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Introduction



The Triumph and Collapse of Conservatism


American conservatism is dead. This is not to say that the conservative moment in American political history is over. Just as left-liberal Democrats continued to advance their agenda in the 1970s and 1980s—years after their ideology degenerated into an empty creed—so the right wing of the Republican party may continue to expand its influence for some time to come. But those victories will be a result of external factors—the collapse of the left, the disorientation of the political center, the long-term conversion of the white South to the GOP, inertia—not of vigor or dynamism on the part of conservatives. Even as the Republicans came to power in Congress for the first time in nearly half a century, the mainstream conservative movement in the United States was cracking up. The project of sustaining a mainstream, centrist conservatism distinct from the far right in its positions, and not merely in its style, has failed. Its remnants are like fragments of a comet that continue in their destructive course even after the comet has disintegrated.


The conservative intellectual movement was the first element of mainstream conservatism to fail. Intellectual conservatism fell apart beginning in 1992, as a result of the rise of the far right of Pat Robertson, Patrick Buchanan, and antigovernment militias. For more than a quarter of a century, beginning with the efforts of William F. Buckley, Jr. and Barry Goldwater in the 1960s to distance themselves from the John Birch Society, the mainstream conservative movement had been careful to separate itself from the radical right. In the 1990s, televangelist Pat Robertson, in the manner of the demagogic radio priest Father Coughlin in the 1930s, put together a powerful grass-roots political movement, the Christian Coalition, while disseminating the familiar ideology of the far right: a conspiracy theory blaming wars and revolutions on a secret cabal of Jewish bankers, Freemasons, Illuminati, atheists, and internationalists. Faced with a challenge to the integrity of the conservative movement far greater than that posed by the John Birch Society, the leaders of intellectual conservatism—William F. Buckley, Jr., Irving Kristol, and Norman Podhoretz—chose unilateral surrender. They devised tortured exonerations of the anti-Semitic theories purveyed by Pat Robertson and denounced former conservative critics of the TV preacher like me as “liberals” and even “Marxists.” The result was an exodus of the major young intellectuals formerly associated with the right and the revelation that the conservative intelligentsia had become little more than public relations specialists for the GOP.


The crack-up of the Republican electoral coalition followed the decline of the conservative intelligentsia by a few years. Again the cause was the rise of the far right. For decades, the Republican right had been trying to define national politics as a contest between conservative populism and liberal elitism. This strategy had its roots, like so much of modern American conservatism, in McCarthyism (which was as much a populist revolt as an anticommunist crusade). It had become central to Republican politics as a whole in the 1970s and 1980s, when Richard Nixon and his successors learned from George Wallace how to pose as defenders of the “silent majority.” Conservative populism, of course, was an oxymoron; from Burke onward, conservatives have been defenders of elites and establishments, and American conservatives, in particular, have been defenders of the prerogatives of the rich and the business class. Nevertheless the snobbery and preference for government by judicial decree of the left-liberals who dominated the Democratic party from the 1970s to the 1990s made the conservative strategy of diverting populist anger from Wall Street and the rich, its traditional targets, to government, feminists, blacks, gays, and intellectuals seem almost plausible.


All this came to an end in the early months of 1996. During his race against Bob Dole for the Republican nomination, Patrick Buchanan exposed conservative populism as the fraud it is by becoming a consistent populist: denouncing affirmative action and Wall Street, homosexuals and corporations “downsizing” their work forces, feminists and rich country-club Republicans. He denounced Bob Dole as “the bellhop of the Business Roundtable.” The Republican establishment was horrified. Buchanan, after all, ever since his days as a Nixon speechwriter, had been one of the architects of Republican “culture war” populism. He, more than anyone else, should have understood that conservative populism was not to be taken seriously, that it was merely a method of persuading white working-class voters to vote their prejudices rather than their economic interests. Suddenly, though, he had become a consistent cultural and economic populist, in the tradition of George Wallace, Charles Coughlin, Huey Long, Tom Watson, and William Jennings Bryan.


With a few exceptions (chiefly Jewish neoconservatives offended by his constant stream of anti-Semitic innuendo) the leaders of the conservative movement had tolerated or actively supported Buchanan over the years. National Review even endorsed him in the race against Bush for the Republican presidential nomination in 1992. As long as Buchanan directed abuse at racial minorities, homosexuals, immigrants, the United Nations, feminists, and avant-garde artists, the conservative movement had a place for him. When he began criticizing millionaires and corporate executives, though, the conservative elite was shocked, shocked, to discover that Buchanan is a rabble-rousing demagogue. Panicked by Buchanan, the Republican establishment belatedly discovered that conservatism had nothing to do with populism. Many of the very conservative politicians and intellectuals who a year or two before had been deriding liberals as the party of “the elites” suddenly rediscovered the importance of elitism, hierarchy, tradition, institutions. “Someone needs to stand up and defend the Establishment,” declared the crown prince of the Republican intelligentsia in Washington, William Kristol, former chief of staff of Vice President Dan Quayle and now editor of Australian media mogul Rupert Murdoch’s American conservative journal the Weekly Standard. “In the last couple of weeks, there’s been too much pseudo-populism, almost too much concern and attention for, quote, the people. . . . After all, we conservatives are on the side of the lords and barons. . . . We at the Weekly Standard are pulling up the drawbridge against the peasants.”1


Who on earth had confused conservatism and populism anyway? Well, among others, William Kristol’s own father, Irving Kristol, the leading figure of the foundation-subsidized Washington conservative intelligentsia. In the Wall Street Journal in the spring of 1995, Irving Kristol called for a populist conservatism: “But the most important phenomenon of the postwar years, certainly so far as conservatism is concerned, was the rise of the so-called ‘religious right.’ This, above all, has re-created American conservatism into a populist movement. . . . [A] democratic populism can be a corrective to those defects of democratic politics arising from our secular democratic elites.”2, 3


Even before Washington conservatives like William Kristol repudiated the conservative populist strategy that the Republican right had pursued since the days of Nixon, conservative populism was revealed as a fraud by the deeds of Newt Gingrich and his allies in the Republican Congress elected in 1994. When they came to power, the Republican congressional leaders claimed they were leading a “revolution” against the rule of special interests on Capitol Hill. Within weeks, it was clear that nothing had changed apart from the substitution of Republican special interests for Democratic ones. Gingrich and other Republican leaders began a massive shakedown of Washington lobbyists, warning that if they did not fund the Republican party they would lose access to Congress. When a bipartisan coalition of Republicans and Democrats tried to introduce campaign-finance-reform legislation, Gingrich sought to prevent the subject from coming quickly to a vote by turning the matter over to a commission.


