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PREFACE


In recent years, maybe even for decades now, family get-togethers in America during holidays have become tenser due to a growing polarization in American politics. Right-wing brother resents left-wing sister. Youths and elderlies don’t get along. They don’t share life views. And the children! And the parents! Common ground lost! The generational divide seems insurmountable; Twentieth century late modernity man confronted with the digital natives of Gen Z. Life experiences can’t be more dissimilar. Instead of a healthy political conversation across the table – and across the aisle, across ethnic groups. A rational debate between parties, both political, cultural and familial, have developed to a somewhat hostile averseness towards each other. As said, even within families.


And how come, in a nation where eighty percent of the population celebrate Thanksgiving sharing a stuffed turkey, a token of connection and community, even of brotherhood, fifty-eight percent still live in socalled landslide counties, where the partisan political split is above sixty percent for one of the two political sides. Paradoxically, Americans are both divided and united; united by a common and treasured history, a celebrated constitution, and a deep-felt patriotism; but also divided to such extent that they find it hard to communicate with the other side without resenting them. Adversary between contending parties comes to an aversion of the opposing political factions. Dare we call such lack of communication for ‘aversation’; the conversation has stopped, diverting opinions can’t be debated anymore, and American politics has come to a standstill. How did it come to this?


The matter is of great importance for America but not less so for the rest of the world. America’s democracy is the oldest and the most influential of any nation on the planet and to almost all hearts and minds. No matter the ideological outlook, political arguments always consider American might, backed by both soft and hard power, which is presently not matched by any other nation. The American Dream has long been an inspiration to many, perhaps most, people who have aspired to imitating American way of life. But American dominance in the market of ideas may be coming to an end. Rivalry with the upcoming superpower China poses an external treat and disintegration from within poses an internal such. Disrupting domestic politics weakens the great American example to the world. It only takes coherent and cooperating political parties to restore American hegemony. If only the solution was as simple as that…


As a foreign observer I will nevertheless allow myself some thoughts on the subject. New York University Professor of Law, Ronald Dworkin, once asked for a second, i.e., foreign opinion. American politics matters to all citizens of the world. If only we could explain the basics of the ongoing American ‘aversation’, then we would know how to mend it and avert that the world slides back into anarchy. The degree of international integration seen in the past three decades is the historical exception in which the United States of America has guaranteed world order by backing the institutions that safeguard peace, prosperity, and economic development. The West has benefitted the most, but the rest has also thrived in this peaceful environment. Would China have prospered without World Trade Organization, free trade, and its most favored nation trading status to America? American politics, therefore, is of utmost importance to the rest of the world. It matters to all whether America is a democratic beacon. We all need the American exceptionalism for inspiration and hope.


Still, America is an outlier in the democratic Western world on several counts. Welfare like health, higher education, and social transfers is private; the rate of incarceration is higher in America than elsewhere – a fifth of the world’s prisoners is incarcerated in America; capital punishment is still used; lax or less strict gun laws are widely considered constitutional rights; the Constitution and the Founding Fathers, with capital letters, have status of divinity; and excessive economic freedom in a profoundly market-driven economy frames American society. This latter feature will be the backdrop of this essay.


Markets supposedly raise productivity. It’s true that efficiency matters in the economy, but it also matters in the political life. This essay investigates the significance of notions like legality and legitimacy as well as justice and fairness in relation to status and dignity. The first notions of each pair have to do with the political-economical world – what German philosopher Jürgen Haberman denotes ‘system’. The second notions relate to the (Habermasian) lifeworld of individuals and families. An examination of the consequences of each world to the other I call a ‘polethical’ inquiry. The basis of the inquiry are the three worlds of welfare that according to Danish political scientist Gösta Esping-Andersen reflect the liberal, conservative, and social-democratic welfare systems.


