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Introduction


PRE– AND POST– AMERICAN CITIZENS







Citizenship is what makes a republic; monarchies can get along without it. What keeps a republic on its legs is good citizenship.


—MARK TWAIN, 1906




Today only a little more than half of the world’s seven billion people are citizens of fully consensual governments enjoying constitutionally protected freedoms. They are almost all Western—or at least they reside in nations that have become “westernized.” These realities explain why millions from North Africa risk drowning in the Mediterranean to reach Europe and why millions more uproot from Mexico and Latin America to cross the southern border of the United States. Call their exodus from their homelands a desperate quest for greater income, freedom, or security—or simply for a chance to be an unfamiliar citizen somewhere else rather than a certain serf, noncitizen, or subject at home.


Of the world’s rare true democracies, only about twenty-two have been in existence for a half century or more. Lamentably, the number of democracies is now shrinking, not growing—ironic when so many people are now leaving what is ascendant to reach what is vanishing. Perhaps that depressing fact is a reminder that it is not an easy thing for people to govern themselves, much less to protect and exercise their inherited freedoms. Citizenship, after all, is not an entitlement; it requires work. Yet too many citizens of republics, ancient and modern, come to believe that they deserve rights without assuming responsibilities—and they don’t worry how or why or from whom they inherited their privileges.1


Yet for the lucky global residents of constitutional states, citizenship has translated into shared freedoms beyond superficial appearance. It is a quality more fundamental than a common religion and collective geography. Citizens are not mere residents, prone to receiving more than giving. They are not tribal people who band together by appearance or blood ties. They are not peasants under the control of the rich. Nor is their first allegiance to an abstract worldwide commonwealth.


Eighteenth-century German political philosopher of the Enlightenment Immanuel Kant perhaps best summed up all the exceptional entitlements that he hoped one day could define a Western citizen—at least in his own rosy expectation of an idealized European to come. Kant saw the citizen alone as enjoying “lawful freedom, the attribute of obeying no other law than that to which he has given his consent.” In other words, a king or dictator could not force his will upon those who never elected him. Kant added that citizens should be assured of “civil equality” under the law. They should not recognize “among the people any superior with the moral capacity to bind him as a matter of right in a way that he could not in turn bind the other.” The state cannot treat the rich, the better born, or the well-connected any better than it does the poor, the peasant, and the obscure. Finally, Kant cited “the attribute of civil independence.” The goal of a citizen was to “owe his existence and preservation to his own rights and powers as a member of the commonwealth, not to the choice of another among the people.” The citizen does not have to thank anyone for his rights. They are innate and properly his own.


These eighteenth-century visions of philosophers like Kant were not realized throughout Europe until the early 1990s when parliamentary democracies replaced the last dying communist regimes of Eastern Europe—more than two centuries after the foundation of American democracy. Their creators did not always keep—or even fully grasp—the promises of Western citizenship. Yet only under consensual governments was there at least a chance that citizenship would eventually fully match its ideals with reality.2


A free, legally equal, and politically independent citizenry, when translated to the modern American experience, means that citizens of the United States should not follow any laws other than those authorized by their own elected representatives. Unelected regulators can issue edicts galore, but they should not necessarily have the force of law. No college administrator should decide on Monday that the First Amendment no longer applies on his campus. No mayor can claim on Tuesday that federal immigration law no longer exists in her city.


No one American deserves greater deference under the law than any other—not on the basis of race, class, gender, birth, or money; not on the basis of historic claims to justify contemporary advantage. Police and prosecutors arrest and charge lawbreakers, but not, like the pigs in Animal Farm, some lawbreakers more than others.


No senator or president bestows anything on an American, because he is a servant, not a master, of the people. American citizens believe that they do not owe privileges such as freedom and consensual governance to any particular political party or Democratic or Republican leader. American citizens, bearing natural and inalienable rights bestowed by a supreme deity, are accountable only to themselves.


Citizens differ from visitors, aliens, and residents passing through who are not rooted inside borders where a constitution and its laws reign supreme. For citizenship to work, the vast majority of residents must be citizens. But to become citizens, residents must be invited in on the condition of giving up their own past loyalties for those of their new hosts.


Citizenship is synonymous with our freedoms and their protection by law and custom, which transcend individual governments and transient leaders of the day. Barack Obama was still the president of those who were not fond of him, just as voters who loathed Donald Trump had no president but Trump. Neither president could nullify the Constitution or our freedoms—unless citizens themselves allowed him to do so.


In return for our rights to pick our own leaders and make our own laws, we are asked to obey America’s statutes. We must honor the traditions and customs of our country. As Americans we cherish the memory of those who bequeathed to us such an exceptional nation, and we contribute our time, money, and, if need be, safety and lives on our country’s behalf.


We must always ask ourselves whether as citizens we have earned what those who died at Shiloh or in the Meuse-Argonne gave us. Refusing to kneel during the national anthem or to salute the Stars and Stripes is not illegal, but it is not sustainable for the nation’s privileged to sit in disgust for a flag that their betters raised under fire on Iwo Jima for others not yet born. Sometimes citizens can do as much harm to their commonwealth by violating custom and tradition as by breaking laws.


In practical terms, the US Constitution guarantees citizens security under a republic whose officials they alone choose and that assures them liberties. What exactly are these privileges? Everything from free speech, due process, and habeas corpus to the right to own and bear arms, to stand trial before a jury of one’s peers, and to vote without restrictions as to race, religion, and sex. America, then, is only as good as the citizens of any era who choose to preserve and to nourish it for one more generation. Republics are so often lost not over centuries but within a single decade.3


So far, so good. This is the idea of citizenship as it was intended and should be.


But history is not static; nor does a people always progress linearly to an improved state. Civilizations experience descents, detours, and regressions—and abrupt implosions. So citizenship can wax and wane—and abruptly vanish. History also is mostly the story of noncitizenship. In the monumental civilizations of the preindustrial world, from the Babylonians and Egyptians to the Mayans and Aztecs of the New World, no residents of the sovereign soil of a monarchy, theocracy, or autocracy enjoyed any inalienable rights. Elected representatives did not decide their fates. They enjoyed no protection by a corpus of laws, much less by independent courts. It would be hard to imagine the career of a Socrates, Sophocles, or Cicero in any of these empires, just as today most Americans would find life in China, Cuba, Iran, or Russia stifling, if not dangerous. Instead, order and law came down from on high from authoritarian hereditary, tribal, or religious rulers. The disobedient were crushed, the obsequious promoted. The code of survival demanded subservience to one’s superiors and haughtiness to those deemed inferiors. The harshness of the law hinged on the relative cruelty of a particular dynast. Consensual governments did not create or ratify the ancient Babylonian law code of Hammurabi (ca. 1750 BC) and the legal edicts of Darius I of Persia (ca. 500 BC).


Usually the succession of authoritarian rulers ignored popular will—a concept that itself did not formally exist. Rulers came to power by hereditary successions, coups, revolutions, civil wars, assassinations, religious revelations, and palace intrigues—as they so often do even today outside the westernized world. Nonviolent political change was rare and usually entailed succession of rulers by children or immediate relatives.


Voting, if it existed at all, was not transparent, sacrosanct, or widespread. It still is not for over three billion people today. Even in so-called democracies, “voting” often operates under implied or direct coercion, usually in rigged and scripted elections. A sign of democratic sclerosis is a loss of confidence in the integrity of voting—to the point that it becomes seen as a futile exercise rather than a bulwark of citizenship.


In most regimes of the past, there was one set of laws for the rich, priests, autocrats, and aristocrats and quite another for those without money, high religious or political office, or noble birth and lineage. Or those who gained power by election often sabotaged subsequent elections on the theory of “one election, one time.”


Again, citizenship came quite late to civilization. To appreciate what we Americans enjoy, we should pause to remember the long road from antiquity to our own Constitution. Consensual government did not appear until about twenty-seven hundred years ago, most prominently in Athens, twenty-five hundred years after the beginning of large urban settlements in the Near East. In much of ancient Greece, by the early seventh century BC, property-owning citizens, or politai, enjoyed voting rights in the consensual governments of some fifteen hundred Greek city-states (poleis).


At first, a minority of the residents formed broad-based oligarchies. These governments privileged about half the resident male population, mostly those who owned small farms. The landless poor were seen as without enough material investments in society to offer sound judgment—or worse, their impoverishment was deemed proof of their moral or ethical inadequacies. Sometimes such restrictive governments slowly evolved into more direct democracies in the latter fifth and fourth centuries BC, when most of the free male resident population voted and a majority vote of the assembly often decided governance.4


Once established in the early West, citizenship unleashed, as the conservative philosopher Plato lamented, a rapid evolutionary process. The trajectory always bent toward greater inclusion. So, in such self-reflective societies, the lack of full citizenship accorded to the poor in oligarchies and to slaves and women in democracies was a source of constant discussion, praise, criticism, and argumentation. What so bothered Plato and other reactionary critics of democracy was that the impulse toward inclusivity always grew without logical bounds once a society had institutionalized equality and freedom within consensual governments. Among his bleaker notions—one seemingly supported by long periods of postdemocratic history—was that an always radicalizing democracy would eventually lead to chaos and then a swing back to tyranny.


For a time, the Greek city-state became more inclusive without succumbing to anarchy. It is certainly no accident that in democratic Athens the heroes (and tragic titles as well) of most of Euripides’s plays were women—Alcestis, Andromache, Andromeda, Antigone, Hecuba, Helen, Iphigeneia, and Medea. Tragedians apparently explored the idea that when some women were stronger or more moral than some men, and yet all were treated as political and cultural inferiors, then the logic of the polis did not hold. Nor is it odd that the crusty comic dramatist Aristophanes voiced the superior wisdom and morality of war-torn Athens through his feminist character Lysistrata, not the senior male apparat of Athenian democracy that started and conducted the conflict. Apparently in the mind of the dramatist, when the male leadership of the city-state could not win or end a devastating war, then perhaps marginalized others could.


Long before the British and American abolitionists, Alkidamas, the fourth-century BC Elaean orator and Athenian resident, reminded Greece of its contradictions between eleutheria (freedom) and douleia (slavery): “Nature,” Alkidamas railed, “has made no man a slave.” That declaration was no idle talking point. It would become a rallying cry that later resonated with the great Theban democratic liberator Epaminondas, who freed the Messenian helots from their indentured service to Sparta—a feat that made him preeminent among the most illustrious Greeks of the classical age. In sum, the nature of consensual government at its origins was constant self-critique and reassessment. When such perpetual introspection ceases, so does citizenship.5


By twenty-first-century standards, many today would call early Greek constitutional governments ethnocentric, nativist, and sexist. But compared to what exactly in the contemporary ancient world? Some twenty-five hundred years ago, the Greeks were remarkably enlightened and liberal by the then current standards of tribal northern Europe or in comparison with powerful dynastic civilizations in Egypt, Persia, the Near East, India, and China. There the mass of residents remained either tribesmen, serfs, subjects, or slaves without individual rights.6


By the late fifth century BC, an increasing number of native-born resident males enjoyed citizenship in most Greek city-states. They alone could decide whether to grant particular residents such privileges by decree. They had the right to speak freely in the assembly, where speech was usually far more unfettered than on contemporary American campuses. As citizens, they passed on property to their chosen female or male heirs. They stood trial in criminal and civil cases before juries of their peers. They enjoyed a sovereign country with clearly defined borders. They cherished the privilege to vote on matters of war and peace and to serve their city-state in its phalanx armies—and, in exchange, they expected the state to allow them to protect their families and farms.