The First Hundred Days of the Republican Congress turned into the greatest romp for business interests since the Gilded Age. A few conservative reformers, like House Budget Commission Chairman John Kasich, had promised to go after corporate welfare. Then corporate PAC money began pouring into Republican coffers, and the crusade against corporate welfare was put off indefinitely by the same method employed to thwart campaign-finance reform—a proposed independent commission. Instead of balancing the budget by getting rid of subsidies and tax breaks for corporations and the rich, the House Republicans concentrated on eliminating programs for the powerless poor. While leaving untouched $50 billion in tax breaks for big business, and subsidies like the $2.6 million the federal government pays to promote the products of the E & J Gallo Winery, the Republican “revolutionaries” saw to it that more than half of the $9.4 billion in cuts in the House budget proposal came from low-income housing programs.4 While proposing to increase the federal deficit by several hundred billion dollars through new tax cuts that would have chiefly benefited the rich, Gingrich’s Republicans posed as friends of wage-earning Americans by pointing to a “profamily tax cut” that would have given each American the handsome sum of an additional $9.60 a week. Even though full-time minimum-wage workers do not earn enough to reach the poverty line, Gingrich and Dole—each with an enormous salary compared with those of most Americans, and a generous government health care plan—argued that the economy could not afford an increase in wages for the poorest workers.


With “conservative populism” like this, it was only a matter of time before working-class and middle-class conservatives rebelled under the leadership of someone like Patrick Buchanan. For a few weeks during the Republican primary campaign, the two wings of mainstream conservatism—the social and economic conservatives—were embodied respectively by Patrick Buchanan and Steve Forbes, the angry lower-middle-class populist and the billionaire’s son. Even if the Republicans manage to cobble together the populist-libertarian alliance in the fall of 1996 and after, the damage has been done. By April 1996, public approval of the Republican party had fallen to the lowest point recorded by CBS/New York Times pollsters in twelve years of polling.5


The crack-up of the Republican coalition along class lines has revealed that there is no conservative majority in the United States. For that matter, there is not much of a conservative minority either. The conservatives in the Republican party are divided rather sharply into a culturally and economically populist far right and a more or less consistently libertarian right. Since the 1960s, the conservative movement has tried to unite these two factions by means of a conservative ideology that unites cultural populism with economic libertarianism. As a formula this has been useful (and may be useful again). The problem is that hardly anyone on the right really takes it seriously. Religious fundamentalists tend to be suspicious of big business and international finance, as well as of big government; economic conservatives tend to be liberal on social issues, even if they suppress their views on matters like abortion and gay rights in the interests of Republican unity. Whatever Republican politicians and intellectuals may claim, the number of Americans who are consistent believers in conservative ideology—who sincerely believe both that abortion should be outlawed and that there should be further massive tax cuts for the rich—is quite small. Such consistent ideological conservatives are not only a minority of the American people and a minority of the Republican party; they are a minority on the right itself, squeezed as they are between the two big blocs of far-right populists and libertarians.


If you think about it, the status of consistent “movement” conservatives as not merely a minority but a tiny sect on the right shows the failure of the American conservative movement. Modern American conservatism is usually dated from 1955, when William F. Buckley, Jr. founded National Review (in reality, it originated with the red-baiting of Joe McCarthy, of whom the young Buckley was an associate and defender). The conservatives have had almost half a century to win a majority of Americans over to their views, and they have failed miserably. The success of the Republican party in reaching parity with the Democrats does not represent a victory for conservatism, since most Republicans oppose the anti-abortion stand of their own party leadership.


In the mid-1990s as in the mid-1950s, the views of mainstream conservatism seem weird and repugnant to most Americans. The average American, it is safe to say, considers Franklin Delano Roosevelt one of the greatest presidents of all time. For conservatives, however, FDR was an evil figure who ruined American society. In his 1995 address to the American Enterprise Institute, conservative columnist George Will mocked FDR’s January 1944 State of the Union message, in which FDR said: “We cannot be content, no matter how high that general [American] standard of living may be, if some fraction of our people—whether it be one-third or one-fifth or one-tenth—is ill-fed, ill-clothed, ill-housed or insecure.” Will sneered, “This was a summons to permanent discontent on the part of citizens and government.” Unlike FDR, it appears, conservatives can be perfectly content if one-third of the American people are “ill-fed, ill-clothed, ill-housed or insecure.” According to Will, “Conservatism depends on eliciting from citizens a public-spirited self-denial.” If they had been virtuous, if they had shared “a thoughtful reverence for the nation’s founding,” destitute Americans in the 1930s would have rejected New Deal reforms like Social Security while quoting The Federalist Papers.


Hardly anyone in this country, apart from George Will and other members of the tiny conservative intelligentsia, thinks this way. Hardly anyone believes that old people who cash Social Security checks and college students who apply for student loans are morally corrupt parasites who have abandoned republican virtue and the ideals of the Founding Fathers. The very idea is bizarre. But conservative ideology is made up of ideas that are equally strange. It seems strange to most Americans to argue that doctors who perform abortions should go to prison for murder, while restraints on the sale of “cop-killing bullets” represent a tyrannical law that should be repealed. Yet if you are a “movement conservative” this is what you are supposed to believe.


In almost half a century, then, the conservative movement has failed to create a conservative majority in the United States. But its effect has been profound and destructive nonetheless. Historians of the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries are likely to record that the only lasting effect of the conservative movement of William F. Buckley, Jr., Irving Kristol, and George Will was to legitimize the powerful far right that awakened at the end of the twentieth century in the United States. By choosing to appease the far right of Pat Robertson, Patrick Buchanan, and the militias, the conservative leadership has unwittingly helped an incompatible rival movement to replace it.