The neologism ‘aversation’ suggests a fundamental lacuna in the free democratic debate that the freedom of speech is supposed to advance. With much political conversation being a non-starter in America, the word could have been ‘nonversation’. With the spreading of social media and, later, artificial intelligence (AI), mis- and disinformation have surged. Social media promised to further democracy, giving everybody equal access to the democratic conversation, but, alas, the behind-thescreen anonymity of participants also boosted hate speech and the spreading of conspiracy theories. Echo chambers and filter bubbles developed. Now, generative AI may alter the future conversation in ways yet unimaginable, both among nations, people, and political parties.


The few readers of this essay will probably not be hard-right religious conservative Republicans, although my hopes are that they do read more diverse and – dare I say – enlightened political-critical analyses. If this essay finds some moderate or Democratic readers, I hope that they on their part find some inspiration for a better society. Then, America has the potential to become a great society. So what, then, is wrong in America?


Former President Bill Clinton once said: “There is nothing wrong with America that can’t be cured by what is right with America.” It doesn’t take a foreigner to see that.










LAY OF THE LAND



LAND OF THE FREE AND THE BRAVE


Hereditary wealth and influence, racism, rising economic and social inequality, lower social mobility, widening educational and income gaps characterize the last four decades of social development in America. Why has inequality risen in these last forty years? It isn’t all about inequality, though, but about a lack of fairness as well.


In America, the reactions to skewed social development and a general sense of eroded fairness have not been easily overlooked; the Tea Party movement, extreme right Republicanism, QAnon, MAGA/Trumpism, and the January 6, 2021, Storm on the Capitol Hill can count as direct consequences of the teared-up social fabric of America. The thenpresident himself allegedly instigated the Storm on the Capitol!


Hard-left politics is also on the rise. Wokeness and extreme identity politics such as cancel culture don’t really make for reconciliation of new political and social interactions. Wokeness may yet peak even more, polarizing American identity politics to the more extreme. If that seems possible? In short, hard-rights are anxious about the hard-left and vice versa, but even moderate voters distrust the other side. The other side wants to control us. Energy transition threatens the American way of life, and conservatism threatens liberty for transgender people. The chances of interconnectivity between social classes and ethnic groups are slim and worsening, and connection is the most important feature of communication.


Lawmakers and even the Justices of the Supreme Court of the United States (SCOTUS) apparently only add to the dysfunctional American democracy, institutions, and everyday lives. Gun control is lax, capital punishment still exists in the US, and once renowned abortion rights are under attack. All this, along with non-universal medical care, makes USA an outlier in the community of Western democracies. Rustbelt blue-collar work has been outsourced to foreign countries and industries while higher education becomes ever more costly.


Still, America has been the big Western democratic experiment that have caught the attention and imagination of European thinkers. - Alexis de Tocqueville, Crèvecoeur, and Max Weber to name a few. Weber’s analysis of core American values and of authority will run through this essay as a reminder of the startling starting point of this great experiment that we call still the United States of America.


Along with Great Britain, the American nation became an experiment of early capitalism. From the outset the Founding Fathers tried to create a free market. Ideologically the laissez-faire approach of French and English thinkers was prevalent. The experiments partially failed, both due to the non-liberal economic system of the American South and to the grave conditions for the worker in the American North. The latter were of course better off since their social status wasn’t depraved as it was for the slaves in the South.


The Hungarian American historian Karl Polanyi describes the great experiment of introducing market economy to a society, in casu the nineteenth century Britain that in means and historical circumstances was comparable to the United States. The Anglo-Saxon cultural heritage can’t be denied. America, of course, was constitutionally democratic with a less restricted suffrage than Britain of that time, but the grave effects of the introduction of a laissez-faire economy to the lower classes in America were comparable to those observed in England. The commodification of the working class was a necessary means to construct an industrial labor market, which itself was indispensable for a capitalist market economy. Living conditions of the paupers in the American North were comparable to those of the slaves in the South, still with an important difference regarding dignity. We will return to the dignity and recognition problem of the American worker, that may have developed as it did due to slavery as part of the American mind and history.