Citizens of the Greek city-state also reflected the empowerment of the middle class. The mesoi (middle ones) of the city-states were neither noble by birth nor condemned to poverty by either circumstance or lack of inheritance. “Middleness” (to meson) in thought and practice at the very beginning of the West was an innate ideal of citizenship. Much of Aristotle’s Politics is a historical and contemporary analysis of consensual governments of classical Greece. So, unsurprisingly, it praises middle citizens as the glue that held the entire state together, without the hubris shown the lower classes characteristic of the rich and powerful. In his encomium about the mesoi, Aristotle wrote,




A city ought to be composed, as far as possible, of equals and similars; and these are generally the middle classes. Wherefore the city which is composed of middle-class citizens is necessarily best governed; they are, as we say, the natural elements of a state. And this is the class of citizens which is most secure in a state, for they do not, like the poor, covet their goods.… Thus it is manifest that the best political community is formed by citizens of the middle class, and that those states are likely to be well-administered, in which the middle class is large, and larger if possible than both the other classes, or at any rate than either singly; for the addition of the middle class turns the scale, and prevents either of the extremes from being dominant. Great then is the good fortune of a state in which the citizens have a moderate and sufficient property.7





Aristotle envisions the middle class not just as morally superior to the elite but also as more stable and reliable than the poor. And a city-state governed by the middle classes is superior not just to oligarchies but also to tribal peoples, often nomadic and without permanent settlements, who define their political existence by precivilizational ties of blood and marriage.


Citizenship, then, explains the Greek achievement of drawing on the talents and energy of a much-empowered resident and middle-class population. Why and how, after all, did such a numerically small number of people in such a small space as Greece nonetheless create the foundations of Western philosophy, politics, literature, history, and science? Once protected by laws, rather than by the transitory goodwill and patronage of aristocrats and autocrats, in a practical sense the citizen has far more legal and economic latitude to paint, write, build, farm, create, discover, or litigate. There is no need for either a religious fundamentalist or an unproductive political commissar to “correct” and repress inquiry and expression, vital to the material progress, security, prosperity, and freedom of the polis. The Athenian tragedian Aeschylus, in the final play of his Oresteia trilogy (458 BC), resolved the vendetta of the House of Atreus with the mythical establishment of the historical Areopagus court and, in the process, depicted the civilizing effects of law on society. If not worried about being arbitrarily jailed, killed, deprived of his property and inheritance, or told where and how to live, a citizen is more likely to exploit his own talents—and often create wealth for his commonwealth. And a free state that does not employ armies of unproductive snoops, spies, and politically correct commissars does not have its most daring and innovative minds crippled or its economy hobbled by costly hordes of unproductive trimmers.


Traditionally, philosophical supporters of the middle classes have argued that a majority of moderate property holders both encourages self-reliance, responsibility, and social stability, which are lacking in the poor, and curbs the ability of all-powerful, special interests to exercise inordinate influence on the state. In our age of deprecating “brick and mortar,” we sometimes forget that perhaps the main impetus of ancient constitutional government was the protection of widescale property holding. Edmund Burke, drawing on the classical tradition, saw the right to property as synonymous with constitutionalism: “I hope we shall never be so totally lost to all sense of the duties imposed upon us by the law of social union, as, upon any pretext of public service, to confiscate the goods of a single unoffending citizen.”


Republican Rome expanded on the Greek idea of the citizen (civis) in a variety of ways. The Romans codified many rights and delineated the citizen’s responsibilities. In time, those privileges and obligations became institutionalized systematically under Roman imperial and universal law—including everything from habeas corpus to a sophisticated and comprehensive digest of criminal and civil statutes and courts. Nowhere in the ancient world could women or slaves vote—despite a millennium of criticism in classical literature of such systematic discrimination as hypocritical and its rules and protocols as impractical. Most importantly, though, Roman republicanism sought to ameliorate the perceived volatility and abuses inherent in radical, and especially Athenian, democracy. Rome was more influenced by the more parochial constitution of Sparta, whose dual legislative assemblies (the Apella and Gerousia), two chief executives (parallel lines of hereditary kings), and judicial auditors (the ephors) provided checks and balances on the use of power.8


The subsequent postclassical idea of Western constitutional citizenship ebbed and flowed through periods of retrenchment, oppression, and authoritarianism. Nevertheless, it slowly evolved through the Middle Ages, Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment toward an ever-greater array of rights and forevermore inclusion of the formerly dispossessed. The idea of equality under the law was inherently dynamic—despite preindustrial poverty ensuring a physical drudgery that curtailed political opportunities, while bearing and raising children remained a dangerous and life-consuming chore.9


By the twenty-first century, the Western idea of citizenship, after twenty-five hundred years of evolution, neared its logical fruition with the full emancipation of the poor, women, and minority populations after the long-ago abolition of serfdom, indentured peasantry, and chattel slavery. Yet, despite progressive legal efforts to extend all the rights of full citizenship to newly arrived illegal immigrants, to felons, and to teenagers not yet eighteen years old, in a practical sense the privileges of Western citizenship are, in fact, diluting. Just as there was no constitutional government before 700 BC, so there is no rule that there must be democracies and republics in the twenty-first century.


Failure can occur at any time and results more often from what we, rather than others, do to ourselves—affluence and leisure often prove more dangerous to citizenship than poverty and drudgery. In this context, one oddity of current American democratic culture is the strange habit of faulting the present-day United States for its past purportedly illiberal generations. The farther we progress from our origins, both chronologically and materially, the more we blame our founders for being less and less as anointed as we see ourselves. It is as if, when unhappy with the opulent present, we look to the impoverished past to blame our unhappiness on the dead, who faced daunting natural obstacles, rather than the living, who so often don’t.


Indeed, the more political and social disparities disappear, the more they become emphasized and exaggerated—and the more the state takes responsibility for ensuring parity. Is that because the closer we arrive to full racial, ethnic, class, gender, and religious equality, the more we are damned for nearing but not quite achieving our utopian ideals? As the state ensures “equality” of opportunity, it is blamed for failing to provide “equity,” or equality of result. Or do we equate technological progress with fated and commensurate advances in changing human nature? A culture whose citizens can monitor the world with iPhones surely cannot tolerate Neanderthals who are still biased or tribal.


Amid this desire to ensure equality of result through the use of government power, Americans currently feel that something is being lost in their daily lives. They often describe their frustrations as an attack on their very rights as citizens. In a December 2019 Harris Poll/Purple Project survey, for example, a vast majority of Americans surveyed—some 92 percent—believed that their rights were “under siege.” More specifically, the poll found that Americans are most concerned that their freedom of speech (48 percent), right to bear arms (47 percent), and right to equal justice (41 percent) are at risk.10


Earlier surveys had revealed similar discontent, especially over the decline of local autonomy in comparison with the growth of the federal government, the erosion of popular sovereignty, and fears of an expanding federal government. A 2018 Pew Research Center poll revealed, “Two-thirds of those surveyed (67%) have a favorable opinion of their local government, compared with only 35% for the federal government.” A Greek statesman of the ancient city-state might interpret such discontent as the inherent result of a government’s becoming too large and powerful.11


Yet, while Americans sense that their constitutional rights are in jeopardy, they are not always aware of what exactly they are losing. That confusion is understandable given the erosion in civic education in our schools. In a 2017 poll taken by the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg Public Policy Center, most Americans appeared ignorant of the fundamentals of the US Constitution. Thirty-seven percent could not name a single right protected by the First Amendment. Only one out of four Americans could name all three branches of government. One in three could not name any branch of government.


In a 2018 survey conducted by the Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation, almost 75 percent of those polled were not able to identify the thirteen original colonies. Over half had no idea whom the United States fought in World War II. Less than 25 percent knew why colonists had fought the Revolutionary War. Twelve percent thought Dwight D. Eisenhower commanded troops in the Civil War.


It is harder to lament the potential loss of constitutional freedoms when majorities of Americans willingly do not know what they are. When left-wing protesters began toppling statues in June 2020 to denounce supposed icons of racism, their target list of hallowed memorials included those commemorating the Union enforcer of Reconstruction, General Ulysses S. Grant, heroic African American veterans of the Civil War, and renowned martyred abolitionist Hans Christian Heg. Apparently the young iconoclasts learned little about the Civil War in either high school or college but a great deal about the supposed unwarranted privilege of anyone who had earned commemoration from a supposedly racist society. Sometimes American popular ignorance manifests itself by reality mimicking art. Just as the ignorant mob in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar mistakenly and unapologetically murdered Cinna the poet rather than Cinna the tyrannicide, so in February 2019 protesters torched the statue of World War II major general William C. Lee, apparently confusing his memorial with that of Confederate general Robert E. Lee.12


Citizenship in the United States is now being pulled in two different and often antithetical directions, from below and above, spontaneously and yet by design, through both ignorance of and intimacy with the Constitution.


Many Americans do not know or worry much about the consequences of radical demographic, cultural, or political influences for the status of citizenship. They are indifferent to millions of immigrants of uncertain status, veritable resident strangers in their midst. Similarly, many recent immigrants and many of the native born, for example, often have little idea of how American citizenship differs from simple residency or tribal grouping. Many arrivals believe that moving to and residing in the United States without legal sanction should nonetheless guarantee them all the benefits of American citizenship. Meanwhile, far too many citizens see no need to learn about the history and traditions of the United States or the civic responsibility of being an American. The contention that their country is irrevocably flawed becomes a justification for intellectual laziness and an unwillingness to learn about America’s supposedly dark origins and customs. When nearly four in ten Americans have no notion of their rights under the First Amendment, it is easy to curb them.


On the other hand, some elites believe that they know the Constitution all too well and therefore believe it in dire need of radical deletions and alterations to fit the times. They envision an always improving, changing, and evolving Constitution that should serve as a global model for a vast, ecumenical brotherhood, requiring a global administrative state to monitor and enforce its ambitious idealism. Out of this chaos, some Americans prefer to be rebranded as “citizens of the world.” Oddly, that tired idea dates back to Socratic utopianism and has never offered any credible blueprint for a workable transnational state.13


So what toxic forces and pernicious ideas have brought American citizenship—a 233-year-old idea able to transcend the conditions of its birth and accept women and those of races and ethnicities different from the majority culture fully into the political commonwealth—to the brink?


I have grouped the first three chapters together under the heading “Precitizens.” The notion of precitizenry reflects ancient economic, political, and ethnic ideas and customs that were once thought antithetical to the modern democratic state. Yet, in organic fashion, they are reappearing and threaten to overwhelm the American commonwealth.


In Chapter 1, “Peasants,” I review the ancient argument that to be self-governing, citizens must be economically autonomous. The Greeks defined self-sufficiency as autarkeia, a type of freedom from economic and thus political dependency on either the private wealthy or the state. The majority of the population cannot exercise and protect its rights of unfettered speech and behavior without the material security that only economic self-reliance and autonomy of the middle class ensure. Yet today the modern suburban everyman is becoming a nostalgic ideal rather than a vibrant reality. Indeed, the American middle class has lost economic ground for nearly a half century through mounting household debt, static wages, and record student-loan burdens. Without a middle class, society becomes bifurcated. It splinters into one of modern masters and peasants. In that situation, the function of government is not to ensure liberty but to subsidize the poor to avoid revolution and to exempt the wealthy, who reciprocate by enriching and empowering the governing classes.


Chapter 2, “Residents,” argues that states must privilege citizens over mere residents. Citizens live within delineated and established borders. They share a common history. Their sacred physical space allows them to pursue their constitutional rights without interference from abroad. Living on common and exclusive ground encourages shared values, assimilation, and integration and defines national character. Yet we now live in an increasingly borderless world, where the notion of anyone more blessed at birth than another is seen as unfair—as if, in an age of affordable and rapid travel, an accident of birth should not deprive any of the planet’s eight billion people from entering and living in the United States. Citizenship, however, is not indestructible. The more it is stretched to include everyone, the less the likelihood it can protect anyone.