Today the right is defined by Robertson, Buchanan, and the militia movement. The “right” now means the overlapping movements of the “far right:” the religious right, the populist right, the paramilitary right. The remnants of the Washington—New York conservative movement, the Buckley-Goldwater-Reagan right, simply do not matter. Washington-based conservative operatives like William Kristol and William Bennett can provide quotes to reporters and write op-eds, but they do not speak for any constituency. In the 1960s, National Review intellectuals formed the vanguard of a grass-roots movement based on organizations like Young Americans for Freedom (YAF). In the 1990s, the conservative intellectuals, bereft of a social base, continue to exist as a group only because of subsidies from foundations and corporations for their little magazines and think-tank careers. They are generals without an army.


The only movement on the right in the United States today that has any significant political influence is the far right. In the manner of the southern right from the Civil War until the civil rights revolution, which operated both through the Democratic party and the Ku Klux Klan, or the modern Irish Republican movement, with its party (Sinn Fein) and its terrorist branch (the IRA), the contemporary American far right has both public, political wings (the Christian Coalition, the National Rifle Association, Project Rescue) and its covert, paramilitary, terrorist factions. Although the Christian Coalition and Operation Rescue officially denounce violence, the fact remains that a common worldview animates both the followers of Pat Robertson and Pat Buchanan and the far-right extremists who bomb abortion clinics, murder federal marshals and county sheriffs, and blow up buildings and trains.


That worldview is summed up by three letters: ZOG. ZOG stands for “Zionist-occupied government,” the phrase used by far-right white-supremacists, anti-Semites, and militia members for the federal government. When Pat Robertson warns about “the new world order” and describes conspiracies of famous Jewish bankers like the Rothschilds and Freemasons to destroy the United States and Christianity; when Patrick Buchanan talks about “Israel’s amen corner” in Washington and rails against the surrender of American “sovereignty” to NAFTA, the World Trade Organization, and the UN, they are legitimizing the paranoid worldview of the opponents of ZOG. And when mainstream conservatives, in turn, make excuses for the conspiracy theories of Robertson and Buchanan, they lend further legitimacy to the worldview of the far-right lunatic fringe.


It is easy to sound hysterical, by exaggerating the power of the far right. Consider the following facts, though. The United States, for more than a decade, has been suffering from wave after wave of right-wing terrorism: the bombing of abortion clinics; the murder of doctors who perform abortions; the murder of federal, state, and county law enforcement officers by right-wing extremists like Gordon Kahl, David Koresh, and his followers; the bombing of the federal building in Oklahoma City; the derailing of an Amtrak train by “sons of the Gestapo”; racist murders committed by neo-Nazis in the U.S. Army stationed at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The ideology of the new terrorists of the right, down to the details of the supposed conspiracy to impose a “new world order,” is almost indistinguishable from that of the “legitimate” or political far right that formally disavows their deeds. As of this writing, the FBI is besieging the “Freemen,” a group of far-right extremists in Montana who stockpiled ammunition allegedly to commit acts of terrorism against the federal government. In light of this epidemic of right-wing terror, talk about a threat from the left seems like a sick joke.


Nothing like today’s convergence of overt far-right politics and underground far-right terrorism in the campaign against the federal government and “the new world order” has been seen in the United States since the late 1930s, when Father Charles Coughlin, Gerald L. K. Smith, and others led a powerful far-right populist movement united by hatred of the new “Jew Deal” of “Franklin Delano Rosenfelt” and admiration for Hitler and Mussolini. Pat Robertson’s maunderings about Kuhn and Loeb and other New York Jewish bankers financing the Russian Revolution, and Patrick Buchanan’s sneering references to “Israel’s amen corner” and the “Brandeis football team,” could almost be lifted from the texts of Father Coughlin’s speeches of the 1930s. And the modern militia movement itself has a predecessor in Coughlin’s paramilitary “Christian Front,” described by one authority as a “national militia-style organization.” In 1940 the FBI raided one Brooklyn Christian Front unit and discovered bombs, rifles, thousands of rounds of ammunition. Charged with a plot to destroy Jewish newspapers, blow up bridges and railroads, and assassinate members of the federal government, the “Brooklyn Boys” were acquitted by a sympathetic jury, though not before one member committed suicide out of despondency at being kept from traveling to Europe to fight for Hitler.6


The main forces on the right in the 1990s, then, have more in common with the far right of the 1930s than with the mainstream right of the 1980s. A decade ago, when I joined the conservative movement as a protege of William F. Buckley, Jr., I could not have imagined that by the mid-nineties Republican presidential candidates would feel compelled to seek the blessing of Pat Robertson; that Patrick Buchanan would be the spokesman for the grass-roots right in the Republican party; and that conservatives in Congress, pressured by the National Rifle Association and the paramilitary militia movement, would ignore the pleas of police officers across the country and attempt to repeal the ban on assault weapons, which are used not to hunt animals but to slaughter people.


How did this disaster happen? How did the conservative movement—which briefly, in the 1980s, seemed on the verge of becoming the vehicle of mainstream Americans—become identified with, indeed overshadowed by, the radical right? The purpose of this book is to explain the shipwreck of American conservatism.


In the first half of this book, I describe the conservative movement and its place in contemporary American politics. Since the 1960s, I argue, the United States has undergone both a political realignment and a social revolution. The realignment has not been a Republican partisan realignment, but a bipartisan conservative political realignment that has benefited Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton, the most conservative Democrats since the 1890s, as well as moderate and conservative Republicans. This realignment, I argue, is not the inevitable result of great historic forces, but rather the contingent (and avoidable) result of the defeat of the New Deal liberals and the victory of the New Politics/New Left faction within the Democratic party between 1968 and 1972. Since then there has been a gaping hole in the center left of the U.S. political spectrum where New Deal liberalism was once located; the only options for Americans have been, and still are, left liberalism and, on the other side of the missing center left, neoliberalism (moderate conservatism) and radical conservatism. For two decades, conservative Republicans have run from, and neoliberal Democrats have run against, left-liberal Democrats. A comparison of today’s political spectrum with that of the 1948 election is instructive: today there are political heirs of presidential candidates Henry Wallace (left liberals), Thomas Dewey (neoliberals and moderate Republicans), and Strom Thurmond (radical conservatives); but today there is no faction in the American political class consisting of the political heirs of Harry S Truman.