In 1858, Senator James Hammond of South Carolina defended slavery by comparing the Northern working class and the slaves in the South. The hardship of industrial workers was, according to Hammond’s socalled ‘Mudsill Theory’, dire, because the racial features of the white worker promised a better future. Hammond acknowledged the dignity of the white workingman. The black slave, on the other hand, should be grateful for the opportunity to live and work in conditions that nature would never provide for people of “a low order of intellect”. Hammond regarded the slave owner’s plight to keep and endure slaves as a means to serve God. Hammond puts it eloquently: “They [the black African] are elevated from the condition in which God first created them, by being made our slaves.”


Hammond compared the situation of the enslaved with the working class. As did the socialist thinker Karl Marx, but while Hammond sought to paint a rosier picture of enslavement, Marx tried to show that the lives of ordinary workers were poor, nasty, brutish, and maybe even short. Whether they were solitary, as Hobbes would it, could be the case in an all-out competitive, a state of nature, labor market, or whether they were solidary could be the case once trade unions were introduced.


The similarities between slavery and industrial labor must not be pushed too far, but to create proper capitalist markets, labor needs a commodity value to be exchangeable under market conditions. The sense of being enslaved or being commodified as labor come to the same thing. Or it doesn’t. As we all know from children’s perception of the world, they almost always adapt to the circumstances they are thrown into, to paraphrase the German philosopher, Martin Heidegger. Not only do they adapt, but they also learn the values and the norms to be the only true ones. Rights and wrongs of a particular social environment become the normative fix points. The hard transition from a pre-industrial, agrarian society to a market-based industrialized such took more than a century. The long-term effects of liberal capitalism have generally been benign, but the harsh commodification of the workers in order to truly construct a liberal labor market cost many sacrifices and much suffering. In many places, it still does. An ingrained paradox of liberal political-economic theory, though, is caused by the tension between the social stratification and the lower-classes’ desire to empowerment through equality of legal rights in the long run means that political power-sharing between the social classes becomes essential. The elites that strive for liberal marketeconomy must eventually grant political participation to more fractions of the population.


The German sociologist, Max Weber, differentiates class and party from status. Class has to do with economic conditions, while party has to do with political interests, mainly the pursuit for power. Both are shared group-interests. Status points to recognition and the much more private societal standing in the family and in the local community. Commodification of humans as labor implies a loss of status, while it expresses a common class identification. As work becomes skilled, and the working-class becomes educated, demand for political representation increases. Capitalists normally want to increase productivity, which can be done by up-skilling labor. And here lies the first liberal paradox: how can elites increase productivity without dispersing power? In American the Founding Fathers chose an electoral system that limited the influence of the lower classes.


During the second half of the twentieth century, middle-class America grew stronger, and elite values and norms trickled down. The American Dream was first formulated by Truslow Adams in 1931: that “life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement”. Observe that the statement dwells on self-esteem and recognition of the pursuit of happiness, that Thomas Jefferson originally wrote into the Declaration of Independence in 1776.


Such dreams are for the upper middle-class that experiences improvements of life and economy. Actually, the dream is shared by all walks of life. Unfortunately, many unskilled lower-class workers lose their hopes of a better life. The American residual welfare-state model separates the middle-class from the working class in a way that has important ramifications for both the prospects of life for the lower classes, but also for the current political polarization as we will see later. For instance, in the last thirty years or so, the blue collar working-class has experienced job losses and constraints on their way of life, that formerly was only suffered by the paupers. The American worker leads an active life, ultimately in perils of hunger as Polanyi states, so subsistence in America requires bravery.