Chapter 3, “Tribes,” reminds us why all citizens should give up their own ethnic, racial, and tribal primary identities. Only through such a brutal bargain of assimilation can they sustain a common culture in a century in which superficial racial and tribal differences, the fuel for many of history’s wars, are becoming no longer incidental but recalibrated as essential to the American character. In the absence of a collective civic sense of self, the inclusive idea of an American citizen wanes and fragments. Until the late twentieth century, the country suffered only sporadic episodes of blood and soil exclusivity and instead, usually through intermarriage and assimilation, made the idea of racial or ethnic purity inert. Once any nation goes tribal, however, eventually even those without easily identifiable ethnic ancestries or tribal affinities seek to reconstruct or invent them, if for no other reason than to protect themselves from the inevitable violence and factionalism on the horizon. Once a man owes more loyalty to his first cousin than to a fellow citizen, a constitutional republic cannot exist.


The three chapters of the second half of the book, under the heading “Postcitizens,” focus on the even greater dangers to citizenship posed by a relatively small American elite. These “postmodernists” know all too well the history of their nation. They feel the United States should conform to a European and cosmopolitan ethos rather than pride itself in being “exceptional.” They are well versed in the Constitution and therefore write eloquently about how it should be modified and its essence irrevocably changed to birth a truly direct equality-of-result democracy. Larger government and a more commanding administrative state should guarantee a mandated “equity.” These elites believe that human nature has evolved since 1788, and the Constitution must catch up. In other words, it is now time to move beyond classical citizenship to accommodate a much different American and a now global community.


Chapter 4, “Unelected,” chronicles how an unelected federal bureaucracy has absorbed much of the power of the US Congress, yearly creating more laws and regulations than the House and Senate together could debate, pass, and send to the president for signing. The permanent bureaucracy has overwhelmed even the office of the presidency. That all-powerful office often lacks sufficient knowledge to control the permanent legions deeply embedded within the state. Elected officials come and go. They proverbially rant about the “deep state.” But the bureaucracy outlasts all, knows best, and so grows and breeds, often at the expense of the citizen. We are reaching a point similar to the rise of a fictive robotic terminator that destroys its too human creators, as the bureaucratic elite believes that it can and should preempt any elected official who deems it dangerous. If the citizen cannot elect officials to audit, control, or remove the unelected, then he has lost his sovereign power.


“Evolutionaries,” the subject of Chapter 5, are the unapologetic grand architects of dismantling constitutional citizenship, inordinately represented by political activists, media grandees, the legal profession, and academics. As progressives, they feel Americans are currently stymied by an eighteenth-century constitutional albatross strung around their necks, one far too redolent of old, white, male, Christian values that supposedly have no relevance today. They accuse the Founders of lacking our modern wisdom, today’s enlightened education, and the benefits of a constantly improving, innate human nature. The evolutionaries are not shy in explaining why the Constitution, along with centuries-old traditions that followed from it, are now either inert or obstructive or both. We must formally scrap and replace many such fossilized concepts and even founding documents, they insist, from the Electoral College to the Second Amendment to the Senate filibuster to a nine-person Supreme Court to two senators for every state. If perceived as impediments to progress, then by all means the current calcified rules can be changed or eliminated altogether, in a trajectory toward a 51 percent, majority-vote-rules nation, without sufficient constitutional and long-accustomed guardrails.


A final Chapter 6, “Globalists,” explains the current fad that Americans are transitioning into citizens of the world. An ancient but unworkable idea of cosmopolitanism has reemerged, now driven by privileged utopians empowered by twenty-first-century global travel, finance, and communications. In the cynical sense, they rarely suffer from the real consequences of their own impractical ideas, given that their American-generated power, wealth, and influence largely exempt them from their edicts, which fall so hard on the middle and lower classes—be it overregulating the economy in pursuit of environmental agendas or sacrificing the interests of American workers to foreign commercial and trade predation. On the one hand, they are cynical critics of American exceptionalism and nationalism. On the other, they wish to extend American-style democracy and liberal tolerance across the globe—but without much thought about where such singular ideas arose or why so much of the world has always resisted them. Globalism’s chief characteristic, however, is more mundane. Its architects focus on the distant and anonymous abroad, less so on concrete Americans nearby—as if theorizing about such misdemeanors as the use of plastic bags or natural gas use abroad can compensate for the failure to address the felonies of American homelessness, eroding wages, drug epidemics, and crushing student debt in their midst. In the end, globalization may not westernize the planet so much as internationalize America.


In sum, I wish to explain why everything that we once thought was so strong, so familiar, and so reassuring about America has been dissipating for some time. The year 2020, in the manner of other revolutionary years, such as 1848, 1917, and 1968, has peeled away that veneer of complacency and self-satisfaction. Contemporary events have reminded Americans that their citizenship is fragile and teetering on the abyss—and yet the calamities can also teach, indeed energize, them to rebuild and recover what they have lost.



14












Part 1



PRECITIZENS















Chapter One



PEASANTS







There are three groups of people. There are the rich who are never satisfied because their wealth is never enough for them—these citizens are totally useless for the city. Then there are the poor who, because their daily bread is never enough, are dangerous because they are deceived by the tongues of crooked politicians and by their own envy and so they aim the arrows of their hatred towards the rich. And then, between these two, there is a third. This one is between them. It’s there to keep the order, it’s there to keep the city safe.


—EURIPIDES, Suppliants




The English word “peasant” comes from the Old Anglo-French word paisant, derived from the Latin pagus (rural district). “Peasant” originally denoted a subservient rural resident or laborer of inferior rank.


It is understandable why the word has been rarely used in American English—other than as a condescending putdown akin to “rustic” or “boor.” After all, Americans had millions of arable acres on their frontier. The government for over seventy years of serial Homestead Acts (1862–1930) believed in granting such free land to those who would work and improve it—and thus become a stable, independent, and responsible middle class. So when “peasant” is used today in the American context, we must think away the anachronistic images of peasantry as stooped farmworkers burdened by rents and shares to absentee landowners.


Instead, for purposes of comparison, focus on the larger economic landscape of the medieval European peasants. Theirs was a world in which much of the population was dependent on an overclass of lords, barons, and bishops for its sustenance (and that is often true to this day in parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America). They had little hope of upward mobility or even autonomy. Peasants then were like neither independent American agrarians nor autonomous yeomen.


The modern use of the word identifies the erosion of the middle class into an indebted and less independent underclass. The current reality is that millions of Americans, through debt, joblessness, and declining wages, are now becoming our own updated urban and suburban versions of the rural European peasantry of the past.


The idea that, without a middle class, there can be little participatory democracy, social tranquility, or cultural stability is not new. It is a poignant lesson from our shared past. The so-called middle ones (mesoi) of ancient Greece, referred to in the introduction, emerged out of the Greek Dark Age (ca. 1150–800 BC) as viable farmers of small orchards, vineyards, and grain fields. Legal citizenship, in its beginning, reflected the growing desires of these small yeomen farmers to protect and pass on to their children their property. Land ownership was the perceived font of all their rights and autonomy. Citizenship would have been impossible without this prior material security and independence.


The agrarians (georgoi) of many Greek city-states were the near majority of the resident population. They also owned and bore their own weapons. By intent their military-grade arms and armor transcended the need for personal safety or hunting. Quite logically, the first citizens of the West soon determined the very conditions under which their city-state’s militias marched as hoplite infantry in the phalanx to defend their polis. This revolutionary right of the citizens to bear top-grade arms—currently the most controversial amendment of America’s Bill of Rights—and to determine when, where, and against whom they would fight was also synonymous with citizenship at the very beginning of the West.


Perhaps most importantly, the new middling citizens assumed that as self-sufficient producers of food, they enjoyed economic independence from both the urban rich and poor. In the Greek philosopher Aristotle’s analyses, once armed, moderate property holders became the majority in the city-state. Only then did consensual government for the first time become possible.1


A chauvinistic cult of “middleness” propaganda proclaimed the mesoi morally superior by their singular virtue of working physically while taking on the burden of self-government. Drudgery in service to others was the predictable lot of the poor, idleness, the cargo of the rich. But hard work for oneself was enshrined as the supposed superior middle way. Families responsible for their own futures would be the best guardians of the democratic state. As the Greek poet Phokylides (mid-sixth century BC) put it, “Much good is there to the middle ones: I would wish to be midmost in a city.”


The Greeks’ attitude toward the rich was not one of mere resentment or envy but rather a chauvinism that the wealthy, like the poor, possessed neither the requisite skills and weaponry nor the people’s trust to anchor the polis. The poor could not afford the armor of hoplite infantrymen; the rich were perched on ponies. The middle ones alone were infantrymen, the armored spearmen of the phalanx—and the voices of when and when not to go to war. Too much land made one indolent. Yet no land ensured poverty and its twin, jealousy. On average, about ten acres—of olives, vines, and grain—ensured economic and political self-sufficiency. The cult of middleness spread throughout the more than fifteen hundred Greek city-states and later became the foundational assumption of the agrarian Roman Republic.2


There were plenty of indentured servants and helots in a few of the more backward Greek city-states. Chattel slaves—their status based on unlucky birth or the bad luck of wartime capture rather than race—were found in most. Nonetheless, an idea was born of both freedom and equality among the citizens whose natural evolutionary logic was always toward ever greater egalitarianism and inclusivity. Among the poleis of fifth-century BC Greece, the ancient idea of a “peasant”—a rustic permanently tied to the land as a renter or sharecropper without political rights and freedom—was thus superseded.


In the serf’s place arose the new notion of a citizen. He soon coined an iconic name: politês, or “city-state person.” Polis and politês were later to spawn an entire array of English constitutional terms such as “politics,” “politician,” “political,” “policy,” and “police.” Contrary to popular assumption, there is simply no word for “peasant” in the classical Greek vocabulary of the city-state. But there are plenty of such terms in ancient Greek pre-polis and atypical regions, such as the indentured helotai of Sparta and the penestai of Thessaly.3


Again, the classical traditions of the Roman Republic followed Hellenic precedent. Small agrarian Italian soldiers, the famed legionaries of Rome, became the foundation of a republic to ensure political rights predicated on their economic viability and martial prowess—a paradigm found nowhere else in the Mediterranean. The Roman civis (cf. “civil,” “civic,” “civilization,” etc.), or citizen, was the beneficiary of rights codified in an extensive body of law.


Legal protection for the civis against arbitrary arrest, confiscation, or taxation ensured the value of citizenship. Indeed, later, throughout the Roman-controlled Mediterranean, echoed the republican-era boast civis Romanus sum—“I am a Roman citizen.” The speaker, if he was so fortunate as to live inside the boundaries of Rome’s growing dominions, was entitled to rights that transcended those of both transient foreigners and mere permanent residents within Roman lands. Empowerment was again the key: give a citizen equality under the law, freedom, and economic viability, and his talents will bloom and enrich the state at large.4


In the second and third centuries AD, the Italian middle that had built the republic gradually over a millennium largely vanished. Rome increasingly became an empire of two classes, rich and poor, without much of a viable voting middle in between or indeed any national voting at all. The world’s first experiment with globalization (in this case, the Mare Nostrum, the Roman Mediterranean) eventually hollowed out the Roman agrarian and middle classes.


Sending landowning agrarian legionaries far abroad to conquer new territory (our version of “optional overseas wars”) in turn supplied foreign slaves for the consolidation of Italian agriculture in their absence. Agrarianism, remember, was thought to be the backbone of the preindustrial middle class. The independence of the small farmer and his need to combine brain and muscle to produce food were considered to offer vital traits for self-governance, from pragmatism to individualism. Unfortunately, the once agrarian legions gradually either became mercenary or were manned by those without a stake in Roman society. To keep ruling, the elite relied on sending public largess to the army and to the poor, the stereotypical “bread and circuses” (panem et circenses) of the poet Juvenal, who caricatured the urban and often idle masses kept afloat by the combinations of state-subsidized food and free entertainment.