This conservative political realignment has been accompanied by a social revolution: the rise of the American overclass. The “overclass” is a new national elite, based in the university-credentialed professions, that has arisen from the merger of the old northeastern Protestant establishment and upwardly mobile Americans from other regional and ethnic backgrounds. The decreasing dependence of politicians on political machines and unions, and their increasing reliance on large individual and corporate donors and ideological and professional groups, has meant that the political influence of the numerically small overclass has grown at the expense of the middle class. Rising overclass influence has effects all across the political spectrum; it results in the empowerment of overclass leftists and overclass centrists as well as overclass conservatives, at the expense of left-wing, centrist, and right-wing wage-earning Americans alike. The predominance of the overclass in American politics explains the near-unanimity on economic policies that beneft the affluent and the gentleman’s agreement within the political-journalistic elite that the differences between “left,” “liberal,” and “conservative” will chiefly turn on matters of social and cultural policy, like abortion and arts funding, rather than bread-and-butter issues.


The bipartisan conservative realignment and the overclass revolution have alienated a substantial group of former New Deal Democrats, the so-called radical center. Members of the radical center, who combine moderate conservative social views with support for social democratic policies that benefit working people, have not been represented by any political faction since the demise of the FDR-Truman-Johnson liberals at the hands of left-liberal McGovernites. The left-liberals offend the radical center with their cultured radicalism; the neoliberals and radical conservatives, though differing on social issues, agree on a laissez-faire economic agenda that sacrifices the interests of wage-earning radical centrists. In Chapter Two, I argue that there were two opportunities for the formation of a mature, centrist American conservatism that would have answered the needs of the radical center and prevented its members from destabilizing the political order with their alienation and anger. The first chance for a unifying “one-nation conservatism” came in the late 1940s and early 1950s with the “new conservatives” or vital center liberals like Reinhold Niebuhr, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and, most important, Peter Viereck. The second chance for one-nation conservatism came in the late 1970s and early 1980s with the influx into the Republican party of the neoconservatives (many of them former vital center liberals). In each case potential one-nation conservatism was defeated by a radical conservatism on which the two greatest influences were Jacksonian populism (midwestern in the 1950s, southern and southwestern in the 1980s) and the inverted Marxist ideology of ex-leftist radicals (like Willmoore Kendall and James Burnham in the 1950s and Irving Kristol, Norman Podhoretz, and Michael Novak in the 1980s). For almost half a century, the American right has not been “conservative” in the sense in which Edmund Burke and Daniel Webster used the term, but rather a bizarre synthesis of the traditions of William Jennings Bryan and Karl Marx (perfectly symbolized today by the alliance between Pat Robertson and ex-leftist Jewish neoconservatives).


In Chapter Three, I describe how the present-day conservative movement is organized in three divisions: the grass-roots right, the brain-trust right, and the big-money right. The high degree of coordination of the right-wing political-media machine can be seen from the unanimity with which every major conservative publication and leader sprang to the defense of Pat Robertson after I drew attention to the Christian Coalition leader’s anti-Semitic conspiracy theories in the spring of 1995—a story I tell in Chapter Four. Pandering to the Protestant fundamentalist right, I argue in Chapter Five, is an essential part of the conservative elite’s strategy—inspired by that of southern Bourbon Democrats—of using the so-called culture war to divert the attention of voters from the ongoing class war of the overclass against wage-earning Americans. From the segregationist Dixiecrats of the early twentieth century, the southern politicians who dominate the Republican party of the 1990s inherited the combination of radically plutocratic economic policies with a demogogic culture-war politics based on manipulating public anxieties about race, “family values,” and imaginary threats of federal tyranny.


In the second half of the book, I examine the major themes of the conservative culture war and show how conservative economic policies promote the right’s class war. In Chapter Six, I subject the right-wing myth of the “new class,” which owes its inspiration equally to Jacksonian populism and inverted Marxism, to critical scrutiny. Three other conservative myths, about taxes, education, and illegitimacy, are dissected in Chapter Seven. The revival of social Darwinism and racism on the mainstream right in the 1990s is the subject of Chapter Eight. In Chapter Nine I trace the roots, in the tradition of southern Jacksonian Democrats, of the antigovernment radicalism that has replaced the tradition of Hamilton, Webster, Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt in providing the constitutional theory of the Republican party. All of these culture-war themes, I argue, distract attention from the damage being done to the middle class by conservative economic policies—a subject I discuss in Chapter Ten.


In the epilogue, “Up From Conservatism,” I speculate on the alternatives to the radical right. In the long run, a sweeping middle-class revolution checking the exorbitant privileges of the newly ascendant overclass will be necessary if the United States is not to permanently become a more stratified, divided, and poorer country. In the medium-term future, the priority must be to reconstruct a centrist “national liberalism,” inspired more by the Progressives than by the vital center liberals or the New Deal liberals. Until a new national liberalism becomes a force in politics, though, the best course is to support the center right (the neoliberals) against the radical right (on economic policy) and the left-liberals (on civil rights and social issues). Until a version of the Progressive-New Deal-vital center tradition can be restored, neoliberalism will be the least of three evils.


There are two issues I do not address in this book. The first is foreign policy (a category in which I would include immigration and trade policy). Since the cold war ended, there has been no single conservative foreign policy line—nor, for that matter, has a new liberal grand strategy emerged. From the late 1940s through the mid-1960s there was a bipartisan foreign policy consensus; since 1989 there has been a bipartisan foreign policy dissensus. The three-way argument in foreign policy among globalists, realists, and isolationists is one that cuts across the liberal-conservative divide—not along it. At some point a new conservative foreign policy consensus may crystallize; until then, foreign policy will continue to be peripheral both to the leaders of the radical right and to their adversaries.


