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			Overture

			A Long Walk with a Smart Daughter

			On the night of the November 2016 election, my seventeen-year-old daughter Olivia, politically aware and intelligently skeptical of all progressive pieties, particularly her father’s, was so shocked and troubled by the result that I put my arm around her and together we went for a long walk in the early morning hours around our New York neighborhood. I tried to give her a hopeful attitude in a startling moment. I explained to her why the liberal and humanist values that she had been brought up with were not just some family legacy of attitudes, and attitudinizing, but ideals that were made reliable by experience and proven true by history. I reassured her that democracy flowed from the ground up, and as long as the space of common action was available, no one bad leader could affect it. I showed her how to connect the remote and dry and sterile-seeming ideas that she was learning in history class with the crisis we were now in and how some of those ideas might even show us the way out. She came back home with her spine stiffened and her hopes a little higher.

			Well, obviously not. Like every parent on every such occasion, I stumbled and sought for words and didn’t find them and found instead my arm around her shoulder and hers around mine. (I am a short man, and she is already my height.) My actual words were, of course, much less confident, or clear, or ambitious—even a middle-aged essayist with a taste for epigrams couldn’t claim any kind of aphoristic subtlety, not on a night of such discordance. She needed—we needed—simply to connect. (I noted that she felt better when she turned back, inevitably, to her cell phone and its firecracker explosions of distraught emotion from her ever-encircling—and endlessly texting—friends).

			She wasn’t shocked because of the rise to power of an opposition party—or if she had been I wouldn’t have been particularly sympathetic, the oscillation of parties in power in a democracy being as natural as rain. No, she was shocked by the sudden appearance in her life of the specter of an oafish (and, not incidentally, predatory) authoritarianism, suddenly threatening to annihilate the system of values that she had been brought up to respect. It wasn’t that her team lost. It was that for the first time in her life—in my life, too—the rules of the democratic game seemed under assault.

			In the years since, as she has gone on to graduate from high school, things have only become more frightening, and the liberal tradition in still greater danger. It isn’t just an issue of the survival of “democracy”—after all Iran and Russia are both ostensibly democratic. It is the practice of liberal democracy, that magical marriage of free individuals and fair laws—of the pursuit of happiness, each to her own joy, with the practice of disinterested justice, everyone treated the same.

			Everywhere we look, throughout Europe as much as in America, patriotism is being replaced with nationalism, pluralism by tribalism, impersonal justice by the tyrannical whim of autocrats who think only to punish their enemies and reward their hitmen. Many of these have gained power by democratic means, but they have kept power by illiberal ones. The death of liberal democracy is announced now with the same certainty that its triumph was proclaimed a mere twenty years before. If in America the authoritarian nightmare has so far turned out to be more like Goodfellas than 1984—well, as the fine film The Death of Stalin showed us, Goodfellas in power was exactly what the evilest kind of authoritarianism could look like.

			Yet where could one find for her a real and unapologetic contemporary defense of liberalism? What is liberalism, even? In America it means, vaguely, the politics of the center of the Democratic Party. For nostalgics, it means Barack Obama. For nostalgic depressives, it can mean Michael Dukakis. (For despairing nostalgic depressives, it can mean Michael Dukakis in a tank.) Though in Canada liberals unafraid to be called so are often in power, in Britain, the liberal temperament has been largely hived off to the right wing of Labour and the left wing of the Conservative Party. In France what’s called liberalism is actually more like what we call libertarianism, while the same tradition that produces our liberalism is more often called republicanism (which, of course, has nothing to do with what we call Republicanism).

			Well, words change meaning all the time, over time, and in different places. But whatever liberalism is, no one likes it. In right-wing polemics, liberals are conflated with true left-wing radicals (who, in fact, hate liberals every bit as much as the right wing does, even if the right often misses this). And so, a nonexistent imaginary monster, the left-liberal, is invented. (It’s pretty much guaranteed that any time you see that creature, the left-liberal, all serious argument will vanish in its wake.) Among the actual left, the liberal becomes still another imaginary monster, the dreaded neoliberal. If, to borrow a conception from Lewis Carroll’s great poem “The Hunting of the Snark” (where there are two monsters, one bad, the other worse, being pursued by a strange Carrollian hunting party), the left-liberal of right-wing polemics is a Snark, a hideous creature, then the neoliberal of left-wing imagination is actually a Boojum—a creature so horrible that it can hardly be glimpsed or identified.