Yet, even after the collapse of the classical world in the latter fifth century AD and the transitory disappearance of a vestigial middle class, the idea of Western broad-based citizenship never quite died. Instead it reemerged in various manifestations throughout Europe over the next millennium and a half. The sometimes waxing, sometimes waning agrarian classes sought to create a constitutional state to protect and reflect their own interests. Unlike the landless poor, they did not want redistributions of someone else’s land and money. In contrast to the wealthy, they did not see government mainly as an auxiliary to maintain privileges of birth or as an adornment to express influence and power.5


This reappearing European ideal of an independent middle class, originally agrarian, rather than a subservient peasantry became the American ideal, at least until recently. All politicians still praise the middle class, but few recently have sought or found ways to preserve it in a radically changing globalized world. The result is the emergence of a new American peasantry, of millions of Americans who own little or no property. The new majority has scant, if any, savings. Fifty-eight percent of Americans have less than $1,000 in the bank. A missed paycheck renders them destitute, completely unable to service sizable debt. Most of what they buy, from cars to electronic appurtenances, they charge on credit cards. The average charge card indebtedness is over $8,000 per household and over $2,000 per individual—paid through monthly installments at average annual interest rates of between 15 and 19 percent, at a time when most home mortgages are usually below 4 percent.


Such short-term debt is often roughly commensurate with the payments and share-cropping arrangements that premodern peasants once entered into with lords and made it impossible for the serf to exercise political independence or hope for upward mobility. The chief contemporary difference, of course, is that the modern American peasant is the beneficiary of a sophisticated technological society that allows him instant communications, advanced health care, televised and computer-driven entertainment, inexpensive food, and a social welfare state. These material blessings often mask an otherwise shrinking middle class without confidence that it is in control of its own destiny.


A fifth of America receives direct government public assistance. Well over half the country depends on some sort of state subsidy or government transfer money, explaining why about 60 percent of Americans collect more payments from the government than they pay out in various federal income taxes, in various health care entitlements, tax credits and exemptions, federally backed student and commercial loans, housing supplementals, food subsidies, disability and unemployment assistance, and legal help.


Such social insulation, along with science fueled by free market capitalism, has succeeded in ending starvation, dying in one’s thirties and forties, and, for the most part, chronic malnourishment, as well as ensured access to a wealth of material appurtenances. But otherwise, twenty-first-century American “peasants”—currently perhaps about 46 percent of the population—usually die with a net worth of less than $10,000, both receiving and bequeathing little, if any, inheritance.


Drive on El Camino Real on the perimeter of Stanford University’s elite campus and witness hundreds living in curbside trailers in the manner of the poor of Cairo, or visit the side streets near the Google headquarters in nearby Mountain View where thousands live in their cars, or walk among the homeless on tony University Avenue in Palo Alto. Then juxtapose their lifestyles with estates in nearby Woodside, Atherton, or Portola Valley and the Mercedes Benzes and BMWs of those in their earlier twenties parked in the student lots at Stanford University.


The natural historical referent for this dichotomy is certainly not the booming middle classes emerging following World War II. Instead the image is one of the manors and keeps of medieval Europe amid peasant huts outside the walls. For all practical purposes, it is almost impossible for young families to buy a home anywhere in California’s five-hundred-mile progressive coastal corridor from San Diego to Berkeley or in the greater Portland and Seattle areas. The same is largely true in the metropolitan and suburban areas from Boston to Washington, DC. Whatever this bifurcated new culture is—and it is new and different from that of a half century ago—it is not so conducive anymore to classical citizenship.6


Even those of the middle class who can be thrifty, who save some of their income and develop modest passbook savings accounts, are now targeted by institutionalized cheap interest. The result of massive and chronic trillion-dollar annual budget deficits—the national debt is now near $30 trillion—and the zero interest rates of the often jittery Federal Reserve is the destruction of any interest income on savings accounts. The modest, middle-class citizen saver thus faces daunting options just to preserve the value of his money. He can engage in risky real estate speculation or invest in a booming stock market, fueled not by business performance, per se, but often by those who have nowhere else to park their money. So middle-class families, to be safe, often keep their modest savings in passbook accounts or buy federal bonds, where interest payouts below 1 percent do not cover the erosion in value of their principal due to annual inflation.7


American citizenship always differed even from the Western tradition found in the Europe of the last three centuries. The founding of America saw an entire array of newly expanded rights, responsibilities, and privileges for the vast majority of the resident population. This late-eighteenth-century new birth of citizenship arose in part because of an almost limitless supply of land, in part because colonial America lacked many of the European mainland’s traditions of class distinctions, primogeniture, peasantry, and serfdom, in part because of the parliamentary traditions that Britain had implanted in North America, and in part because of the protections of the Constitution of the newly formed United States. America would soon become the freest and most egalitarian society in the history of civilization.8


At the beginning of the American experiment, there were, of course, still indentured servants sent to North America. Far more numerous were the African American slaves owned and exploited by Americans. But by the dawn of the nineteenth century, chattel slavery was confined mostly to wealthy plantations in the South and border states, while there still remained a multitude of statutory ways of discriminating against minority, non-northern-European free populations.


The point is not that late-eighteenth-century America was perfect at birth or could even approach what we now enshrine as twenty-first-century moral values. Rather, the new United States was unlike, or rather superior to, most contemporary nations. Indeed, almost alone of governments, America had hit upon a mechanism that would allow constant self-criticism, legal amendments to its founding documents, and moral improvement. Such change came without the necessity of collective suicide or permanent revolution—and yet within the boundaries of constitutional absolutes that transcended time and space.


Most other systems of the age in Asia, Africa, and Latin America that had allowed and profited from chattel slavery were authoritarian in nature. No one in such regimes was a free citizen. As a result, legitimate voices of opposition to slavery were far fewer and far more impotent. From the moment of the American founding, however, the new government confronted mounting pressure, predominately Christian, to match its ideals with the grim reality of its tolerance for chattel slavery and the denial of full voting rights to over half the resident population. This religious and abolitionist zeal dated back over a century in the colonies and had been formalized in the 1688 Pennsylvania “Germantown Quaker Petition Against Slavery.”


Nowhere does the US Constitution mention racial exclusivity. The only oblique reference to it is the infamous “three-fifths clause”—the result of a demand by northern states that southern slave owners not be rewarded for the hypocrisy of counting their chattel slaves as full citizens, which would earn southern states greater representation in the House of Representatives. In such a bankrupt logic, slaves in the South would not be treated as free native-born Americans entitled to full protections under the Constitution; yet they would earn their masters greater political clout. The heated compromise to hold the proposed tenuous union together was to grant southern states only partial population representation for their slaves—a conciliation with those who had opposed all such concessions.9


The egalitarian chauvinism of the early American agrarian, in spirit, survived the nineteenth-century shift of populations to the cities during the Industrial Revolution. The ancient value of middleness was manifested as the emerging middle-class blue-collar worker and, in the latter twentieth century, as the archetypal suburban, two-car-garage family. As long as the farm, then the factory, then the office offered social stability and upward mobility to the citizen, the American idea of empowered political citizenship remained viable. When it would or could not, then citizenship was imperiled.10


These new American concepts of expanding the pool of citizens were antithetical to the age-old peasant notion of a “limited good.” Free market capitalism was not a zero-sum proposition: someone could succeed without an exact counterpart failing. The American model was instead originally to own and farm a plot of ground—the more agrarians, the better for all. Over 90 percent of American colonists were self-sufficient small farmers. As the nation urbanized and industrialized, the original notion of property ownership and rights and the autonomy that a small farm had afforded were best updated by home ownership, inexpensive access to college or vocational training, and a steady well-paying job. Hollywood and popular culture enshrined the middle-class ideal, iconized in films as diverse as Frank Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, John Ford’s The Grapes of Wrath, and George Stevens’s Western Shane.11


The trend of middle-class economic stagnation, at a time when the United States as a whole became ever wealthier, was of long-term duration, not a sudden occurrence. The middle class over the half century following 1970 was losing the ability to buy homes—even as, or in part because, houses became far larger and more livable. Far more rarely could the middle classes meet the family budget sacrifices needed to service growing mortgage debt. In the last fifty years of the twentieth century, for example, the ratio of collective mortgage debt to other family loan obligations rose from 20 to 73 percent. The ratio of household mortgage debt to household assets rose from 15 to 41 percent.


Middle-class Americans still wanted to own their homes. But increasingly they lacked the wherewithal to buy them and turned to ever-larger mortgages—if they could get them. As house costs rose, middle-class income did not increase commensurately, and financing became either unavailable or too costly. In the early twentieth century nearly half of Americans owned their own homes. That healthy percentage grew to 60 percent in the 1950s and nearly reached an incredible 70 percent in 2004. Yet just twelve years later, by 2016 home ownership had dipped back to 63 percent of Americans—the lowest percentage in nearly fifty years. The likely causes were in part record student debt, spiraling costs in urban areas that had shut an entire generation of youth out of the housing market, and the aftershocks of the 2008 housing collapse and subprime mortgage scandal, which resulted in foreclosures and discouraged subsequent mortgage lending to first-time buyers.12


The economic, social, and political desirability of owning a home has increasingly sentenced the average American family to stifling mortgage payments and a lifetime of debt. In just the twenty-year period between 1985 and 2005, monthly housing costs as a percentage of household budgets increased 128 percent. If small farms had created the stability of the original American population, postwar home ownership had seen it continue. But in the latter twentieth century, both were fading from the American landscape.


In the 1940s, the average appraised value of an American home was under $3,000. Yet sixty years later, in 2000, the average cost in adjusted dollars had soared to $119,600. Currently, the average American home sells for about $200,000—roughly $170,000 more than the average 1940 cost, adjusted for inflation.


Of course, both remodeled and new homes are usually bigger and better equipped than their earlier counterparts—but not to the degree that their real costs should have increased tenfold. The surge in costs was largely a result of new government codes and zoning regulations, increased land prices, new builders’ and legal fees, steep property taxes, environmental regulations, and developers’ reluctance to invest in less remunerative starter homes. Federal loan programs such as those sponsored by the Federal Housing Authority and the Veterans Administration, along with rising incomes, for a time helped to grow the home-owning middle class in the postwar period. But they could not keep up with the inflationary pressures on home pricing. In some sense, the new regulations and obstacles to home ownership were birthed by legislators, regulators, and bureaucrats who already owned homes.


More recent and far more costly federal programs run by the Department of Housing and Urban Development—$50 billion spent in 2014 alone—in a cost-to-benefit analysis have proved mostly unsuccessful in ensuring adequate home ownership, either for the poor through housing subsidies or in mortgage guarantees for the lower middle classes. Despite these massive government outlays, the costs of home ownership have climbed more rapidly. The social desirability of owning a home became institutionalized, but as real incomes began to stagnate, Americans grew more indebted and angry at the idea of becoming indentured in order to remain middle class.13


Nicholas Eberstadt, an American Enterprise Institute economist, summed up well the relationship between declining middling-class income and eroding home ownership:




The numbers are shocking. Nearly three in eight American homes today are rentals. Most are too near a hand-to-mouth existence. In 2019, half of all renters had a net worth of under $6,000. Over half of renting seniors had less than $7,000 to their name. Nearly half of all female-headed renter families had less than $2,000 in net worth.… Moreover, whether renters or homeowners, the lower half in America saw its mean net worth fall between 1989 and 2019—by a sixth or even more, depending on which measure of inflation one prefers.