Is America land of the free, then? Once upon a time in the west – maybe it was… The vast territories beyond civilization’s frontier were a free-forall. No restraints on the lonesome rider and plenty of room for roaming as well as for community self-government. Indeed, this was the recipe for ideal liberty. Not so much anymore. That is, one can still roam the country, but the industrial revolution required permanent settlement for workers, professionals, and for both political and corporate management too. Later, one of course still has the freedom of speech, but with the decline of manufacturing production and the introduction of social media as a valve for frustration, the political conversation became dis- and misinformation propagation. This result obviously never was the intention of civil and political liberties. Eventually, America has reached a point where right-wing conservatives claim the right to decide how other people ought to live while left-wing agitators and demagogues claim their right to define how other people shall perceive them. Both stances are demanding and challenging to the other side.


The apparent anger of the left derives from centuries of racism and the subjugation of women. Meanwhile, conservatives feel the political pressure from minorities that grow in numbers and as a share of the population to justly claim their right. Sure, the world is a better place because of American ingenuity and political visions. Originally, the development of American political culture came about as a compromise between the landed elite in the South and the industrial elite in the northern states. During the nineteenth century the dominating party of the north was the Republican that, in addition to considerable economic prowess, represented a vast share of the day’s voting population tolerated slavery in the South. This was certainly not a land of the free. Neither did the white lower-class have much freedom in the South. As President Obama would say before becoming president, American history was not without its flaws, but that this should not define what it meant to be American. The ongoing attempt to perfect the union should be what defined it. The coalition between the two elites prevented participatory democratic power to reach the poorer segments of the populace, both in the North and in the South. Later, after the abolition of the slaves, whose conditions in certain ways worsened considerably, Jim Crow laws in the South excluded the Afro-American population from voting. The right to vote has, curiously enough, never been written into the Constitution. Freedom did not mean freedom from want or fear. Hunger was a real risk. The racist movements changed into lynching parties with the Ku Klux Clan at the forefront. During the Lyndon B. Johnson presidency, the civil-rights movement, led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. ended the Jim Crow suppression of Afro-Americans, making headway for their political citizenship, giving way for the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibiting sexual, ethnic and religious discrimination, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 to ensure voting rights for minorities. These progressive measures were facilitated by a liberal Supreme Court, presided by Chief Justice Earl Warren. Nowadays, several states challenge the Voting Rights Act, again rearing the ugly head of voter-suppression as part of the effort to remain in power, mainly in the South, mostly in what is now Republican states. Among the means to suppress voting right we find electoral redistricting or ‘gerrymandering’.


“It looks like a salamander,” a banquet guest allegedly said in 1812 when presented with a newly drawn state senate district signed by Elbridge Gerry, a Founding Father, and a Massachusetts Governor. Reshaping electoral districts became known as Gerrymandering, which has caused skewed election results as constituencies are drawn on the map to fit some political purpose, namely, to win the most with the fewest votes. The state legislative majority can redraw districts and hence they often do it to favor their own party affiliation. For example, if you have five constituencies with 100 voters each, then you win the four of them if you placed all blue voters in one constituency and spread the rest in constituencies where red just wins a tiny simple majority. The majoritarian system with heavy gerrymandering thus procures four reds and one blue. In a proportional system blue would win three while red would win two. In 2022 the Wisconsin election of state Justice Janet Protasiewicz changed the Supreme Court majority after 15 years of Republican dominance. The new majority was invoked to upend year of Republican legislative gerrymandering in the state that gave Republicans a disproportionate win in House and state elections. The practice was ruled unconstitutional, and districts are to be redrawn before the 2024 general election. The legislative redistricting of the Louisiana electoral map is at the time of writing challenged as unconstitutional. The redrawn map compressed Black voter into two constituencies to such degree that the Fifth Circuit Federal Court blocked the measure as “impermissible racial gerrymander”’. The Republican state attorney general, Liz Murrill, held that the SCOTUS “needs to clear this up.”


How the present Supreme Court rules on the issue will important implications on voter-suppression and participatory power of minorities. Participation requires free access to voting, to public office, and to public deliberation. Limited participation rights undermine political equality which is fundamental to open democracies. Liberal democracy must uphold open access to ensure that earnest exchange of opions occurs, i.e. that a rational conversation is possible.