			Historically and still today, both the far left and the far right hate liberals more even than they hate their opposite extreme, with whom they share—even if they don’t recognize it—a common ground of absolutism. Dogmatic Catholics can speak more readily to dogmatic Communists than to lifelong compromisers. Competing absolutisms respect each other more than either respects those who are allergic to absolutes as an absolute principle.

			Liberals are, in the insistent imagination of their enemies, not merely wrong but craven, spineless. They seek centrist solutions to problems that demand radical measures, defend an indefensible status quo—whether that status quo is imagined as one of statist interference or of free-market folly—have no fixed axioms to argue from, and generally collapse, wringing their hands in impotent worry, when trouble starts. There are no atheists in foxholes, and no liberals in bar fights, and what we have today, the insistent sneering insists, is a long permanent bar fight, where you can’t trust a liberal to throw a bourbon bottle at the bad guys, whichever bad guys you happen to be aiming bourbon bottles at. Liberals are out-of-touch elitists, at once moralists and hedonists. In the middle of the bar fight, the liberal is writing a blog post about biodegradable bottles or, more likely, trying to start a tasting of artisanal bourbons.

			Even if you pick up a standard political history, you’ll get a more complicated but, in its way, equally uninspiring view of the liberal tradition. It will tend to emphasize the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European political philosophers Montesquieu and Locke and, sometimes, Hobbes. It will tend to make a great deal about liberal ideas that are contractual and procedural and utilitarian and offer specific social rules, like the rules on a board game box—or else try to calculate how maximal pleasure can be offered to maximum numbers of people. It will offer a vision of liberalism that, in a certain way, is atomized and tends to honor individuals above communities and societies. You’ll read about how much liberalism depends on a particular modern and materialist and indeed capitalist idea of individual enterprise, of a spiritually isolated individual who’s largely set apart from community and tradition. Robinson Crusoe is sometimes thought of as the original liberal man. Alone on an island, keeping his accounts, planning his future—and, maybe not at all accidentally, depending on a native bearer and manservant for his well-being.

			Now, none of this is entirely false. But I don’t think it gives us a complete or remotely contemporary picture of the liberal tradition, or of what liberalism means to us, or of what liberalism can become. A distinct idea of a liberal tradition exists and is one we can use and understand. It’s really very much in line with the way we use the term in our ordinary speech—to reference people and parties with an equal commitment to reform and to liberty, who want both greater equality among men and women and an ever-­greater tolerance for difference among them too.

			As an essayist, I have written innumerable—some would say interminable—essays on liberal thinkers and makers and have lived imaginatively among liberal philosophers and politicians and activists and even saints, rather than narrowly with only liberal ideas. My idea of liberalism, while having much to do with individuals and their liberties, has even more to do with couples and communities. We can’t have an idea of individual liberty without an idea of shared values that include it.

			A vision of liberalism that doesn’t concentrate too narrowly on individuals and their contracts but instead on loving relationships and living values can give us a better picture of liberal thought as it’s actually evolved than the orthodox picture can. It’s a myth, as a new generation of scholars has shown, that liberalism is obsessed with individualism, a myth that liberalism doesn’t have a rich imagination of common fates and shared values. Adam Smith, though today he’s been appropriated to right-wing think tanks and even right-wing neckties—Milton Friedman always wore one—thought in terms of cities and of how they share sentiments before he thought of individuals and how they price goods.

			The great eighteenth-century French philosopher Voltaire, the sage of the Enlightenment, whose tight, complacent smile is a symbol of reason, is a very problematic example of an advocate of liberal democracy in our sense—but he remains an apostle of a kind for having risked his life and welfare for a series of humane reforms, particularly protesting the regal habit of stripping men naked and tearing them apart limb from limb, or breaking their bones in public one at a time with a sledgehammer. Wherever there is a movement for humane reform there is always a liberal around somewhere. Many of the great movements for humane reform—the antislavery crusade, for instance—have also nestled in the bosom of the churches. But in every case, there have been other pious people arguing just as strongly for the opposite view. It enraged the great Frederick Douglass, a sincere Christian, that far more Christian ministers were arguing for slavery than against it. The difference was that, on Douglass’s side, the right side, there was usually a secular, political liberal or two lurking. (The admixture of Christian piety and liberal principle can, historically, be an extremely potent one, as neither group should forget, though both do.)