Workers’ wages had also risen dramatically throughout much of the twentieth century in steady fashion, at least until slowing in the 1960s. The increases reflected the postwar era in which, for three decades, the United States had a near monopoly on supplying consumer goods to much of the war-torn world in Europe and Asia. Yet, between 1980 and 2017, wages noticeably began to stagnate, at least for the majority of the middle class. The cause was in part lethargic productivity and in part the ascendance of the exporting colossuses of Germany, Japan, the so-called Asian Tigers, and China. Unsurprisingly, then, whereas 70 percent of American families had relied on one income earner in 1960, sixty years later only 30 percent could.14


In terms of college costs, the story of middle-class erosion is similar, or perhaps even worse. In 1987–1988 students who enrolled in public four-year higher education institutions on average paid $3,190 for tuition adjusted to 2017 dollars. Yet in 2017–2018, three decades later, the average cost for tuition had soared to $9,970—a real increase of some 213 percent.


Mostly progressive private colleges and universities stepped up their real tuition costs by 129 percent over this same three-decade period. The huge increases were largely a result of administrative bloat, nonacademic auxiliary programs, gender and diversity regulations, and compliance costs. In addition, faculty teaching loads were reduced. Luxury enhancements on campus appeared. The array of nonteaching, in loco parentis, and therapeutic services grew—all at a time of increasingly static wages for recent graduates with increasingly noncompetitive degrees and skills.


In other words, too often the universities saw themselves no longer as teachers of the inductive method and the elements of foundational knowledge. Instead, they were activists. They became intent on shaping young minds to adopt a politicized agenda, whether defined as unquestioned embrace of climate change activism, identity politics, or redistributive economics. Deductivism—picking and choosing examples to conform to a preconceived result—was a recalibration that proved far more costly, and ultimately toxic, for the student than the prior commitment to traditional education that had emphasized a set body of knowledge, an inductive method of accessing it, and the training of an inquisitive mind.


No wonder current aggregate student debt now exceeds $1.6 trillion—ironic when the collective endowments of US colleges and universities exceed $600 billion, with average returns on such principal of over 8 percent per annum. It was almost as if the more those in higher education overtly railed against the inequities and oppressions of modern capitalist American society, the more their institutions became hypercapitalist at the expense of increasingly indebted students and the federal government that backstops their loan debts.


Unfortunately, the faculty and administration showed no inclination to halt spiraling tuition costs, to increase teaching loads, to cut administrative bloat in efforts to ease middle-class students’ indebtedness, and to prepare them with skills that would lead to good jobs and quick repayment of student debt. Instead, the concrete declining lot of students remained in sharp contrast to the abstract radicalism of academics. Faculty who are full-time and tenured teach fewer large introductory courses than was true forty years ago, correct fewer undergraduate assignments, and are surrounded by ever more campus facilitators who do not teach at all—a new ethos subsidized by student loan debt.


Faculty activists may have pushed more-relevant studies/courses (gender, race, class, environmental, peace, etc.). But such foci were among the least likely majors and minors to ensure well-paying jobs upon graduation that might service student debt. In addition, overextended colleges increasingly began to rely on part-time, poorly paid lecturers, without tenure and often lacking full benefits. In an ironic sense, the most progressive institution in America became the most medieval, often institutionalizing its own version of sweatshop, seasonal instructional labor to subsidize an overclass of relatively few. In 1969, 80 percent of faculty at American colleges were full-time and tenured or tenure-track. Today half are nontenured. A third of them work only part-time.15


There are real consequences for middle-class workers when their wages ossify, the costs of college or vocational schooling for their children soar, and they go into lifelong debt to own a home or to school their children. Upward mobility erodes. Worry mounts over slipping from the middle class into impoverishment. There is almost no margin of error for the middle-class family when faced with a death, illness, or divorce or when the country sinks into recession, is hit by financial panic—or goes into a national lockdown in fear of a new pandemic.


The most prominent symptoms of economic ossification for younger generations—and of concern for the country at large—are radical disruptions in the usual middle-class patterns that encourage traditional citizenship and national cohesion: marriage, child rearing, and home ownership. All are increasingly being delayed until the late twenties—or never envisioned at all by a new urban caste. Many see child rearing and even marriage as bothersome abstractions. Social justifications for the diminishment of these traditionally more conservative institutions follow from the economic realities that make them more difficult.16


From 1950 to 2019 the average age of first marriage soared for males from about twenty-three to thirty and for females from twenty-two to twenty-nine. The average age for the first childbirth for women likewise spiked even more dramatically to nearly twenty-seven—that marked a radical increase from the median of about twenty-one just fifty years ago in the early 1970s. For the first time in American history, in 2015 there were only 62.5 births per one thousand women—a number that has subsequently dipped below 60. Many states reported more deaths than births. These realities are beginning to bother both liberals and conservatives.17


Despite massive immigration of the last half century, with immigrants traditionally more prone to have large families, the national median family size has shrunk dramatically. The 1960s average of 2.3 children per family has declined to a current 1.9. That figure is well below the 2.1 percent rate necessary to maintain current population size. When we speak of a “dying citizen,” we can take that phrasing quite literally: Americans are not reproducing themselves and are starting to follow European models of slow-motion demographic suicide.18


Most American middle-class families can easily sense the radical changes in demographics, cultural norms, and student debt that have occurred over just two to three generations. My two late parents (both born between 1921 and 1922) had four children (born between 1949 and 1953). One daughter died in her first year. We three surviving boys, in turn, sired collectively five children (born between 1981 and 1985). Our five have so far had four children (born between 2011 and 2019). I and my siblings, then, had fewer children at a later age than my parents. Our children began smaller families even at older ages than did we.


In terms of higher education, the three of us had graduated with degrees from the University of California (UC), Santa Cruz, by 1975—the closest UC campus to our farm, at a time when there were few administrators, ample faculty teaching loads, spartan student dorms, nonexistent recreation centers, and small fees without the full cost of tuition. The latter was not instituted at UC campuses until 1975. All of us had summer and school-time jobs. All graduated with no long-term student debt.


As far as housing went, to save money on dorms and boarding, my parents purchased in 1972 a small eleven-hundred-square-foot house in Santa Cruz near the campus for $26,000 ($23 per square foot). The purchase required a separate loan for a small down payment of about $4,000 and a $170 monthly payment on the first thirty-year mortgage—a cost at the time mostly covered by three of us taking on two additional renters. The house in 1972 had a rental value of about $200 per month. In today’s dollars that 1972 rental rate would be roughly $1,250. In fact, the current monthly rental value of the house is about $3,500 to $4,000—beyond the means of most middle-class households, not to mention students.


Nearly a half century later, I still own the same tiny house, in which my daughter and her husband and children now live. In 2020 inflation-adjusted dollars, it should be worth roughly $160,000 according to its 1972 cost. But its current saleable value in the inflated Santa Cruz real estate market of 2020 is nearly $1 million. The price per square foot for such a near-campus residence went up in my lifetime from an inflation-adjusted $143 in 1972 to a current value of over $900. Purchasing such a small “starter” home is impossible for nearly any family.


These general trends of smaller families, later and fewer marriages, more expensive tuition and housing, and greater debt burdens hold for the middle classes of the postindustrial affluent West in general. Of course, costs and lifestyles vary in the United States by race, region, education, and actual income. These trends reflect changing cultural attitudes as well as increased education and job opportunities for women.


Yet, again, these shared developments are indicative of an undeniable era of middle-class economic insecurity and uncertainty—and fall inordinately on those whose real wages stagnated or whose jobs were lost over the last half century of globalization and outsourcing. Millions of young people now believe that they cannot buy a home, pay off their student loans, get married, or begin to raise a family of two or three children by their mid-twenties. Accordingly they have been taught in college or otherwise come to believe that such past but unattainable norms are somehow either illiberal or unsustainable. They perhaps logically make the necessary political adjustments or cultural exegeses to mask the reality of their own pessimistic economic expectations and existing financial realities. All of the above is a fair stereotype of thousands of young people in Antifa-inspired demonstrations who hit the streets to commit acts of violence in spring 2020.19


The ascendance of conservative outsider Donald Trump and socialist Bernie Sanders in 2016 is a testament to dissatisfaction with the establishments of both the Democratic and Republican parties. These populist outsiders accused both conservative and liberal elites of indifference or outright hostility to the traditional concerns of the middle classes, whether by, respectively, favoring the rich or strangling the citizen through larger and grasping government. The common denominator between the antithetical Sanders and Trump was that both believed youth did not have the same opportunities as their forebearers. Both alleged that the “system”—respectively, either the greedy oligarchy or the swampy government—had thwarted opportunity.


How can the new sophisticated urban dweller, or the college educated, or the renter with a big-screen television and smart phone possibly be compared to what we have called precitizens—mere residents before the rise of Western citizenship—given their distaste for the large families of the traditional peasant and their supposed cosmopolitanism so at odds with agrarian parochialism?


The current comparison of modern America to the age of precitizenship is largely cultural and economic. By the twenty-first century, some American youth often advanced a new environmental credo or social ethos that having few if any children helped to “save the planet.” One child, or indeed childlessness altogether, ostensibly expanded the career opportunities of women and ensured more disposable family income for leisure, travel, and recreation.


Alternatively, others claimed that the increasingly scorched planet was inconducive to bringing up children. Thus the moral choice was not to inflict the pathologies of modern Western life on yet another innocent generation. For example, first-term representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY), the influential congressional voice of youthful progressives, announced that her generation questioned whether having any children at all was wise or ethical—given her prognosis of an environmental Armageddon in little more than a decade: “There’s scientific consensus that the lives of children are going to be very difficult. And it does lead young people to have a legitimate question: Is it OK to still have children? We had time when I was born, but—ticktock—nothing got done. As the youngest member of Congress, I wish we didn’t have 12 years. It’s our lungs that are going to get choked with wildfire smoke.” In fact, in 2019, when Ocasio-Cortez talked of increasingly intolerable conditions, the United States had decreased its carbon emissions to the lowest level since 1992.20


Not only was childbearing thought to be dooming the next generation to early climate-change deaths, but young people espousing this perspective, especially from an urban and university context, saw traditional families of five, six, or seven as somehow hogging resources to the detriment of the earth at large. These ideas that traditionally larger families of the past now either deny young women the ability to find full spiritual fulfillment or harm the planet have only further discouraged fertility.


These demographic developments were not just singularly American or even contemporary Western idiosyncrasies. They were, again, Western cultural phenomena with an ancient pedigree. Indeed, alarm over childlessness dated back to the various crises of the increasingly affluent late Roman Republic and early empire. Decreased fertility most famously frightened the emperor Augustus. He relentlessly railed over falling populations, declining marriage and fertility, increased urbanization, and accompanying loss of “traditional values” in the Italian countryside where large families had worked small plots that provided the famed manpower of the Roman Republic.


In reductionist terms, by the first century AD, a far wealthier city of Rome of roughly one million residents had become fully aware—at least in the view of poets such as Horace and Ovid, satirists like Petronius and Juvenal, the historians Livy and Tacitus, and biographers such as Suetonius and Plutarch—of the strange paradox of material progress accompanied by moral regress. This irony was often marked in literature by the perceived virtual end of the viability of the traditional Italian rural middle class and customary Roman family. The ancients often believed that as the landless urban population grew, child raising became seen increasingly as less important, too costly, or simply an optional expense that impinged on the satisfaction of the appetites.21


Popular culture and politics also can put a human face on these dreary demographic statistics, one of acceptable prolonged adolescence and government dependence. Today’s American peasants, especially those in our major cities, may be better fed, better educated, better housed, and better connected with the world than the world’s poor of the past or present. They are clearly better clothed than their nineteenth-century counterparts. They certainly would not accept that they are peasants at all—especially those with bachelor’s degrees, familiarity with an array of sophisticated technological gadgetry, and refined urban tastes. None raise chickens or grow their own grain. Only a few have gardens. A minority of debt-ridden youth work at backbreaking, physically exhausting jobs requiring hours of manual labor. Obesity and diabetes, not malnutrition and tuberculosis, more likely threaten young people. They don’t quite see their landlords as hereditary aristocrats or their loans as the obligations of serfdom.