Anthony Downs investigated American two-party democracy and observed how voters gather around some political middle, obeying some sort of centripetal force of politics. Downs found inspiration in Scottish economist Duncan Black’s famous median voter theorem, which Downs popularized. The theorem implies that the rational party behavior would be to make policies that attract as many voters as possible, hence placing their policies around the political middle. Voter maximizing is crucial in a majoritarian system since the winner takes all and leaves the minority votes out of influence. The idea would have been that the party with the best overall policies gets the most votes and wins the legitimate power to exert those policies to the benefit of the electorate. But one strain of policies never benefits all the people, all the time. In an ideal liberal system where voters act rationally this system might indeed work, but even in a perfect world, voters who wouldn’t benefit, or who would benefit the least, from the winning policies would never be able to assemble a majority vote. To a certain degree, coexistence of the ideal rational system and the ideal rational man is challenging. This is another liberal paradox: that individual agents’ desires sometimes are overruled by a majority. There will never be a Pareto optimal in a world of divergent desires.


Sociologist James Coleman’s social capital theory, developed alongside with Black’s social choice theory, is based on the rational choice theory, claims that following and obeying norms to maximize utility are rational actions. Social capital facilitates individual action in a structured social context. As Weber described, rational conduct characterizes Western market societies and their bureaucracies from the perspective of the system. Systemic long-term thinking defines the entrepreneurial mind, inherent in institutions. Elites tend to elite in a rationally ordered society because they are more entrepreneurial than non-elites. Those who choose the mode of societal institutions thus decide to what degree power is monopolized.


To solidify the inter-elite construction of the political landscape, it was essential to preserve the electoral system of the Founding Fathers, many of whom were slave-owners themselves that did not anticipate or intend a broad franchise. It was not designed to turn out to be a two-party system, either. Rather, politicians ought to emerge from the midst of the people and be elected without party affiliation, representing their constituency, that is their local community. The later median voter theory catches the desire for exploiting the centripetal force in politics.


Thus, elites could gain majority rule, because the lower and middle classes would only have two parties from which to choose. The majoritarian electoral system is one of the reasons that socialism as a mass movement never took root in America. However, the majoritarian electoral system chosen by the founding fathers soon subdued to the centrifugal forces that drove the sides apart and led to a decisive rift between the Northern and Southern states. President Lincoln founded the Republican party to oppose the South’s Democratic party. Since then, the choice was between the Republican Party and the Democratic Party, the former liberals, the latter conservatives in the nineteenth century. Later, during the twentieth century, the roles of the two parties reversed, now the Democrats are progressive or liberal while the Republicans are conservative or libertarian. Both suffer an intra-party divide, which is a logical effect from a two-party system.


Much of American politics is party politics. In one end of the Democratic party, progressive liberals seek the political middle, while from the other end, the left, liberal ultra-progressives seek normative revolutions to further tolerance towards all minorities. The Grand Old Party has fragmented into three warring tribes, the most moderate ‘acrossthe-aile’ republicans like Mitt Romney and Senator Alan Simpson of Wyoming who chose to leave the US Senate in 1997, at the age of 65. In comparison, the average age of the Senator in the 118th Congress is 64! More on this later. In 2010, was Democratic President Obama appointed Simpson to lead the National Committee on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform, which shows the trust even the opposition party places in such moderate politician. These days nobody has any faith in the opposing party for anything, which constraints the effectiveness of government and impedes its legitimacy in the eyes of the public.


Land of the brave? The world thanks the United States for protection and for winning WWII. But it seems that many Americans feel insecure and unsafe. Conservative values are challenged, and existential threats abound, at least psychologically. Protecting traditional values implies draconic action, and the perceived threat to internalized values determines the degree of resistance. The sense of insecurity put pressure on many American families. Pressure equals reaction and perceptions form narratives.