			*

			Images illuminate ideas, and pictures of people are usually clearer than statements of principle. When I think about the liberal tradition I wanted to show my daughter, my inner vision kept returning to a simple scene, one that had delighted me for a long time. It’s of the nineteenth-century philosopher John Stuart Mill and his lover, collaborator, and (as he always insisted) his most important teacher, the writer Harriet Taylor. Desperately in love, they were courting clandestinely, and they would meet secretly at the rhino’s cage at the London Zoo. “Our old friend Rhino,” Taylor called him in a note. It was a place where they could safely meet and talk without fear of being seen by too many people, everyone’s attention being engaged by the enormous exotic animal.

			They were pained, uncertain, contemplating adultery, if not yet having committed it—opinions vary; they had been to Paris together—and yet in those conversations began the material of “On Liberty,” one of the greatest books of political theory ever written, and “On the Subjection of Women,” one of the first great feminist manifestos and one of the most explosive books ever written. (One of the most successful, too, inasmuch as almost all of its dreams for female equality have been achieved, at least legally, in our lifetime.)

			Throughout his life, Mill said, emphatically and clearly and unambiguously, that Taylor was the smartest person he had ever met and the greatest influence on his work he had ever known. He praised her in terms so superlative they sounded to later readers a little fishy: “Alike in the highest regions of speculation and in the smaller practical concerns of daily life, her mind was the same perfect instrument, piercing to the very heart and marrow of the matter; always seizing the essential idea or principle.” And so, after his life, generations of commentators—including Friedrich Hayek, who unfortunately edited their letters—aggressively Yoko-ed her, insisting that poor Mill, wildly intelligent in all but this, was so blinded and besotted by love that he vastly exaggerated the woman’s role, which obviously couldn’t have been as significant as his own. Fortunately, newer generations of scholars, less blinded by prejudice, have begun to “recover” Harriet Taylor for us, and her role in the making of modern liberalism seems just as large and her mind as fine as her husband always asserted that it was.

			Theirs was a complicated lobster quadrille of love. When they met, at a dinner party in Finsbury in 1830, Mill, for all the dry and unsmiling Victorian surface we see in his photographs, was primed for passion. As a boy, Mill had been raised by his father, the great Utilitarian philosopher James Mill, to think of life in something like accounting book terms, with efforts going out and utilities, or pleasures, coming in. But after a horrific nervous breakdown as a young man, Mill turned decisively toward the liberal arts for all his meanings. Mozart knew things that his dad did not. He borrowed the term self-development from the German Romantic philosopher Wilhelm von Humboldt and came to consider that, rather than utilitarian pleasure, to be the goal of life.

			Taylor, a year younger than Mill, was married to a slow-witted, well-meaning pharmacist named John Taylor; they had two children. She was smart and pretty—“a small head, a swan-like throat, and a complexion like a pearl,” the daughter of someone present at the momentous dinner wrote later—and already oppressed by her very unequal marriage. She and Mill fell for each other quickly and began working together. Within a year of their first meeting, someone asked her, concerning a review of Byron, “Did you or Mill do it?” The couple was soon seen everywhere—one reason, again, they sought out the rhino’s cage. Thomas Carlyle’s wife, Jane, gossiped that “Mrs. Taylor, tho’ encumbered with a husband and children, has ogled John Mill so successfully that he was desperately in love.” After years of intrigue, the Taylors finally decided on a separation. That was when Harriet went to Paris and, to test Mill’s love, invited him to spend six weeks with her there. The interlude was splendid—but then Harriet, with a rather sweet imperiousness, allowed her husband to come to Paris for his own audition. Harriet ultimately decided—with mingled propriety, uncertainty, and something like flirtatiousness—that they could share her, on an alternating schedule, at the Taylor house, her husband entertaining guests with her on some days, and Mill on others. Taylor paid the bills, while Mill stocked the wine cellar. (Though in his memoir Mill denied that they had had sex before they were married, there are purring letters that suggest the contrary. “While you can love me as you so sweetly & beautifully shewed in that hour yesterday, I have all I care for or desire,” he wrote in one letter. “The influence of that dear little hour has kept me in spirits ever since.”)