Nevertheless, in terms of their perceived ability to marry, raise children, own a home, and plot an autonomous course to have control of their own financial destinies—the fundamentals of traditional middle-class citizenship—contemporary peasants are not so unlike their rural predecessors. Few millennials today would see personal fulfillment and responsible citizenship defined as raising families in a stable society. They are hardly analogous to Tellus, the model Athenian of Herodotus’s Histories. The historian says he died secure since he “had good and noble children, and he saw all his children and grandchildren surviving him.”22


Government has adjusted to the new norms, if not itself fueled them. Popular culture and contemporary politics have more or less institutionalized an ascendant model of citizenship quite unlike that once seen as based on the autonomous family—at least in terms of the middle-class college educated.


Take the example of a popular political ad of 2010 designed to sell the Affordable Care Act to the general public. The poster boy for the campaign was not analogous to the American Gothic married couple. The iconic advocate became known as “Pajama Boy.” As the Obamacare promoter, a young man in thick, black retro-rimmed glasses was supposed to win our empathy. He appeared confident and self-aware. Yet he was wearing black-and-red-plaid children’s-style pajamas, sipping from a mug, with an all-knowing expression of seasoned certainty on his face.


The visual was accompanied by text urging, “Wear pajamas. Drink hot chocolate. Talk about getting health insurance. #Get Talking.” What a strange mix of immaturity and adulthood. The ad was an inadvertent confirmation of philosophical warnings from Juvenal to Tocqueville about the connection between government subsidies and the creation of perpetual puerility and dependency. His snark “get talking” suggested a strained adult confidence betrayed by the pajamas of his prolonged adolescence.


The point, then, is that our elites who sought to sell Obamacare apparently think they best do just that by focusing on a new sort of young ascendant American. They envision the novel American archetype now as a single, urban youth. He is a new hip postcitizen who in truth is an age-old precitizen. He is presumably well educated and glib but dependent on government subsidies and suffering arrested development. He is not shy and feels entitled to lecture others purportedly less informed about how to approach government. Of course, ironically, the elite, who so often espouse such values for others, are themselves more likely than the underclass to have opportunities to marry, raise children, and earn the income to purchase homes and provide advantages for their own children.23


Two years later, the Barack Obama reelection campaign of 2012 sought to amplify its omnipresent government resonance. This time it focused on another new citizen demographic—young, unmarried urban women, of the same generation and culture as Ethan Krupp, the real-life Pajama Boy. It ran an interactive web ad, “The Life of Julia.” The promotion narrated the attractions of government dependency, now more expansively defined as the liberation of an everywoman blessed with cradle-to-grave government reliance.


Julia is proudly and perennially a ward of the state. The subtext is that in today’s economy, she is apparently unable to become autonomous and independent without federal help. In other words, the new American model is strangely medieval: Julia is assumed to be dependent on the Washington bureaucracy to sustain her.


We are told that Julia got through high school and college. But such success was only thanks to prior Head Start programs and federally backed student loans. There is no mention that at the time of the ad, students were collectively well over $1 trillion in debt and often without marketable college degrees.24


In 2012, we are additionally advised, the Small Business Administration and the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act (and certainly not a booming private sector short of labor) mostly enabled Julia to find work. Though unmarried, Julia has one child—but no health care worries thanks to the Obamacare effort to collectivize medicine. There is no mention that the absence of a two-parent household puts enormous strain on child raising, not to mention child development itself. Did the father of her child contribute to the latter’s livelihood? In her retirement years, only Social Security and Medicare allow Julia to find security, comfort, and the time and wherewithal to volunteer for a communal urban garden—apparently a hobby rather than a critical food source.


Julia shows no awareness that the Social Security system is headed for financial catastrophe, given the increased longevity of recipients and expanded benefits, coupled with the shrinking base of contributors in an America of declining fertility. Again, the expectation is that an American worker in her sixties will not have had opportunity either to accumulate much savings or to fund a sustainable individual retirement account. Both of the Obama administration’s pessimistic assumptions were mostly right.


Yet, through the metaphors of “Pajama Boy” and the “Life of Julia,” the government was reflecting the assumptions of soft despotism and its twin: the transformation of the free and autonomous citizen into a dependent peasant. Ironically, Alexis de Tocqueville warned of just such a loss of autonomy in democracies about 185 years ago in his classic Democracy in America:




Above this race of men stands an immense and tutelary power, which takes upon itself alone to secure their gratifications, and to watch over their fate. That power is absolute, minute, regular, provident, and mild. It would be like the authority of a parent, if, like that authority, its object was to prepare men for manhood; but it seeks on the contrary to keep them in perpetual childhood: it is well content that the people should rejoice, provided they think of nothing but rejoicing. For their happiness such a government willingly labors, but it chooses to be the sole agent and the only arbiter of that happiness: it provides for their security, foresees and supplies their necessities, facilitates their pleasures, manages their principal concerns, directs their industry, regulates the descent of property, and subdivides their inheritances—what remains, but to spare them all the care of thinking and all the trouble of living?25





From these public relations campaigns, we were to assume that youth were credentialed, but not educated, at least in the sense of being able to think for themselves without tutelage from a government program. They clearly would not become risk takers who threw off their government training wheels to ride off into the autonomous unknown. In terms of their respective dependencies, the fictive Pajama Boy and Julia were both dependent upon the state, although supposedly happily so. Or at least they were assumed to have few options other than a government-subsidized prolonged adolescence—Tocqueville’s “permanent childhood”—without the traditional maturating experiences that had once forged the middle class.


Finally, Julia and Pajama Boy were high-profile reflections of the government dependence of the college educated. But the real collapse of the middle class arose among those, both white and black, without college degrees and no longer able to find high-paying blue-collar jobs. American sociologist Andrew Cherlin once called the stunning decline in wages of non-college-educated workers between 1975 and 2010 “the fall of the working-class family,” noting the cultural catastrophe that accompanied it: a decline in marriage and a sharp rise in child rearing by single, unmarried women.26


Joel Kotkin, an astute social critic of California’s many paradoxes, has dubbed the new elite the “clerisy”—a term also popularized in our era by Fred Siegel, a pioneer observer of the contradictions inherent in elite progressives’ championing of policies that hurt the poor and middle classes. Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834), the British Romantic poet, essayist, and literary critic, originally coined the term to describe a new group of enlightened intellectuals and learned professionals—those who had the curiosity, means, and skill to read for pleasure. For Coleridge, these free thinkers were gratefully more akin to the curious scholars of the medieval clergy than to the staid religious bureaucracy of the contemporary church. The new clerisy was not an independent new middle class but rather emulated the privileges and influence of the High Church clergy, albeit usually substituting their own god Reason for a belief in the Christian God.27


The medieval-like bifurcation of America has a number of causes. Many blame the most recent stagnation of the middle classes on globalized trade that privileged bicoastal, degreed elites in finance, investment, high tech, law, media, academia, and entertainment. Their work transcended national boundaries. It relied on offshoring, outsourcing, and indifference to asymmetrical trade with China, the European Union, Japan, and South Korea. Automation and computerization certainly both replaced and also depreciated the value of muscular labor, especially in manufacturing and assembly jobs.


Other, far earlier force multipliers contributed to the erosion of the old muscular American middle classes. The bureaucratic and administrative state overregulated commerce and choked economic growth and start-up businesses. Such a near command economy reflected the interests of a largely well-to-do affluent class that had profited enormously from globalized marketing—and regulating and monitoring all that from Washington. Those still dependent upon, but entirely removed from, the smelly processes of production—energy generation, manufacturing, smelting, mining, logging, and farming—sought to dictate how others would operate to their own sole satisfaction.


The growing gulf between concrete challenges to producers and workers and the more abstract agendas of legislatures, bureaucracies, and the courts often meant that the poor were given greater subsidies, the agendas of the wealthy often permitted exemptions for themselves, and middle-class workers either lost jobs or competitive wages, lacking the influence of the rich and the sympathies accorded the poor. Scholars such as the sociologist and political scientist Charles Murray long ago argued that ever-rising government entitlements eroded initiative by providing guaranteed sustenance, yet with little hope of upward mobility. Joel Kotkin saw the new clerisy as primarily comprising those with secure, high-paying jobs, predicated on degrees and certification, “such as teaching, consulting, law, the medical field, and the civil service.” While these modern clerics may number perhaps only 10 to 15 percent of the population, they exercise enormous influence and clout given their predominance in the regulatory state, education, the media, and the law.


The subtext of such an indictment is also that the certification of a JD, MBA, MD, or PhD does not necessarily equate to inculcation with superior morality, a traditional liberal arts education, common sense‚ or, much less, increased awareness about the effects of globalization on the less credentialed. Many four-year degrees of the clerisy are more like alphabetic cattle brands that reflect herd status and provide entrée rather than proof of learning.28


Elites assumed that the rules of the new economy were set in stone and thus not subject to change. Americans were to shrug that there would no longer be many well-paying American manufacturing or assembly jobs. They were to accept asymmetrical free trade as either fair and advantageous or, if conceded as unfair and injurious, beyond remedy. Of course, few pointed out that sympathetic journalists, academics, and corporate analysts offered most news accounts and analyses of globalization and the new economy. They were precisely those who had largely benefited from globalization with huge increases in their clients, audiences, and consumers.


President Obama in 2016 critiqued candidate Trump’s plan for an economic renaissance centered on a reindustrialized Midwest: “Well, how exactly are you going to do that? What exactly are you going to do? There’s no answer to it.… He [Trump] just says, ‘Well, I’m going to negotiate a better deal.’ Well, what, how exactly are you going to negotiate that? What magic wand do you have? Usually the answer is, he doesn’t have an answer.” Obama merely reflected a bipartisan consensus that the benefits of globalization were a given and need not be debated. He further reminded America that such blue-collar jobs were “just not going to come back.”


But why could they not come back? What law dictated they were lost forever in the United States but not elsewhere in the world? Were American workers dumber or lazier than their overseas competitors, their factories less efficient, their energy costlier, their infrastructure less conducive to mass production? Seventy-five years ago, during World War II, did the Franklin Roosevelt administration outsource the production of B-24 bombers to cheaper labor sites in Mexico, because the making of one larger bomber per hour at Willow Run, Michigan, was deemed too slow or too expensive?29


Nobel laureate economist Paul Krugman, shortly after the 2016 election, similarly laughed at the idea that America would ever again need widescale manufacturing or assembly labor: “Nothing policy can do will bring back those lost jobs. The service sector is the future of work; but nobody wants to hear it.” No one wanted “to hear it” because implicit in Krugman’s bleak prognosis was the notion that “service jobs” pay far less with far fewer benefits than the lost industrial and manufacturing work. Krugman, like many liberal and conservative economists, at once largely discounted any notion that there might be disadvantages to importing vast quantities of Chinese-made foodstuffs and pharmaceuticals. Nor did he cite any strategic dangers from outsourcing the assembly of computer appurtenances. Apparently he saw little advantage to ensuring that Americans produce the overwhelming majority of their food, energy, weapons, medicines, and building materials—such as that they themselves would then adjudicate the daily availability and safety of such critical stuffs.