The New York Times columnist David Brooks calls the right-wing toxic masculinity lot for ‘victimologists’ because of their narratives about how unfairly the world treats them. The white supremacist movement lament their declining power, which relates to status, because other races suddenly claim a say too, political, economic, and cultural; the involuntary celibates, the incels, decry how woke women deny them their rights to family and sex. Religious conservatives guard themselves from abortion and transsexuals, and disillusioned voters mourn how the ‘deep state’ deprives them from their fair share of power in a corrupted democracy. Narratives form perceptions. It is told that Russians believe that what is perceived to be good actually is good, no matter the circumstances. Maybe the same applies to the American far-right victimologists only that in this case they look for some perceived evil: ‘everybody wants to shame me and put me down.’ Brooks blames the selfanalyzing culture of modern America and the use of the term ‘trauma’ that originally meant a physical damage, but now includes a kind of mental problems. Mr. Brooks then quotes historian Danielle Carr: “Take the lamentations about atrophying manhood and falling sperm counts.” Then Brooks himself points to the victimologist in chief: Donald Trump, who “sets the world record for whining about how unfair the world is to him.”


Such self-victimization can be explained by the psychological categories of extrinsic values and intrinsic values. How do we define ourselves? From empathy, intimacy, and self-acceptance, or from status, wealth, and prestige. Self-victimization doesn’t fit the values of self-accepting people. George Monbiot, journalist and writer on inequality, describes the psychological categories of extrinsic and intrinsic values. Those with intrinsic values as more open to change and universal values, whereas the extrinsics hold that individual reward and praise are more valuable. Extrinsics “are more likely to objectify and exploit other people, to behave rudely and aggressively and to dismiss social and environmental impacts.” This is a description of two normatively incompatible camps. Monbiot writes that “Trump is king of the extrinsics.” Political scientist Shanto Iyengar from Stanford University calls this ‘affective polarization’ because the policies and political agendas of the parties matter less than does the feelings – often hatred – toward the out-group, them who aren’t us. As Iyengar puts it: “group affiliation is essential to our sense of self.’” Affective polarization is, according to the researcher, “an outgrowth of partisan social identity.” In-group gatherings and connectiveness safeguard them from out-groups, whom they don’t seem to know or care about. Some reach out to connect, many don’t. Arguments for not trying to communicate may be that others are ‘irrational’ or ‘evil’. Interestingly, there is a divide between which groups trust which institutions in America. According to Gallup, a pollster, Democrats tend to trust science, higher education, and journalism, all indicative of openminded readiness for change. Republicans, on the other hand, trust institutions like the police, the military, and religion, telltale conservative priorities. Whether the latter is telltale extrinsic is open for discussion, but traditional values indicate reluctance to change. Stress and anxiety in such hateful environments affect the youngsters who reproduce the resentments of their parents.


At the same time, sociologist and psychologist Professor Jean Twenge of San Diego State University points to the fragilities that almost define what she calls iGen. The youth is more insecure, vulnerable to pressure, and far less mature than previous generations. The subtitle of Twenge’s 2017 book is a tell-tale: Why Today’s Super- Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, More Tolerant, Less Happy – and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood. Their helicopter parents are their friends and safe havens, protecting them from grown-ups’ reality for far too long. Real life then comes as a shock, destabilizing safety and presumably status. Social psychologist Professor Jonathan Haidt of New York University has recently published a book about The Anxious Generation. Like Twenge’s book, the Haidt subtitle says it all: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing a n Epidemic of Mental Illness. The academic concern about the mental and psychological distress isn’t restricted to American conservative kids and youngsters. The problem emerges everywhere, ‘across the aisle’ and across the Western world. An the anxious and insecure youth of course causes anxiety and insecurity among their parents. Both Doctors Haidt and Twenge blame so-called social media and platforms. We will return to the matter.