			Harriet’s own writing of the 1830s and ’40s on the oppression of marriage has the urgency of immediate experience. A smart woman who had been obliged to be someone’s idea of a wife, she had sat at too many dinner tables and watched women dealing with the dumb little dictators: “The most insignificant of men, the man who can obtain influence or consideration nowhere else, finds one place where he is chief and head. There is one person, often greatly his superior in understanding, who is obliged to consult him, and whom he is not obliged to consult. He is judge, magistrate, ruler, over their joint concerns.” Mill and Taylor, in their later collaborations, most famously in that 1869 “The Subjection of Women,” published after her death but with her imprint all over it, weren’t content to show that women would be happier if freer; they went right to the ground and asked what reason we have for thinking that any restraint on women’s freedom is just. Mill and Taylor together make the point again and again that no one can possibly know what women are or are not “naturally” good at, since their opportunities have been so vanishingly small compared with the length of their oppression. Arguing against the notion that women have no talent for the fine arts, Mill makes the shrewd point that in the one liberal art where women are encouraged as much as men, acting on the stage, everyone admits that they’re just as good or better. On a list of modern words that changed the most lives, those which Mill and Taylor wrought together in “The Subjection of Women” must rank high. Before it, women were for all intents and purposes chattel; afterward, they would sooner or later have to be made citizens. You could argue against it, try to unmake it, but you couldn’t ignore it. The beach was taken, and the cautious odd couple by the rhino’s cage had taken it.

			John and Harriet’s intellectual idyll was long-lived in shadow, short-lived in sunlight. Mr. Taylor died in 1849, and in 1851 John and Harriet were married. But after only seven and a half years, Harriet died of one of those sad, unnamed wasting diseases that blighted the period. Mill had a monument—made of the same Carrara marble as Michelangelo’s David—constructed for her in Avignon, with an inscription that included the lines “Were there but a few hearts and intellects like hers / this earth would already become the hoped-for heaven.”

			At the time of her death, the ideas that John and Harriet began to evolve on that bench by the rhino’s cage—on absolute equality for women, on absolute freedom even for the most blasphemous speech—were regarded as not much more than a crazy fantasy. People who try to turn Mill into a cautious centrist disfigure his legacy, and Taylor’s, which was entirely radical. Taylor and Mill believed in complete equality of the sexes before anyone else did, just as he believed in the absolute moral evil of slavery while others in Britain were still temporizing. (He did as much as anyone to make the American Civil War won by the right side by enlisting the mill workers of Britain to reject processing cotton from the Confederacy, at some cost to their own immediate interests.)

			No, the last thing in the world that this couple by the rhino’s cage were was centrists. What they were was realists—radicals of the real, determined to live in the world even as they altered it. Not reluctant realists, but romantic realists. They were shocked and delighted at how quickly women and men began to meet and organize on the theme of women’s emancipation, but they accepted that progress would be slow and uncertain and sometimes backward facing. They did more than accept this necessity. They rejoiced in it because they understood that without a process of public argument and debate, of social action moved from below, the ground of women’s emancipation would never be fully owned by women nor accepted, even grudgingly, by men.

			They had no illusions about their own perfection—they were imperfect, divided people and went on being so for the rest of their lives, with the rueful knowledge of human contradiction that good people always have. Harriet loved John Mill, but stayed with her well-meaning, helpless husband and nursed him through a horrific terminal cancer, in a time before even the horrible treatments we have now. Only after he died did John and Harriet marry, lovingly but all too briefly.