The other issue that I do not address in this book is the private lives of public figures. In recent years, all too many conservatives have disgraced themselves in their effort to impute sexual and financial wrongdoing to liberals like Anita Hill and the Clintons. For opponents of conservatism to make an issue of the private lives and financial histories of conservative leaders like Newt Gingrich and Bob Dole is an understandable, but mistaken, reaction. To establish that a politician is a hypocrite is not to establish that he is wrong. A politician who divorces his wife and abandons his children may nevertheless be right to praise intact families. A conservative politician who dodged the draft may nevertheless be correct in arguing that the Vietnam war was justified. If conservative policies are good for the country, then they should be adopted, even if individual conservatives exhibit human failings. Conversely, the sterling character of conservative leaders would not be sufficient to recommend a program that harms the American republic. It is better to be governed well by sinners than to be misgoverned by saints. FDR’s adultery and Lyndon Johnson’s shady business dealings did not prevent FDR and Johnson from being greater leaders and doing far more for ordinary Americans than Calvin Coolidge or Ronald Reagan, who may well have been better practitioners of the private virtues. In this book I hold conservative leaders accountable for their ideas and their public deeds, not for their private lives or private dealings. Conservatives can have the gutter if they want it.


In the first issue of National Review, in 1955, the young William F. Buckley, Jr., called on conservatives to “stand athwart History and shout, Stop!” It is time now for intelligent and patriotic Americans of all persuasions to stand athwart History and shout Stop! to the out-of-control train of conservatism as it drags the nation toward disaster.


The danger is not that conservative policies will succeed, if success is defined as improving the wages of average Americans and the quality of American public life and discourse. There is not the slightest chance of conservative success, thus defined. The danger, rather, is that when the inevitable failure of conservative governance occurs, an angry populace will conclude that mainstream conservatism as well as liberalism has been discredited—and that the extremists of the populist and fundamentalist right will be well placed to take advantage of popular alienation and wrath, having gained an unprecedented degree of legitimacy as a result of the “no enemies to the right” policy adopted after 1992 by the mainstream conservatives. Make no mistake, the present Republican spree on behalf of the corporate elite and the richest families in America will sooner or later provoke a backlash—if not from a renewed liberalism, then from the sinister sort of far-right populism symbolized by Patrick Buchanan.


Indeed, it seems increasingly likely that the now moribund mainstream conservative movement of 1955–1992 will be viewed by historians as nothing more than the icebreaker for a resurgent radical right. Historians of the next century may well record that the conservatism of Buckley, Kristol, and Podhoretz was an ephemeral offshoot from the main line of descent on the American right, a line that leads from Father Coughlin through Joe McCarthy and George Wallace to Pat Robertson and Patrick Buchanan. Though they claim to be students of the French and Russian revolutions, all too many of the thinkers and strategists of the conservative movement appear to have forgotten that those who begin revolutions are seldom the ones who finish them. Indeed, they are often among the first victims of the brutal forces they unleash upon the world.





Chapter 1



Realignment and Revolution



The New Map of American Politics



The election of the first Republican Congress in forty years in 1994, following a quarter-century of Republican domination of the presidency, inspired many of the leaders of American conservatism to proclaim that the future belongs to the right. It remains to be seen, of course, whether the Republican party can recapture the White House in 1996, or even hold onto its majority status in both houses of Congress. This uncertainty has not prevented jubilant conservatives from claiming that the United States is in the midst of both a realignment and a revolution. The realignment, optimistic right-wingers claim, is a “partisan” one, which will install the Republican party as the majority party for a generation or more. This partisan realignment, according to House Speaker Newt Gingrich and others, is itself a reflection of a revolution that transcends mere electoral politics—a social and economic revolution being driven by emerging technologies. Liberalism, the worldview of the “second wave” of smokestack industry, must give way to conservatism, the ideology appropriate for the age of the “third wave” information revolution.


The conservatives who claim that the United States is undergoing both a realignment and a revolution are correct. However, they have misidentified both of these phenomena. The realignment is a bipartisan conservative political realignment, which may or may not take the form of a lasting Republican partisan realignment. The revolution is not so much a technological revolution as a social revolution—the rise of the overclass, a new American oligarchy.


What is more, neither the bipartisan conservative political realignment nor the overclass revolution is a new phenomenon. The conservative realignment began in the mid-1970s; it has given us not only Republicans to the right of Eisenhower and Nixon but the most conservative Democratic presidents since Grover Cleveland: Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton. Nor did the rise of the overclass begin in the 1990s; its origins lie in the expansion of the university-credentialed elites in the years after World War II, and its effects have been increasingly apparent since the 1960s.


The interaction of the conservative political realignment and the overclass revolution are responsible for the emerging pattern of the American political scene—a pattern in which the center of gravity of American politics is at once to the right of center (the political realignment) and very high in the socioeconomic scale (the overclass revolution). To put it another way, the winners in contemporary American politics are right-wingers and the well-to-do; the losers are Americans of middling views and of the middle class. Most Americans sense that Washington responds neither to their views nor to their economic interests. Their anger, though tapped by Republicans in 1994, is really anger against the entire political class, Republican and Democrat alike.


In this chapter, I will describe both the realignment and the revolution that are reshaping the American polity. The bipartisan conservative realignment is the result of a civil war within the Democratic party. The destruction of mainstream New Deal liberalism by left liberalism in the 1960s and 1970s backfired, hurting the left and benefiting both moderate and extreme conservatives. The post-1960s conservative realignment reflects the collapse of the mainstream liberal center, rather than the persuasiveness or popularity of conservative ideas. The rightward shift of the political spectrum has taken place at the same time that the importance of parties and political machines has declined and the importance of money to pay for campaign advertising has grown—both trends that have benefited the minority of Americans who belong to the affluent and well-organized overclass. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the peculiar pattern of political groupings that has emerged in the last decade of the twentieth century, a pattern in which there are not two major political positions, but five—left-liberals, libertarian conservatives, the far right, the moderate middle, and the radical center.