Existential insecurity often unfolds as distrust of others and resentment towards out-groups. Phenotypical features like gender, ethnicity, or age are the most apparent indicators of belonging. Such markers of affinity are mostly superficial, though. Religious familiarity also plays an important role. Soon, white supremacist predictions will come true insofar that around 2050 less than half of Americans will be white, which means that the white Anglo-Saxon protestant elite, the WASPs, plus descendants of mainly Catholic Polish, Irish, and Italian immigrants will be a minority. These latter white Catholic groups constitute a big part of the present-day American working-class. They share religious views with most of the new immigrants from Latin America whose conservative values resemble those of the right-wing Republicans. The latter group meet the former with such anxiety and fear of losing jobs to the immigrants that it seems impossible to align their values. Stuck between the WASP elite and the unskilled Hispanic working-class, we find the lower middle-class WASP workers, squeezed economically from below and culturally from the top. The poorest whites are supposedly privileged because they are white, but their needs are nevertheless forgotten. They are often referred to as ‘white trash’ and live in the cities, but mainly in the countryside.


Rural Americans are hit hard by inevitable technological change since reskilling blue-collar working-class, especially the lower middleclass, has proved very difficult in a system that does not distribute means from the center to vocational education. First came declining competitiveness due to lack of educational opportunities, later came automation of manufacturing jobs. Retooling to upgrade workers’ skills to new technology would not be enough since wages in the American heartland industry were too high to compete with foreign workers so production moved out of America. China marketized the economy spectacularly and quickly took over much of the outsourced American production. This, however, meant low inflation because foreign consumer products were cheaper. Real wages did not grow but they did not fall either. With low inflation followed lower interest rates. The lower middleclass was able to sustain an acceptable level of consumption from low inflation as well as from borrowing.


Consequently, both private and public debt bloated. Cheap money protected the low-income consumer, and it may have had the effect that productivity stagnated in this period. Polanyi cites the Spleenhamland law of 1795 that assigned paupers and low-income workers with a subsistence level of income in the first part of the nineteenth century’s England provides an analogy to such cheap money environment before the financial crisis of 2008: wages crumpled, and workers’ productivity decreased. Securing the pauper while maintaining economic growth seems to be a welfare-state crux. The right-wing reading finds that economic transfers to the poor cause idle behavior, thus lowering economic output. The left-wing interpretation states that economic transfers can be regarded as subsidies to wages, whereby wages can be lowered to a degree so that working isn’t worth the while. Either way, economic growth suffers.


Regardless the causes, government transfers to the unskilled and unemployed lower-class are scarce in America. The idea is that individuals who struggle to provide for themselves will find work on competitive free market terms. The case for financial redistribution is very weak but so is the case for so-called ‘pre-distribution’ such as protecting jobs, minimum wages, job guarantee, and trade union organization. Princeton Professor Ilyana Kuziemko and colleagues studied the Democratic Party’s pre-distribution policies in a working paper for the National Bureau of Economic Research. Support for ‘predistribution’ policies is stronger among less educated. Democratic politicians are nowadays better educated in general than their republican peers, indeed, Democrats often come from elite educational backgrounds and consequently pre-distribution has declined more during Democratic rule than under Republican. This may explain why blue-collar workers frequently identify with Republicans. Trump’s protectionist battle-cries appeal to the anxious American worker. Pre-distributive policies may even reflect nativist or tribalist attitudes. Herein, a sense of community can explain the solid support for the ‘Make America Great Again’ MAGA-movement.


According to Monbiot, Democrats – and the Labour Party in Great Britain – always fail to appeal to extrinsic values which makes it extremely difficult to turn conservative voters. Extrinsic candidates promote insecurity, commercialization, and wealth as the goal no matter the costs. From this narrative, strong extrinsic values develop. Wealth is consequently the ultimate goal of the American Dream. From an extrinsic perspective, failure on those terms isn’t a flaw of the individual but brought upon it by some elite establishment that wants to preserve power, depriving citizens their entitled right to participate, and rigging the economy to achieve these things. You don’t need hand-outs, charity, or government transfers. Receiving free money is un-prestigious to the extrinsic mind. Borrowing seems more acceptable than transfers since you pay them back later. You only need a fair playing field.