			Theirs is one of the most lyrical love stories ever told, for being so tenderly irresolute. Recognizing that intimate life is an accommodation of contradictions, they understood that political and social life must be an accommodation of contradictions too. The accommodation was their romance. That meant that social accommodation could be romantic, too. Love, like liberty, tugs us in different directions as much as it leads us in one. Love, like liberty, asks us to be only ourselves, and it also asks us to find our self in others’ eyes. Compromise is not a sign of the collapse of one’s moral conscience. It is a sign of its strength, for there is nothing more necessary to a moral conscience than the recognition that other people have one, too. A compromise is a knot tied tight between competing decencies. Harriet Taylor’s love for John Mill was bounded by John Taylor’s pathos and by his love for her. And, since no two moral consciences can go just alike, they have to only be imperfectly synchronized. Close enough is good enough—for now.

			In the very month of Harriet’s death in 1858, Mill sent off to the publisher the finished manuscript of “On Liberty,” dedicating it to the memory of “the friend and wife whose exalted sense of truth and right was my strongest incitement.” The romance in Mill’s life helped turn him from a thinking machine into a feeling mensch; the know-it-all became an anything-for-love. The great relationship of his life would be proof of his confidence that true liberty meant love—relationship and connection, not isolation and self-seeking. What we want liberty for is the power to connect with others as we choose. Liberalism is our common practice of connection turned into a principle of pluralism, teenage texting raised to the power of law.

			It dawned on me while I brooded on the long-dead rhino in his long-gone cage that the rhinoceros was the perfect symbol of liberalism. All living things, Darwin taught us, are compromises of a kind, the best that can be done for that moment between the demands of the environment and the genetic inheritance it has to work with. No living thing is ideal. A rhinoceros is just a big pig with a horn on it.

			The ideal of the unicorn is derived from the fact of the rhinoceros—the dream image of the rhinoceros, the single horned animal reported on and then idealized by the medieval imagination. People idealize unicorns and imagine unicorns and make icons out of unicorns and write fables about unicorns. We hunt them. They’re perfect. The only trouble with them is that they do not exist. They never have. The rhino is ungainly and ugly and short-legged and imperfect and squat. But the rhinoceros is real. It exists. And it is formidable. 

			Most political visions are unicorns, perfect imaginary creatures we chase and will never find. Liberalism is a rhinoceros. It’s hard to love. It’s funny to look at. It isn’t pretty but it’s a completely successful animal. A rhino can overturn an SUV and—go to YouTube!—run it right over, horn out.

			*

			So, the critical liberal words are not liberty and democracy alone—vital though they are—but also humanity and reform, tolerance and pluralism, self-realization and autonomy, the vocabulary of passionate connection and self-chosen community. These are hardly uncontroversial or simple concepts, either. But they point to a range of specific public ambitions and policies—the humane reform of prisons, of punishments, of making luncheonettes open to all and leaving decisions about how many children to have to the woman who has to have them—that all have as their end eliminating cruelty and sadism and needless suffering from the world.

			Liberalism ends in the center not because that’s where liberals always think the sanity is, but because they recognize that there are so many selves in a society that must be accommodated that you can’t expect them to congregate in a single neighborhood at one end or another of the city. The meeting place, the piazza, in an Italian village, is placed in the center of the town because everyone can get there. The ancient Greeks thought of this meeting place as the “agora,” which meant the market but meant more broadly the place where citizens met for unplanned meetings. Tyrants of all kinds, Persian and Spartan, feared the agora in the most literal way, and tried to eliminate it from their cities.

			We can follow the standard, orthodox histories of liberalism in dating it back to the seventeenth century, and we can certainly see its outlines in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. But it’s in the 1860s, precisely in John and Harriet’s wake, that recognizably modern liberalism, as a practice and fulfilled temperament, is established. It happens in a stunningly short time frame, from 1859 to 1872: through the American Civil War to just past the establishment of the Third Republic in Paris. In that period, there appeared the two foundational documents of modern liberal humanism, Darwin’s On the Origin of Species and Mill’s On Liberty. Darwin’s was a new articulation of the history of life and humanity’s place within it, implicit but obvious, and Mill’s was the articulation of a new understanding about the nature of authority and the individual’s claims against it.