Whatever else it may have been, the 1994 congressional election was a repudiation of the Democratic party. Not a single Republican incumbent, in Congress or a governor’s mansion, was defeated. For the first time since the election of the Eighty-third Congress in 1952, the Republican party gained control of both houses of Congress, with a greater majority than they won in any election since 1946. Their Senate majority was soon increased when two Democratic senators, Richard Shelby of Alabama and Ben Nighthorse Campbell of Colorado, changed parties. The GOP sweep was not limited to Congress. The Republicans won twenty-four of thirty-six governor’s races. As a result, for the first time since 1970, the Republicans won a majority of governorships, as their share rose from nineteen to thirty. As a result of the election, the percentage of Americans in states with Republican governors went from 38.4 percent to 71.8 percent—the highest percentage since the early years of Reconstruction, before most of the Confederate states were readmitted to the Union.1 Indeed, for the first time since President Rutherford B. Hayes pulled federal troops out of the former Confederacy and Republican puppet regimes in the southern states collapsed, the Republicans gained a majority of southern seats in the House (sixty-four to sixty-one) and the Senate (twelve to ten).


Few experts expected the Republican upset. In hindsight, however, the warning signs were visible in 1992. In an unusual three-way race, a Democrat won the White House—but with the smallest percentage of the vote (43.0) since Woodrow Wilson in the three-way race of 1912 (41.8), when Theodore Roosevelt, like Ross Perot, split the Republican presidential majority. Clinton’s winning vote matched the average percentage of losing Democratic presidential candidates from 1968 to 1992. Even worse, Clinton had no coattails; the Republicans picked up ten seats in the House. Clinton began his term with only fifty-eight Democrats in the Senate, a margin so slight that he was unable to prevent Senate Majority Leader Robert Dole from filibustering most of the administration’s proposals to death. Democratic victories in the 1992 congressional elections, moreover, shifted the party toward demographic groups associated with the party’s left wing. In 1992 the number of black representatives grew from twenty-five to thirty-eight, and the group of Hispanic members of the House rose from eleven to seventeen; at the same time, the number of women in the Democratic House contingent rose from twenty-eight to forty-seven. The president who had run as “a different kind of Democrat” had to govern with a Democratic majority in Congress that was not only smaller but more liberal than before.


Elections in the aftermath of November 1992 brought additional bad news for the Democrats. Senator Wyche Fowler of Georgia lost a runoff election against Republican Paul Coverdell. In a special spring 1993 election for the Texas Senate seat vacated by Lloyd Bentsen when he became treasury secretary, Democrat Bob Krueger, who had been appointed by Texas Governor Ann Richards, was defeated by Republican Kay Bailey Hutchison. In fall 1993, Democratic governors in Virginia and New Jersey lost to Republican challengers, and the two largest cities of the United States, New York and Los Angeles, dominated for generations by the Democrats, elected Republican mayors. Then in 1994 conservative Republicans won special races for Congress in Kentucky and Oklahoma. Like pebbles clattering down a mountain slope, these events warned of the landslide to come.


In light of the magnitude of their victory in 1994, many Republican leaders and some political scientists have interpreted the midterm election as a “critical” or “realigning” election inaugurating a new era of Republican hegemony in American politics. For most of its history the United States has been dominated by a single party. The Republicans (or National Republicans) controlled Congress and the presidency for twenty-six of the twenty-eight years from 1801 to 1829. Between 1829 and 1861, the Democrats controlled both political branches for eighteen of thirty-two years; the opposition simultaneously controlled the presidency, House, and Senate for only two. From 1860 to 1932, the Republicans controlled White House, House and Senate for forty-two of seventy-two years, while the Democrats had unified control for only ten years. From 1933 to 1968, the Democrats controlled all three political bodies for twenty-one of thirty-five years; the Republicans held both branches for only two (1953–55).2


Instead of a two-party system, then, the United States has had five or six one-and-a-half-party systems. The political scientist Samuel Lubell, in 1951, described the succession of American party systems with a metaphor from astronomy: “Our political solar system . . . has been characterized not by two equally competing suns, but by a sun and a moon. It is within the majority party that the issues of any particular period are fought out; while the minority party shines in reflected radiance of the heat thus generated.” During periods of one-party dominance, the minor or “moon” party tends to succeed in presidential elections only when it nominates bland, nonpartisan figures, like military heroes, as the Whigs nominated William Henry Harrison in 1840 and as the Republicans nominated Eisenhower in 1952.3


The eras of one-party dominance have been divided by what American political scientists, following V. O. Key in 1955, call “critical” elections. The contemporary American political scientist Walter Dean Burnham has called critical elections America’s “substitute for revolution.” According to most scholars, the critical elections have been those of 1800 (Jeffersonian Republicans), 1828 (Jacksonian Democrats), 1860 (Lincoln’s Republicans), 1896 (McKinley’s Republicans), and 1932 (FDR’s Democrats). Was the 1994 election such a critical election? Some observers argue that the Republicans are on the verge of consolidating a new majority, united by racial, cultural, and religious rather than economic issues.


This interpretation seems doubtful. The rising unpopularity of Newt Gingrich and the Republican Congress in the first year of their rule is evidence for the existence of a fickle and dissatisfied majority, not a nation of eager converts to right-wing Republican ideology. If a partisan realignment has not taken place, then what explains the magnitude of the change wrought by the 1994 midterm election? The answer becomes obvious once we step back from a narrow concentration on American politics and take in the rest of the world. In 1992–94, a “vote-quake” of electoral rebellion that has been shattering parties and political orders throughout the industrialized world finally transformed the landscape of American politics.


Since the end of the cold war, the political systems of the industrial democracies, one by one, like houses in the path of a wildfire, have flared and collapsed into smoldering rubble. In country after country, long-dominant parties have been overthrown in voter rebellions and, in some cases, completely dissolved. The Social Democrats in Sweden, the Christian Democrats in Italy, the Socialists in France, the Liberal Democrats in Japan, the Progressive Conservatives in Canada—all have been shattered or liquidated. The discrediting of socialism, even democratic socialism, by the collapse of the Soviet Union might explain the demise of the Swedish Social Democrats and the French Socialists—but it cannot explain the simultaneous implosion of pro-business, center-right parties, like the Japanese Liberal Democrats or the Canadian Progressive Conservatives.