Underpinning a profound patriotism shared by most American, the somewhat antiquated Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag ["I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the republic for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all."]. Demanding a level playing field is written into this collective American commitment. Interestingly, the pledge was written in 1892 by a Baptist – and socialist - minister, Francis Bellamy. At first, the pledge salute resembled the one used by the Nazis in Germany, so the American salute changed to holding the right hand over the heart while facing the flag. The pledge evidently demonstrates national cohesion. But in the everyday American experience of competing for jobs, political recognition, dignity, and subsistence renders cohesion difficult to attain. Every man is for himself. Soon it translates to social and economic inequality. Between community and state there’s a schizophrenic space where the depraved and the vulnerable can’t find the right place to ask for support.


The wealthy offer charity for the poor but only to those in real need whatever the donator decides that this means. Assessment of worthiness becomes the right of the affluent. In the welfare-state, everyone has the right to be helped, albeit not everyone knows where and how to get help, whereas Americans has the right to residual welfare, only if they suffer very harsh life conditions. In a liberalist society the well-off gets to decide who is worthy of financial and social support. Desert of the poor is decided by the wealthy in the civil society. The upper-class thus subdues the lowerclass. Economist Professor Daron Acemoglu writes that “the Unites States abandoned shared prosperity in favor of a model in which only a minority of people benefit from economic growth while the rest are left in the dust.” Furthermore, Acemoglu mentions that fellow economist Pranab Bardhan claims that insecurity, not inequality, explains what’s gone wrong: “simmering economic and social anxiety about job loss, declining incomes, poverty, and cultural change.”


Fear and anger among the electorate endanger the democratic institutions and democracy itself. The ancient Greek political thinkers loathed democracy as such because the populace wasn’t not fit to vote. In contemporary America, the conservative blogger John O’Sullivan expresses his concerns with the title of a 2016 article: ‘Democracies End When they get too Democratic’, and Associate Professor Garett Jones (not the baseball player) of George Mason University wants 10% Less Democracy (the title of his 2020 book). Jones speaks of the misunderstood trust in the masses and hopes for more trust in the elites. The masses don’t always choose the most reasonable solutions or the most reasonable representatives to make the decisions that can be difficult to comprehend and difficult to communicate so simplicity becomes the populist’s best weapon against the hated establishment. Such political clergy isn’t imagined or made up for the occasion, but occasionally it is. Trump, for instance, speaks of some imagined political establishment. Mixing these elites paves the way towards plutocracy where wealth is the single most important determiner of political influence. The rise of plutocracy spells trouble for democracy. Indeed, the rich in the Renaissance Italian merchant city-states were supposedly denied access to politics lest they exercised disproportional power. Elitist America has transformed into an aristocratic privileged America -from where the road toward authoritarian privilege is short.


Prior to the mass emergence of social media, political elites sustained institutions with a sense of responsibility to truth and to the electorate, even if it sometimes failed the trust by trespassing the boundaries of professional ethics. Now, as political researcher Shawn Rosenberg claims, the electorate has lost trust in the elites, but without having the intellectual and cognitive capacity to function and participate within these very same political institutions. Educating the public for political participation ought to be mandatory for the public political system, both at the government level and the state level. But education in the US has faltered. The educational focus on the economic utility of the workforce crowds out the values of becoming a good citizen. At the same time, attaining fact-based information of politics should be mandatory on a personal level. It an ethical imperative to be sufficiently well-informed, i.e., enlightened, to all citizens, especially when they vote to political programs that affect other citizens, their lives, rights, and freedoms.
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