			On the political front, the long decade of modern liberalism’s birth witnessed the enfranchisement of most of the British working classes, the formal founding of the British Liberal Party (headquartered in the London Reform Club, no less), the absolute victory of the antislavery (and single-­nation) side in the American Civil War, and the founding, after the disaster of the French commune, of the French Republic in the form in which, with the interruption of the German occupation, it has essentially persisted since. (And let us not forget, in 1867, the establishment of the Canadian confederation and of a still unprecedented, in its survival and tensile strength, bilingual and binational nation.) All these events are linked: it was the victory of the Union that helped prod the democratization of Britain, and the vindication of republicanism in the United States and Britain that played a large role in re-moralizing the French republicans. (It was the same period that saw, as well, the emergence of liberalism’s great opponents: authoritarian nationalism, with Bismarck’s unification of Germany in 1871, and radical socialism, with the first meeting of the Workingmen’s Association, under the influence of Karl Marx, in London in 1864.)

			The greatest monument of modern liberalism began precisely in that hour, too, as a gift from nascent French republicanism to triumphant American republicanism. We have allowed the Statue of Liberty to be subsumed into the narrative of American immigration, and understandably so given that for many millions of American ancestors this French thing was the first American thing they saw. But it was first imagined, in that pivot year of 1865, as a tribute to the shining light of the republican ideal at a time when it still seemed impossible in France. It was an imaginary dream figure celebrating the vindication of liberty in America with an eye to its eventual vindication in France: you’ve married her; we will, too, some day. She is a figure of that crucial long decade, in which modern liberalism is mostly forged.

			The hallucinatory photographs of the statue rising in a small Parisian atelier remind us of its binational nature—and also of its impossible conception. It ought to be, like the dream of liberal democracy itself, left in the large dustbin of unrealized projects, like Tatlin’s later Monument to the Third International. It isn’t. It’s there. It shines. Britain, France, and America in that short decade became, or were on their way to becoming, liberal democracies in ways they had not been before.

			The dreams of liberalism, of republicanism, of far-reaching reform were very imperfectly realized. The world is an imperfect place, and liberals are imperfect actors within it. But new social practices rose, like the statue, against a background in which it was quite possible to imagine, in 1859, that none of it could happen—that slave power would win in North America, that reaction would triumph in Britain, and that an empire or monarchy was the likeliest future for France. Instead, one got liberal reformist regimes, which, for all their failings and faults, under William Ewart Gladstone and Ulysses S. Grant and Léon Gambetta, established governments that we can recognize as like our own and societies that look like ours, from Christmas cards and department stores to the first serious stirrings of women’s rights.

			The liberalism that began then isn’t at all like the rules on the back of a board game. It tends to hold implicit and explicit ideas about community, reform, violence, sexual roles, and more. Liberalism, in the specific sense that I wanted to explain to my daughter, is an attempt to realize liberty, not merely to invoke it or make it the subject of an incantation.

			For liberals use the word liberty the way the word love is used by songwriters—it’s what the song leads to but not all the song can be. Merely being in favor of liberty is like being in favor of love—everyone is, and nothing is solved by it, as John and Harriet were wise enough to know. It’s the other words around it that make the key word matter. Tony Bennett said once that you should always pay special attention when Frank Sinatra sings the word love. But that’s because love is not the only word he sings.

			*

			That’s the heart of what I wanted to tell you, Olivia. That the search for radical change by humane measures, far from producing a dry, atomizing, and emotion-less doctrine in which all social relations are reduced to the status of a contract, makes liberalism one of the great moral adventures in human history. Far from being fatuously materialistic, merely gross, and profit driven, the rise and triumph of liberal ideas is the most singular spiritual episode in all of human history. There was little like it in human history before—the ancients did imagine a world without divinity but nothing like the moral scope of the emancipation from cruelty of slaves and women.