What seems to be occurring, more or less at the same time, in countries with quite different political and cultural traditions, is a rebellion of the electorate against the local political class as such—left, right, and center. The chief beneficiaries of these anti-system revolts in Europe and Japan have been mavericks like Italy’s prime minister Sylvio Berlusconi, and national-populist movements, mostly on the right, ranging from Jorg Haider’s party to far-right nationalist parties in France and Preston Manning’s Perot-like Reform party based in western Canada. The only dominant parties in the West that are still standing are Helmut Kohl’s Christian Democrats in Germany and the Conservatives in Britain. Kohl’s coalition partners, the Free Democrats, are endangered, and the Conservatives may fall in the next British election.


In 1992 and 1994, the anti-system revolt came to America. If the United States had a unified government with a parliamentary system, the dominant party probably would have been decimated as completely as its equivalents in Europe and Asia. Because of the separation of powers and the division of government between the two parties, however, the angry electorate—to be precise, the angry independents—could not obliterate the entire political class with one shot. The rebels did the next best thing, mobilizing behind Perot to throw out the incumbent president in 1992, and turning to throw out the dominant party in Congress two years later. Among its other merits, this theory explains the peculiar fact that in 1992 the Republicans gained in Congress even as a Democrat was elected to the White House; voters were attacking the party identified with each branch for a quarter of a century. (If I may, I would like to claim some credit as a minor prophet: in 1993 I wrote an op-ed for the Washington Post, in which I argued that anti-system politics of the European and Japanese variety was emerging in the United States and that the Democrats, as the dominant party, were likely to be devastated. The editors thought my prediction was unconvincing, and the essay, although set in galleys, was rejected at the last moment.)


What is behind this extraordinary series of more or less concurrent political rebellions in the First World? The culprit, it seems, is the world economy. The post–World War II era of high productivity growth ended in 1973. For a generation slow growth has resulted in declining real wages in the United States and in high unemployment in Western Europe (the same phenomenon may now be occurring in Japan, whose protected domestic economy until recently was following a unique trajectory). The free-market reforms of politicians like Reagan, Thatcher, and neoliberals of various stripes in Europe have failed to jump-start the engine of western prosperity. What is more, the liberalization of the former Soviet bloc and Third World economies since 1989 has created an ever-growing pool of cheap but often skilled labor. Squeezed by low productivity growth, western workers increasingly find themselves forced to compete directly with low-wage workers in poor countries. Small wonder that the fastest-growing political movements in the industrial democracies are those of radical populists like Ross Perot and Patrick Buchanan appealing to public disenchantment with political and economic elites.


The good news for the New Politics/New Left Democrats, then, is that they were not finished off by a Republican realignment; they were killed by a worldwide political earthquake being driven by global economic upheaval. The bad news for them (though not necessarily for the country) is that the post-1968 left-liberal Democratic party is still dead.


In 1994, New Politics/New Left liberalism was dealt a deathblow. Some conservatives make the further claim that the 1994 election marked a repudiation, not only of post-1960s left liberalism, but of the New Deal liberalism in the tradition of FDR, Truman, Johnson, and Humphrey. In this view, 1994 marked the end, not only of the era that began in 1968, but of the era that began in 1932.


In old Perry Mason episodes, one plot is used again and again. The defendant sincerely believes he murdered someone sleeping in the dark; his lawyer Perry Mason, however, proves that the victim was already dead when stabbed or clubbed by his client. Perry Mason’s client goes free, because it is not against the law to murder someone who is already dead. Today’s conservatives are like Perry Mason’s client. As much as they might like to claim credit for killing the New Deal coalition of Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1994, the fact is that the New Deal Democratic party was killed between 1968 and 1972. The killers were George McGovern and his allies and supporters in the New Politics movement. By turning the Democratic party into an alliance of affluent whites and minorities based on identity politics rather than bread-and-butter issues, the left-liberals, without intending to, turned the country over to the center right and the far right.


This is a disaster of the first order. The New Deal liberals, between FDR and Johnson, were responsible for most of what is worthwhile about contemporary America. The contemporary Republican right frequently claims that its goal is to restore the Golden Age of mid-twentieth-century America. Conservatives seem not to notice that this era, from 1945 to 1973, happened to be the Golden Age of New Deal liberalism—and the Dark Ages for a marginalized American conservatism that had little influence (except for its contribution to anticommunist witch-hunts). The prosperity of the American middle class, endangered by the free-market dynamic that produced the Great Depression, was restored and increased by the federal government during the three waves of the New Deal liberal reform: Franklin Roosevelt’s original New Deal (Social Security, welfare for widows with children, and workfare programs like the Civilian Conservation Corps for the able-bodied poor), Harry Truman’s Fair Deal (the G.I. Bill and the federal home-mortgage interest deduction intended to allow middle- and low-income families to buy homes), and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society (Medicare, Medicaid, and student loans). Most of the New Deal liberal entitlements benefited middle-class and working-class Americans. Far from encouraging welfare dependency among the black poor, the early New Deal programs—at the insistence of southern Democrats in Congress—were designed to exclude black Americans (for example, by means of exemptions for the agricultural and menial-service jobs in which most blacks then worked). Had black Americans benefited as much as white Americans from New Deal liberal policies encouraging high wages, home ownership, and wealth formation, the black community would undoubtedly be better off today.


The third and last of the great New Deal presidents, Lyndon Johnson, undertook a task more difficult than his predecessors Truman and FDR had faced—a task, indeed, more difficult than that faced by any president since Lincoln. Johnson tried to complete the New Deal by giving all Americans access to guaranteed health care and higher education, while at the same time completing the unfinished business of the Civil War and Reconstruction: civil and political rights for all Americans, regardless of their race. The deeply rooted racism of many working-class and middle-class white Democrats, and of the Democratic political class in the segregated South, had deterred previous New Deal Democratic presidents; FDR had never dared take on segregation, and Truman’s reluctant and moderate civil-rights reforms led Strom Thurmond and other southern Democrats to defect in the presidential election of 1948. To make matters worse, Johnson had to promote the completion of the New Deal and the Second Reconstruction while fighting an unpopular and disastrous war in Vietnam.