Esteemed Harvard economist Larry Summers similarly charged that Trump’s boast as a candidate that he would achieve 3 percent economic growth was the stuff of those who believe in “tooth fairies and ludicrous supply-side economics.” Such quotes in defense of the status quo from traditional politicians and economists could be multiplied. But their importance lies in their reflection of the clerisy’s belief that the stagnant and declining wages of the middle class were, by 2016, both inevitable and permanent—and by implication perhaps tolerable in the future. By further inference, the erosion of middle-class jobs was often blamed on those who did not recalibrate their skills to facilitate a global economy—rather than on the decisions of corporate officials, investors, and government policy makers. The latter advanced lots of reasons to shut down assembly plants in the United States rather than seek innovative ways to salvage profitable businesses that employed fellow Americans.


As far as faulting the losers of globalization, Summers himself at one point felt any resulting inequality simply reflected merit-based reality and purportedly remarked, “One of the challenges in our society is that the truth is a kind of disequalizer. One of the reasons that inequality has probably gone up in our society is that people are being treated closer to the way that they’re supposed to be treated.”30


A number of popular landmark studies over the last four decades—most notably those of Fred Siegel, Joel Kotkin, social critic of popular culture and values Christopher Lasch, Charles Murray, sociologist Robert Nisbet, and political scientist Kevin Philips—all warned of the costs to the nation when middle-class viability is lost. Many earlier on had focused on the cultural ramifications of such economic erosion—from the opioid crises and rises in premature deaths and suicides to the destruction of the nuclear family. Familial erosion was particularly prevalent among the white working classes of the deindustrialized interior of America and the inlands of otherwise affluent coastal states.


Such pathologies reflected a decade of inert wages, increasing labor-nonparticipation rates, ossified economic growth, and stubborn unemployment. Soon, however, a genre of social disparagement grew around the “losers” in the new economy. It was as if social pathologies drove out American industry rather than that the flight of industry abroad catalyzed familial erosion.


Republicans, for example, for much of the twenty-first century ignored the vestigial middle classes on the theory that the blinkered did not understand the immutable laws of laissez-faire capitalism and the primacy of absolutely unfettered free trade over fair commerce. Their support for open borders to ensure cheap foreign labor was considered a pillar of economic rationalism, even if massive illegal immigration drove down the wages of the shrinking American middles classes. “An act of love” is what 2016 Republican primary candidate Jeb Bush called illegal immigration. Libertarian Kevin Williamson, in more passionate fashion, noted that the damage to the fading blue-collar white middle class was mostly self-inflicted:




The truth about these dysfunctional, downscale communities is that they deserve to die. Economically, they are negative assets. Morally, they are indefensible.… The white American underclass is in thrall to a vicious, selfish culture whose main products are misery and used heroin needles. Donald Trump’s speeches make them feel good. So does OxyContin. What they need isn’t analgesics, literal or political. They need real opportunity, which means that they need real change, which means that they need U-Haul.31





Oddly, there has been a shortage of U-Haul moving equipment. But the dearth of available rentals reflects a one-way exodus from blue–Electoral College, clerisy states whose taxes, regulations, steep costs, monolithic politics, and poor services and schools drove out the upper and middle classes eager to find antitheses to their home states rather than the lower middle classes and poor, who did not have the means so easily to relocate. In some sense, the asymmetrical migration to a Dallas or Boise suggests a preference for traditional stability rather than the supposedly sophisticated chaos of San Francisco or Los Angeles. Fred Siegel pointed out how the longshoreman philosopher Eric Hoffer some seventy years ago could see the future contours of a working class regulated, controlled, and yet ridiculed by a new intellectual and bureaucratic elite.32




“The masses are on the way out,” he wrote. “The [elites] are finally catching up with us. We can hear the swish of leather as the saddles are heaved on our backs. The intellectuals, and the young, booted and spurred, feel themselves born to ride us.” Hoffer foresaw the New Class would try to govern the working people much as the colonial officials governed the natives. “They are,” he wrote, “an army of scribes clamoring for a society in which planning, regulation, and supervision are paramount and the prerogative of the educated.”33





The philosophical theories and economic tenets of elites were no doubt based on logical premises, but often they guided public policy with little concern about their effects on real people. “Creative destruction”—which Joseph Schumpeter called “the central fact about capitalism”—is inherent and necessary in a free market. The constant creation and dismantling of businesses to meet rapidly changing consumer tastes, government policies, and national security and natural resource realities certainly are requisites of economic growth and flexibility in adapting to rapid global change. But often the domestic destruction of American businesses after the 1970s was hardly “creative,” given that free markets and trade were not always entirely “free.” Firms did not always implode because daring competitors, inventors, or visionaries had found a more efficient system, a more useful product, or a cheaper gadget to render inferior the status quo and to benefit society at large.


Instead, the destruction was also a predictable result of unfettered, but otherwise unfair, trade predicated on political or cultural, but not always economic, rationales or on government interference and irrational regulation. Often mercantile actors, the Chinese especially, systematically violated international agreements. They stole patents and copyrights. They appropriated technologies, manipulated currencies, and dumped product on the market temporarily at below cost to win market share—and thereby made themselves only ostensibly more competitive and immune from Schumpeter’s laws of capitalism. China’s Communist Party government was appeased on the deductive premise that such indulgence would make the Chinese rich and thus either prompt them to reciprocate such magnanimity or embrace consensual government.


In mirror-image fashion, increasingly Democrats grew tired of their prior support for so-called lunch-bucket issues of blue-collar unionization, reciprocal trade, low taxes, and secure borders. Perhaps their weariness with the old middle classes was symptomatic of new identity politics agendas and the allure of changing voting demographics, in which race supposedly displaced class concerns.


The new progressive orthodoxy was that a changing electorate had turned Democrats into the party of multiculturalism, open borders, immigration law nonenforcement, and an array of race and gender issues. Their old, but now declining, constituencies of the industrialized Midwest were insufficiently “woke” to such progressive issues. They could safely be ignored, given their own pathologies, declining numbers, supposedly waning economic and political clout—and apparently lack of a viable political alternative home. This Democratic near political abandonment of the white working classes, coupled with traditional Republican attention to corporate concerns, left a political void. Not until 2015, it seems, did Donald Trump, oddly almost alone among both parties, sense the Electoral College political possibilities of that lost constituency.


It was no accident that national Democratic leaders such as Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, and Joe Biden now employed the vocabulary of working-class disparagement, speaking of “clingers” to their religion and guns, illiberal “deplorables” and “irredeemables,” the losing bottom class of “dregs” to be shunned for their supposed cultural and racial insensitivities. Only the earthquake election of 2016 for a while questioned the assumption that the white working classes had become both politically inert and economically unsalvageable, as did near-record peacetime employment and steady economic growth between 2017 and early 2020.


Nowhere does such a dystopian future of two classes without a middle in between seem more ominous than in twenty-first-century California. As such, the state is an icon of the premodern and postmodern forces that are extinguishing citizenship, a warning to the country of things to come. California has become the progressive dream for the nation’s future and the middle-class nightmare of the present. During the 2020 presidential primaries, Democratic candidate Mike Bloomberg gushed of the electorally rich golden state, “I think that California can serve as a great example for the rest of this country,” as “something the rest of the country looks up to. California has been a leader in an awful lot of things.”


Bloomberg curiously did not define “things,” much less the ironic implications of his modifier “awful.” Nor did he quantify “leader.” In fact, the state was among the nation’s leaders in terms of high taxes, the highest poverty rates, the largest number of welfare residents, both in absolute and relative numbers, the greatest number of homeless people, among the steepest gasoline and electricity prices, the largest number of illegal aliens, the greatest number of outmigrants, among the worst schools and roads, and the greatest ratios of inequality.34


The multibillionaire Bloomberg in 2020 no doubt admired California because of its radical green energy policies that put off-limits the state’s cheap and easily available gas and oil supplies and instead promoted expensive but often unreliable solar and wind renewables—ensuring a supposedly carbon-neutral lifestyle for those with incomes who could afford it. Yet such green agendas and the taxes that accompanied them led to among the highest fuel and power costs in the nation. That proved a collective disaster when one remembers that over a fifth of California residents lived below the poverty line.35


Sometimes the elite green gospel has proved catastrophic—especially for the middle classes. In August and September 2020, high winds, lightning strikes, and scorching temperatures caused hundreds of forest fires throughout California. Past “more natural” policies had discouraged controlled burning, removal of brush from forest floors, cattle grazing on hillsides of dead undergrowth, and the logging of tens of millions of dead trees lost during recent droughts. Even the emasculated timber industry might have managed if it had been permitted to hire thousands to harvest the dead trees of the last six years, thus providing jobs, timber, and forest safety. Instead, the summer perfect storm created a sort of green napalm—a combustible fuel of unharvested timber that would turn a traditional wildfire into an uncontrollable inferno, burn over four million acres, and send one hundred million metric tons of carbon emissions into the air. Due to the tremendous temperatures created by the infernos, eerie pyrocumulus clouds for weeks dotted the Sierra Nevada skyline, in apocalyptical fashion emulating the mushroom clouds that billow up after nuclear blasts.


The ensuing smoke clouds soon covered much of the state and overwhelmed the efficacy of public and private solar farms, which in turn led to rolling scheduled power outages. And the power crisis had been made worse by the voluntary state shutdown of clean-burning natural gas and nuclear power plants—all exacerbated by near-record temperatures in some areas of the state reaching 110 degrees. The poor resident, without power for hours on end, sometimes had to choose between baking indoors without the electricity to run air conditioning and venturing outside to breathe hot, smoke-laden air. The choices were even worse for many of the middle class who lived in the foothills and mountains, tens of thousands of whom were evacuated, often with complete loss of their property.


The state had also shorted roads and bridges in favor of a soon-to-be disastrous high-speed rail project. It was cancelled after its first phase suffered multi-billion-dollar cost overruns—at a time when the nearby and parallel chief north-south freeway, the 99, remained in decrepit shape and by most metrics was the most dangerous major thoroughfare in the nation. Had billions of dollars, wasted on utopian transit dreams, been first invested in expanding and repairing the calcified California freeway system, the lives of millions of daily middle-class commuters might have been far safer and less taxing. California also encouraged an open southern border and established hundreds of sanctuary city jurisdictions while welcoming in millions of abject poor with few of the skills necessary to prosper in a sophisticated postmodern society. Over a quarter of all California’s immigrants—who themselves constitute over one-quarter of the state’s current resident population—entered and remained in the state without legal sanction.36


Again, few of these outcomes affected the very wealthy classes that had supported the policies and laws leading to these crises and had the resources to ensure their consequences fell on others. The Bay Area, until recently a bastion of opposition to charter schools and school choice, witnessed an epidemic of expensive new and enlarged private academies as the per capita wealth of the rich soared. Meanwhile, the public schools increasingly enrolled the impoverished children of immigrants from Central America and Mexico.37


What did the beleaguered and shrinking middle class say in opposition to all of these state policies and socioeconomic trends? For the most part, little. Again, it preferred to leave the state in order to survive. In the twenty-five years between 1991 and 2016, California lost 423,700 manufacturing jobs, even as top-paying high-tech opportunities boomed in Silicon Valley. Otherwise, 80 percent of all the jobs created in California in the last decade paid less than the medium income. Quite logically, then, in high-tech, wealthy San Francisco, inequality still grew amid the general high-tech largess. Joel Kotkin and Michael Toplansky have emphasized the paradoxes: “According to a recent study by the California Budget Center, San Francisco ranks first in California for economic inequality; average income of the top 1% of households in the city averages $3.6 million, 44 times the average income of the bottom 99%, which stands at $81,094.”38


The state currently has a top marginal income tax rate of 13.3 percent—until recent increases in New York, the highest in the nation. Only about 150,000 households in a state of forty million people now pay nearly half the total annual state income tax. Forty percent of state residents pay zero state income tax. This asymmetry is the result of millions of upper-middle-class professionals leaving the state, huge influxes of poor immigrants, and the multimillionaire class finding creative ways not to define the enormous returns on their investments as highly taxed annual income.


