with funding from four sources: idle public funds, state
and local employee pension funds, private union pension funds, and "security
deposits" given by companies that want to invest in California. According to Zeitlin's estimates, this would amount to at least S75 billion. The money would be
selectively allocated to firms that "reinvested in new plant and equipment ...
expanded productive, healthful, and job-creating employment ... and met
other democratically designated public priorities." The firms eligible to receive
PIRS resources, either in the form of equity or loans, would be selected by a governing board publicly elected by both the residents and communities that received
or distributed PIRS funds, and the representatives of the public employees and
private union pension funds that agreed to pool their resources. The former would
be selected by a two-stage process involving district-wide elected councils who
would in tum elect representatives to the state~ide PIRS board. The state board
would thus be fully accountable to "an electorate able to scrutinize, debate, and
judge" their policies.

W:

s~hem~

Ro?ayt~'s pr~-

at is most striki.ng about Zeitlin's
is that, like
.
posal to reestablish the Reconstruction Fmance CorporatiOn, 1t completely bypasses existing democratic institutions. Aside from union participation, there is nothing about his plan that could not be just as easily implemented
through the existing structures of California state and local government. Why
have specially elected district PIRS councils when local governments already
have elected councifs? There is a compelling democratic argument for taking
critical economic decisions out of the hands of unelected corporate and pension
fund managers and giving them to elected officials, but what is to be gained by
substituting one form of democratic representation for another?
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I must assume that Zeitlin believes that his democratic structures would represent a substantial improvement over the ones that currently govern California.
He informs us that the decisions of the PIRS board would be debated in terms of
"specific allocation and investment policies," in marked contrast to the "personality, vague generalities, or rhetoric" that currently characterize electoral politics
in the state. But why should this be the case? What is to prevent individuals seeking election to the PIRS board from making the same sort of vague and manipulative appeals they currently make when they run for office? And why should
not the same business interests that currently play such a large role in California
state and local politics dominate PIRS elections as well?
Indeed, there are grounds for suggesting that the electoral mechanisms Zeitlin envisions would be even less democratic in spirit and substance than those
that currently exist in California. We already have several experiences with functionally specific electoral districts. Communities throughout the United States
directly elect school boards, and during the 196os many communities elected
representatives to antipoverty boards. In northern California, the board of
directors of the Bay Area Rapid Transit System is elected directly. None of these
experiences has been particularly encouraging to those with faith in democratic
accountability. In every case, turnouts average significantly below those for
regular elections and few voters appear to have any understanding of the issues
at stake. Typically, a handful of insiders controls the outcome.
It is true that the local PIRS would be different because of the enormous effect that the decisions of the statewide PIRS board would have upon each community. This certainly represents a significant contrast from the antipoverty boards
or even from existing state and local governments; indeed, when measured in terms
of control over the allocation of capital, a California PIRS would have more
power than all but a handful of the world's largest corporations. But instead of
being used to promote democratically designed investment policies, what is to
prevent this gigantic concentration of capital from turning into the world's largest pork barrel, with each community in the state vigorously competing and making deals to make sure that they receive as large a share of these resources as their
locally elected and trade union officials can possibly accumulate for them?
Given the power Zeitlin's plan places in trade unions, union elections would
then also become the setting for bitter conflict as each local competed to make
sure that funds went to provide employment and housing and health care for the
members residing in its community. The opportunities for corruption inherent
in such a scheme are mind boggling. Certainly it is not a coincidence that the most
corrupt unions are precisely those that manage their own pension funds, and the
most scandal-ridden federal agency is the one whose functions most closely parallel those of PIRS. By merging both public and union pension funds into one
pool of investment capital, we are liable to wind up with a system that combines

138

Readers Write

the worst features of both the Central States Teamsters Pension Fund and the
Small Business Administraion.
Like any democratic reformer, Zeitlin's proposals carry with them a substantive agenda. His effort to give the citizens and workers of California control
over their economic future stems not simply from his faith in democracy, but
also because he believes that his reform, when implemented, would produce
more socially beneficial outcomes-at least when compared to those provided by
our current market-based arrangements. Zeitlin specifically refers to such "social
goods" as decent, affordable housing, energy-efficient mass transit, community
recreation centers, renewable energy systems, etc., as among those he anticipates
a democratically designed investment program (his italics) would further. These
clearly define Zeitlin's vision of a good society, but do they accurately describe
that of the people of California-a citizenry that after all overwhelmingly approved Proposition 13 and strongly supported the candidacy of Ronald Reagan
on the three occasions on which it had the opportunity?
Obviously, the last thing many California communities, particularly the
more affluent ones, want to encourage is more "affordable housing." It places
additional pressure on public services, undermines existing property values, and
creates congestion. Does Zeitlin believe that the majority of the citizenry of Los
Angeles wouldchoose to spend the investment funds placed under their control
on mass transit rather than on additional freeways and parking garages? And
might not the workers employed in the aerospace and defense sector, which are
among the state's largest industries in terms of employment, demand that PIRS
funds be used to enable California companies to compete more effectively for
additional federal contracts in these area? Why would not the owners and employees of those firms and cooperatives that already had received significant
PIRS funds band together in the time-honored tradition of American economic
regulation and seek to prevent additional monies from going to competitors,
particularly to those coming from out of state or overseas?