			Liberalism is a fact-first philosophy with a feelings-first history. Liberal humanism is a whole, in which the humanism always precedes the liberalism. Powerful new feelings about a compassionate connection to other people, about community, have always been informally shared before they are crystallized into law. Social contacts precede the social contract. Understanding the emotional underpinnings of liberalism is essential to understanding its political project. Its history is merely material in the same way that the action of great novels is merely material. The model liberal person is less like lonely, account-mad Robinson Crusoe and a lot closer to Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, living every day within an inescapable family structure and specific social ground but trying to negotiate a new role for herself through intelligence and argument and wit. Lizzy Bennet recognizes that the ground of the social arrangement is not going to be completely remade by a single marriage, but she is willing to stand up to Lady Catherine de Bourgh and against the whole aristocratic order, in defense of her own pursuit of happiness. Liberalism is realistic about the huge task of remaking worlds. But it is romantic about the possibility of making marginally happier endings for as many as possible within this one.

			To offer a liberal credo, however, also means to offer as fair and even as eloquent an account as I can of the attacks on liberalism, from both left and right. Because freedom of debate, even more than freedom of speech, is central to the liberal ideal, a liberal credo without counterarguments becomes just another dogma. God knows there is no shortage of attacks to draw on. You, Olivia, offered one that night, and over the next year, one set of objections after another, which struck the inner ear of my imagination. Of course, you’re a liberal, you told me! Yes, in the same way that a coal miner is in favor of coal and the Prince of Wales a monarchist. You benefit from its institutions and therefore think them swell. It’s not an accident that the fullest throated defenders of the rigging of the existing order are middle-aged white men who have benefited from the way it’s rigged. Find me a black man or woman, a Latino kid, who isn’t far more suspicious of and hostile to the liberal (or neoliberal) world order, and I will be impressed. People always find elaborate ways to defend their own privileges. Everyone sees what they like in the dispensation they’ve inherited and sticks to it on pretended principle. Colonialism was the working face of liberalism in Africa, and CIA coups were the working face of liberalism in South America. Institutionalized racism, the scandal of mass incarceration, is another face of the liberal order, the orange jumpsuit beneath the cosmetic skin.

			A liberalism that doesn’t offer hope to Ecuadorian peasants and Haitian sweatshop workers and Congolese children caught in cobalt mines as much as it does for Manhattan progressive families is hardly worth defending but just one more paper sign stuck up over the family shop. These arguments, cries for human empathy, resonate in our life from all of those who have gone out to bear witness to the suffering of others, or who have borne witness by being themselves the sufferers, from Frederick Douglass to Alexander Berkman. And meanwhile, the right-wing arguments—for authority against liberal relativism and for the integrity of communities against liberal cosmopolitanism—were ones I have come to know well through a lifetime of reading, most often found in authors who I loved like brothers, or uncles—sometimes crazy uncles—from Samuel Johnson to G. K. Chesterton.

			Liberalism is as distinct a tradition as exists in political history, but it suffers from being a practice before it is an ideology, a temperament and a tone and a way of managing the world more than a fixed set of beliefs. (At least this means that poets and novelists and painters, a Trollope or a George Eliot or a Manet, can be better guides to its truths than political philosophers or pundits.) It also presents a paradox: supposedly the most impersonal of ideologies, liberalism depends most on personal example. Liberal people have made liberalism. A liberal credo without characters and action is not only hard to love, it is also impossible to see. I wanted you to watch people as they lived as much as hear the principles those people spoke. I wanted you to meet Taylor and Mill by the rhino’s cage. I wanted you to encounter some other unorthodox liberal lovers, George Eliot and George Lewes, as they, in that same London and sometimes at that same zoo, later on tried to reconcile Darwinism with humanism. I wanted you to see André Glucksmann’s mother saving her family’s life by daring to tell the truth to the other Jewish deportees at Drancy in 1941, setting her son free to journey, as a Parisian intellectual, from murderous Maoism to modest humanism. I wanted you to meet Bayard Rustin, the great black and gay man who organized the march on Washington in 1963 and who, at the end of his long life, summed up his credo elegantly in the three simplest of distinctly liberal dance positions: “1) nonviolent tactics; 2) constitutional means; 3) democratic procedures.” And I wanted you to know the counterpoised personalities, too. I wanted you to learn from the passion of Emma Goldman and see the point of Edmund Burke.