Indeed, the state’s golden geese continue to fly from California at a rapid clip—at least five million in the single decade between 2004 and 2013, or at a rate of almost ten thousand a week. The rates of departure have only increased. Some census estimates suggest that seven hundred thousand fled California in 2018 alone, at a rate of over two thousand per day. The usual complaints of the departing are exorbitant taxes on the middle class, poor schools and infrastructure, high crime, costly fuel and food, and astronomical housing costs. In many state-by-state rankings of the “business climate” (categorized by regulations and taxes), California now rates in the bottom tiers. It is usually judged dead last in terms of the cost of doing business. Translated, that means that small-business operators relocated to more business-friendly states (for example, seventy thousand Californians on average have left for Texas alone each year of the last decade, and the rate is climbing to over eighty thousand per year), as did retirees on fixed incomes and young people shut out of the high-priced coastal housing market.39


Oddly the state rarely lamented the loss of its once thriving middle classes. The inference is that many of the evacuees were conservatives, so their departure only further ensured a monopoly of progressive elected officials. Or as Silicon Valley activist Shankar Singam put it, “If everyone in the middle class is leaving, that’s actually a good thing. We need these spots opened up for the new wave of immigrants to come up.”


California for over a century had drawn in millions of immigrants from other states. Newcomers flocked to its Mediterranean climate, singular scenic geography, one-thousand-mile coastline, marquee public and private universities, reputation for top-flight public schools, brilliantly designed water transference system of lakes and dams, superb transportation system, affordable housing, and competent state government. Yet, currently, some polls suggest that over 50 percent of the resident California population would like to leave as well.40


On arrival to no- or low-tax states like Florida, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Texas, and Utah, some of California’s expatriates tend to wish to recreate the conditions from which they fled. Others will adapt to the more conservative cultures of their new homes. The net political effect of California out-migration on the nation remains a matter of controversy. In some strange matrix, California increasingly became the promised land for impoverished immigrants, many of them arriving illegally, even as it alienated its own middle class. In reductionist terms, arrivals still saw California in decline as far preferable to Mexico and Central America, even as departees saw it as less attractive than a once comparatively unattractive Boise, Idaho, Nashville, Tennessee, or Dallas, Texas.


Or put another way, under the ideology of open borders, as long as people in Central America or southern Mexico deem California preferable, it will draw newcomers, many of them entering the United States illegally. And as long as the state is seen as far less attractive than a dozen or so other states, millions of California residents will continue to leave. The state’s population may remain largely the same, but it will likely become a poorer, more culturally and economically bifurcated, and ultimately more medieval place.41


More specifically, California recently voted to raise its gas taxes by 40 percent and by July 1, 2020, had the highest gas taxes in the United States—with still further gas tax rises scheduled over the next ten years. Yet even as more revenue arrived in state coffers, the more residents were warned of an increasing shortfall in funding for road construction and repair.


Indeed, California has the ninth-highest combined state and local sales taxes in the country—taxes that hit the poor and middle classes especially hard. In spring 2019, California slapped an additional regressive state sales tax on goods that residents buy online from out-of-state sellers. Such high taxes may have brought California a temporary budget surplus of more than $20 billion at the end of 2019. Yet, by May 2020, during the first months of the national COVID-19 quarantine, California had exhausted its reserves and piled up the largest budget deficits in the country. Due to its decisions to be the first state to lock down and one of the last to open up and to pay out generous subsidies to residents, California, by early May 2020, faced somewhere between a $60 billion and $100 billion annual shortfall, as talk increased of higher top rates on income and a possible new state estate tax.42


In any discussion of the transformation of the middle class into our modern version of traditional peasantry, California is of foremost importance. It is the largest state in the union. Since its founding that state has billed itself, usually correctly so, as the trendsetter for the nation, where America’s contemporary popular ideas, values, and practices, both good and bad, originate. California’s marquee universities, such as Stanford, UC Berkeley, UCLA, the California Institute of Technology (Caltech), and the University of Southern California, along with other UC satellite campuses and the huge twenty-three-campus California State University system, encapsulate all the contradictions of modern academia and staggering student debt. The state is home to the nation’s largest population of illegal immigrants and homeless people. And the growing national divergence of wealth and poverty is most evident in Silicon Valley, with over $6 trillion in market-capitalized companies, a now globalized Hollywood, and the haves of Los Angeles and San Francisco.


Moreover, California can be found near the bottom of national rankings for schools and infrastructure. San Francisco ranks first among America’s largest cities in property crimes per capita. The massive concrete ruins of the state’s quarter-built and now either cancelled or postponed multi-billion-dollar high-speed rail system are already collecting graffiti. Aside from the Southern California Diamond Valley Lake and dam project of 2003, the state has not built a single major reservoir in nearly four decades—since construction was completed on the New Melones Dam in 1979. Since that time, the state has doubled its population and become even more dependent than ever on the massive water transfers of the now ossified California Water Project, federal Central Valley Project, and Colorado River allotments. As in the case of California’s neglected freeways, had the state simply used its initial $10 billion high-speed rail allocation on building three major dams critical to the California Water Project, Californians might have had another eight to ten million acre-feet of critical water storage to ride out the next drought.


In any case, the new orthodoxy that dams and reservoirs are scars upon the natural landscape, with deleterious effects on rivers and streams, still does not change the reality that thirty million Californians live in naturally desert conditions. They simply cannot either work or live without vast importations of water from the northern third of the state and the Sierra Nevada mountain range.43


California also restricts long-ago contracted water allotments to Central Valley agriculture on the theory that ever greater percentages of stored Sierra Nevada and Northern California water should be freed to flow through the tributaries of the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers to the sea, as in the pristine glory days of the nineteenth century. Yet green engineers are selective in their repugnance for the vast water transfers of the California Water Project and Central Valley Project that once dammed rivers and sent water from sparsely populated areas of high rainfall and snowfall to the densely populated and intensively farmed arid areas of the state.


When state regulatory and environmental policies do not encourage middle-class viability and access to affordable housing, electric power, gasoline, and infrastructure, society descends into a binary of haves and have-nots. Progressive California ranks as the third-highest state in the nation in terms of inequality, according to the so-called Gini coefficient that measures purported levels of income and capital wealth disequilibrium. Nearly half of the nation’s homeless live in California—a state that professes to have the most progressive policies concerning the poor. About one-third of all Americans on public assistance reside in California. Approximately one-fifth of the state’s population lives below the poverty line, largely as a result of massive illegal immigration from the poorest regions of southern Mexico and Central America, which lowers wages and increases social entitlement costs. About one-third of Californians are now enrolled in Medi-Cal, the state’s health care program for low-income residents. Many of the latter are illegal residents, who suffer inordinately from diabetes and kidney complications requiring dialysis.


California’s social programs are magnets that draw in the indigent from all over the world, who arrive in search of generous health, educational, legal, nutritional, and housing subsidies. Some 27 percent of the state’s current residents were not born in the United States. Some 5.5 million Californian immigrants were estimated to be eligible to vote in 2020.44


What is the ideological rationale behind such state policies that so taxed the middle classes, giving them in return such poor state services, and drove so many Californians out of their state? Why did citizens make such poor choices in self-governance? In simple terms, the wealthy were not harmed by higher taxes, which they either avoided or found tolerable. And they usually had the clout, money, and influence to mitigate the concrete consequences of their own ideologies. Likewise, many of the poor, who paid little if any state income tax and received generous entitlements, felt California was far more generous than either other states or their foreign places of birth. Few of these exemptions and enticements applied to the middle class.


California also became “prepolitical” in the sense that there are no real Left/Right or Democratic/Republican formal political tensions in the state. It is the nation’s first large twenty-first-century experiment in single-party rule, a situation analogous to the role of the Democratic Party in the pre–Civil Rights South. Dissidents have little formal political remedy. In January 2020, not a single Republican held statewide elective office. There were Democratic supermajorities in both houses of the legislature. Democrats held forty-six of fifty-three congressional seats.


Again, in California a historical model is at work of the wealthy medieval keep, primarily among the coastal elite in such iconic enclaves as La Jolla, Malibu, Montecito, Carmel, Pebble Beach, Menlo Park, Atherton, Pacific Heights, Sausalito, and Napa. Great fortunes and privilege surround global cultural and commercial brand names such as Apple, Caltech, eBay, Facebook, Gap, Google, Hewlett-Packard, Hollywood, Intel, Netflix, Oracle, Stanford, Walt Disney, Wells Fargo, and hundreds more that anchor a five-hundred-mile-long affluent California coastal belt.


In the most productive and richest agricultural state, radical farming changes, from the vibrant agrarianism of California’s first century to its polarized second, also contribute to medievalism. In my own environs of southern Fresno County, almost all the small forty- to two-hundred-acre family farms of my youth have vanished. They have become the tesserae of vast corporate mosaics. Most megafarms are many thousands of acres, the conglomerations of brilliant family farmers who had the vision and the will to take the advice of their lenders long ago to “go big or go broke.” Thus arose vertically integrated farms, incorporating packers, processors, truckers, shippers, brokers, and merchandisers rather than just farmers dependent on a chain of mercurial middlemen well beyond their control.


The iconic old clapboard farmhouses of the region, once owned by a rich diversity of first- and second-generation agrarian Americans of Armenian, Basque, Dutch, Greek, Italian, Mexican, Portuguese, and Scandinavian ancestry, are now often the homes of mostly impoverished Mexican nationals, many without legal residence. The small farmers of the twentieth century left, squeezed by the conglomeration of corporate farms and agribusiness and disheartened by the increasing crime rates, soaring taxes, and failing schools and medical services that could not accommodate the newly arrived and impoverished.


Many of us who grew up on these small farms were “free-range.” That is, in our preteen years from ages six to twelve, we roamed freely and unsupervised throughout the vineyards and orchards of our neighboring family farms, watched over by the rural community. To allow children to do so now, in a climate of gangs, untethered fighting dogs, trash piles of abandoned appliances and furniture among trees and vines, and random crime, would be fairly classified as child endangerment—and negligent parenting warranting the intervention of a county child services social worker.45


The state-run Medi-Cal program pays for half of all births in California, and 30 percent of Medi-Cal births are to mothers with undocumented immigration status. The San Ysidro border crossing between Tijuana, Mexico, and San Diego is the world’s busiest. Some seventy million people cross on foot and in cars into and out of California each year. The presence of millions without English and without diplomas helps explain much of the alarming poverty in California. Many of the poorest concentrate away from the coast, in the eastern environs of Southern California, some of the coastal foothill communities, and the state’s vast Central Valley.46


The effect of so many immigrant poor has certainly transformed California into not so much two different states as two different worlds: a highly sophisticated, highly regulated, and uniform coastal gentry juxtaposed with an impoverished interior of largely immigrant and first-generation Californians with little ability or desire to adhere to California’s labyrinth of rules and regulations. Well over half of all immigrant households in California receive some sort of public assistance, which can include health care, food, housing, transportation, education, and legal subsidies. California’s trifecta economic model and one-party governance may become the model of most states: impoverish or drive out the middle class, import the poor from abroad, enable staggering levels of global wealth concentrated in the hands of the few—and see one party fuel such medievalism.


In the next chapter, we will see that Americans are reverting to precitizenship not just because of the squeezing of the middle class and its transformation into a modern version of peasantry but, in addition, due to the conflation between residency and citizenship. One’s mere physical presence within the borders of the United States is becoming synonymous with the privilege of being an American citizen. As we shall learn, massive and illegal immigration has proved a disaster for the idea of American citizenship by lowering wages, straining government services, undermining the sanctity of the law, energizing tribalism, fueling identity politics, fostering racialism, and importing massive poverty—even as it is deliberately conflated with mostly welcome legal immigration and praised loudest by an elite that knows, and wishes to know, almost nothing about it.
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