B

ut there is an even more fundamental difficulty with Zeitlin's scheme. Like
many proposals to "democratize" pension-fund capital, the rhetoric of democracy and public responsibility obscures a political vision that is fundamentally both selfish and parochial. Instead of promoting civic virtue, it duplicates
and reinforces the worst features of both commercial competition and geopolitical rivalries.
Just as the decisions of a corporation are motivated by the economic selfinterest of its stockholders, so would the decisions of the state PIRS be determined by the self-interest of the citizens and workers of California-irrespective
of their impact on the residents and workers of the other forty-nine states. So in
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addition to each corporation competing with every other enterprise for control
of the world's limited pool of capital, we would, assuming that other states followed California's lead, be faced with the spectacle of fifty more institutions
joining the fray. Zeitlin's plan would certainly politicize economic decision making, but at the price of making our political institutions more economically
competitive. And imagine what it would do to the solidarity of the trade union
movement if each local in the United Auto Workers were to compete with one
another to determine which share of the auto industry's pension funds belongs
to them, and therefore should be used to maintain their jobs, rather than those
of workers in other states and nations. The result would be a degree of regional
and political polarization that makes Rohatyn's reindustrialization program
look consensual by comparison.
As Zeitlin recognizes, a significant share of the $75 billion that would constitute PIRS's resources is currently invested outside of California; indeed he explicitly deplores this fact. The consequences of a "California first" policy are therefore not difficult to predict. Communities throughout the nation and the world
would immediately experience the very capital flight that Zeitlin currently criticizes when it hurts the state in which he resides. As investments flow back into
California, non-California residents would then suffer from a rash of plant closings, which they would be helpless to control. And if they established PIRS in
their own states, the effect, in turn, would be to drain capital from California.
This is hardly an inspiring vision of civic harmony.
Moreover, such an approach to solving our nation's economic difficulties
seems particularly inappropriate when it originates from the citizenry and workforce of one of the wealthiest regions in the world. If firms and plants in a state
as productive as California are not going to generate investment capital to be used
by the rest of the world, then from where is it going to come? Whose funds are
going to finance the revitalization of the industrial heartlands of both Great
Britain and the United States, or the industrialization of Mexico and China?
Does Zeitlin really believe that what is good for California is good for America,
let alone for the rest of the globe?
Nor is the kind of geopolitical selfishness implicit in Zeitlin's vision simply a
global or a national problem. Zeitlin is encouraged by the electoral success of
progressive forces in a number of communities in California, including Santa
Cruz and Santa Monica. Activists, such as those associated with Tom Hayden's
Committee for Economic Democracy, have many accomplishments to their
credit, but among them is one that should give pause to those concerned about
the values of democracy and equality. The policies enacted by progressive forces
at the local level in the state of California have systematically favored the interests of current community residents at the exclusion of those who would like to
move there. They have accomplished this through policies that have the effect of
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either preventing or severely inhibiting new construction. I can certainly appreciate the desire of the residents of Santa Monica to preserve the character of their
community in which they reside, but what of the interests of those who would
like to move to Santa Monica, or to work in a new factory or office building
there? How does bringing economic democracy into Santa Monica improve
their ability to control the economic decisions that affect their futures? Their
political impotence is fundamentally no different from that of the autoworkers
in Fremont whose plant OM recently closed.
None of these observations should suggest that there is nothing worthwhile
about Zeitlin's scheme. On the contrary, I am attracted to the idea that a share of
some of state pension fund resources be allocated to provide capital for new business, co-ops, and worker-run enterprises-though it must be recognized that these
ventures also present greater risks to the beneficiaries of these funds. I would,
however, want these decisions to be by a group of fiduciaries rather than popularly chosen representatives to avoid the logrolling and the conflict-of-interest
problems inherent in Zeitlin's plan. But my basic argument is that fashioning the
instrument to make capital allocation decisions as accountable as Zeitlin would
like is an extremely difficult and complex undertaking. Unless carefully designed,
it is likely to undermine, rather than reinforce, the civic and moral values that
democracy is committed to fostering.

David Vogel
Berkeley, California
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