			By making liberalism a subject of persons and places, as much as of principles, perhaps I can help to humanize it again for a new generation. Perhaps I can make those who have benefited from its graces hate its vices, which are large, just a bit less and see its virtues, even larger, just a bit more clearly. I might even be able to show why the happiness of the world depends—no, we are liberals and can say only may depend—on its renewal. I still think it’s a walk worth taking, and a talk worth having.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Rhinoceros Manifesto: What Is Liberalism?

			Potent sentences can take peculiar forms. In the very last chapter of The Descent of Man, Charles Darwin writes coolly, with seeming descriptive objectivity, that “we thus learn that man is descended from a hairy quadruped, furnished with a tail and pointed ears, probably arboreal in its habits, and an inhabitant of the Old World.” It is probably the most explosive sentence ever written in English, overthrowing millennia of belief in the unique and divine creation of man, but it comes at us so quietly and at such comically detailed length that it is hard for us to quite believe how slyly provocative it is.

			Liberalism has many mouths, but the liberalism that those of us who think of ourselves as liberal humanists want to defend—opposed both to the leftists with whom we sometimes make common cause and the right wing with which we sometimes share common premises—has one true point, equally potent, equally plain. Liberalism is an evolving political practice that makes the case for the necessity and possibility of (imperfectly) egalitarian social reform and ever greater (if not absolute) tolerance of human difference through reasoned and (mostly) unimpeded conversation, demonstration, and debate.

			That sentence is, I’m aware, anticlimactic and possibly uninspiring to the point of fatuity, not to mention rage. It’s an infuriating sentence! I doubt that I’ve ever put down a clumsier one. “I am for freeing man from his chains!” the Marxist ideologue hails. “I am for faith and family!” the Christian warrior proclaims. “I am for an ongoing belief in the need for nonviolent incremental alterations of existing institutions and an all-around effort to be nicer to everyone!” the liberal tries to cry out—and then can only sigh. The slogan won’t even fit on a banner.

			Yet that sentence, composed clause by clause over centuries by generations of liberal minds, like stonemasons working on the façade of a cathedral, has, I think, consequences that make it as explosive as Darwin’s. It’s a rhino of a sentence, yes, but each of its ugly clauses enfolds some huge advance in moral understanding and effective action. Liberalism depends on shadings and qualifications, on “evolvings” and “imperfectlies.” It has a soft and awkward rhetoric. Like the rhino, it aggravates by its ungainliness. Yet what liberalism has in its favor are the facts. Liberals get nothing accomplished—except everything, eventually. In Western Europe, in America, certainly in Canada, in Australia, too, vistas of general legal and social equality far outstripping anything previously known to mankind, and largely achieved by peaceful and parliamentary means, have been won.

			That these new vistas of equality are under assault now does not alter the scale of the accomplishment. When we get a Social Security check, or attend a gay friend’s marriage, or simply exercise the right to vote as a woman or hold office as a Jew or Mormon, we are the beneficiaries of Bayard Rustin’s three simple dance steps of liberalism. We may see, and say, for instance, that LGBTQ rights are being attacked in America by a revanchist right wing—but we need also to stop and think that the very idea that these capital letters would enclose a party of people who have rights worth protecting is entirely and exclusively a recent invention of liberal countries. (Homosexuality has flourished elsewhere—it is part of the human condition—but has never been specifically protected and even nurtured before as it is now even in the public high schools of New York.)

			Militant activism was certainly responsible for the achievement of many of these reforms. But it was specifically liberal activism. It wasn’t trying to change everything at once. It was trying to fix what was wrong now. Civil disobedience, women chaining themselves to parliament fences, the bravery of the Chartists in Britain or the Popular Front in France or the Selma marchers—all are part of the story of human self-liberation. But in the end their goals were specific, not utopian, capable of being achieved by democratic means in democratic legislatures, even if only when the cost of not achieving them became too great for the powers already in place.

			But feelings move people more than arguments. That liberal sentence is complicated and unwieldy because it expresses the evolution over a long period of time of new values: a hatred of brutality, a recognition of the primacy of sympathy as social cement, a feeling for normal frailty and for mercy before justice and humanity before dogma, a desire, so to speak, to systematize compassion and put the brakes on normal human cruelty. How these feelings happened is the story of the moral adventure of liberalism.
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