Johnson failed, of course. Though Johnson was one of the greatest presidents in American history, even his mastery of the political process was insufficient to avert a debacle. But then, no president could have succeeded—not FDR, not Lincoln, not even Washington—in the circumstances in which Johnson found himself. Still the shipwreck of the Johnson presidency need not have meant the shipwreck of New Deal liberalism. Had history turned out differently, had the FDR-Truman-Johnson-Humphrey wing survived as the dominant force in the Democratic party into the 1970s and 1980s, the continuing vitality of New Deal liberalism might have given credibility to the moderate Eisenhower-Rockefeller wing of the GOP. In such an America, it seems doubtful that Ronald Reagan would have been elected in 1980 or that a Republican Congress would have come to power in 1994. If the Democrats during the past generation had been identified, like Lyndon Johnson and Hubert Humphrey, with race-neutral civil rights reform, generous entitlements for wage-earning Americans, and a foreign policy that avoided the extremes of pacifism and paranoia, then a second, integrationist phase of the New Deal might have succeeded the segregated first phase. Racial quotas and supply-side economics alike might have been equally unknown. Had color-blind New Deal liberalism survived, it is unlikely that the United States, on the verge of the twenty-first century, would be in the control of a Washington cabal of reactionary white politicians from the South and West and their corporate sponsors.


History, of course, has turned out differently—thanks as much to the New Left of the 1960s and 1970s as to the New Right of the 1970s and 1980s. The radicals of the 1960s, who became the mainstream “liberals” of the 1970s and 1980s, thought that nothing could be worse than “cold war liberals” like Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan. They soon found out otherwise. The New Politics/New Left Democrats destroyed New Deal liberalism in the name of “the revolution” and “the movement,” and discovered, too late, that the beneficiaries of their insurgency would be a revolution and a movement quite different from their own.


To understand the rise of the New Left within the Democratic party, we must go back to the 1948 presidential election. The election became a four-way race when the Democratic party disintegrated into three groups. The core group of New Deal liberals supported President Harry Truman. They were in favor of a continuation of New Deal reforms to benefit middle-class and working Americans; a vigorous but selective policy of “containment” of the Soviet Union in Europe and around the world; and civil rights for black and other nonwhite Americans.


The Truman Democrats had enemies on both the left and the right. The “progressives” (not to be confused with turn-of-the-century Progressives like Theodore Roosevelt and Herbert Croly) rallied behind their own presidential candidate, Henry Wallace. For years Wallace had been at odds with the Democratic party leadership, because of his pro-Soviet stance and his belief that American liberals should ally themselves with socialists and communists in domestic politics. Wallace had served as FDR’s vice president, but FDR had dropped him from the ticket in 1944 and replaced him with Harry Truman. Under Truman, Wallace had served as agriculture secretary, until Wallace’s reflexive pro-Soviet statements led Truman to fire him. Wallace became editor of the New Republic (which despite its Progressive origins had become a magazine of the pro-communist left) and ran for the presidency against his former rival and boss Truman, at the head of a coalition of radical liberals, socialists, and communists.


Wallace’s Progressives broke with Truman’s centrist liberals chiefly over foreign policy—the Progressives wanted to appease Stalin’s Soviet Union, not contain it. Conservative Democrats rebelled against Truman and his allies on the basis of a domestic issue, civil rights. Angry at the success of liberals like Hubert Humphrey in including a civil rights plank in the 1948 Democratic platform, a group of southern segregationist Democrats stormed out of the Democratic convention and formed their own states’ rights or Dixiecrat party, whose nominee was then-South Carolina governor J. Strom Thurmond. In the four-way election of 1948, the Dixiecrats carried only four states in the Deep South (these overlapped with the states carried by Barry Goldwater in 1964 and George Wallace in 1968; they have become the core of the moderate Republican presidential majority).


The 1948 election, then, presented American voters with a clear choice of four distinct, and incompatible, political ideologies—three of them in the Democratic party. On the extreme left were the Wallace Progressives, and on the extreme right the Thurmond Dixiecrats. Competing for the center were Harry Truman’s center-left Democrats and Thomas Dewey’s center-right eastern establishment Republicans (who had defeated the conservative midwestern Republicans led by Senator Robert Taft).


Thanks to Truman’s narrow victory, the dominant faction in the Democratic party from 1948 until 1968 consisted of what Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. called “vital center” liberals and what their enemies called “cold war liberals.” In foreign policy, the vital center liberals rejected the Left’s policy of appeasing the Soviet Union and the Right’s crackpot policy of “rolling back” Soviet gains in Europe by force, in favor of a patient policy of containment, which took the form of the commitment of U.S. forces to Europe as part of NATO and of U.S. defense of South Korea and South Vietnam against communist takeovers. In domestic policy, the vital center liberals rejected the extremes of socialism and laissez-faire in favor of “the mixed economy” or what in Europe is known as “the social market,” a system combining private property and free enterprise with necessary government regulation and government provision of economic security (Social Security) and economic opportunity (the G.I. Bill, student loans, small business and home ownership subsidies). The distance between Democratic vital center liberalism and Dwight Eisenhower’s moderate “modern Republicanism” was so small that the 1950s came to be known as the era of “the end of ideology” and the age of “consensus.”


The greatest threat to the vital center liberals came not from the right but from the left, from two sources: the New Politics Democrats and the New Left Democrats.


As early as the 1950s, what the political scientist James Q. Wilson has called educated, affluent, and ideologically driven “amateur Democrats” were waging war on the urban and small-town political machines that were the backbone of the Roosevelt-Truman Democratic party. (Harry Truman himself was a product of the notorious Pendergast machine of Kansas City, named after “Boss” Tom Pendergast.) The nomination of Adlai Stevenson in 1956 was the first victory of what came to be known as the New Politics movement. In 1960, John F. Kennedy managed to appeal to both the upper-middle-class reformers (he was a Harvard man) and the ethnic voters (he was Boston Irish). The New Politics liberals, however, loathed Lyndon Johnson; genteel northeastern liberals were repelled as much by Johnson’s southwestern populist persona as by his escalation of the war in Vietnam and his old-fashioned New Deal liberalism.


The influence of the New Politics reformers can be seen in the form taken by the War on Poverty during the Kennedy and Johnson years. The War on Poverty differed from the Great Society programs, which were universal entitlements whose chief beneficiaries were the middle and working classes—Medicare and student loans. The War on Poverty united highly educated white liberal reformers with black and Hispanic activists in alliances against the urban political machines representing working-class whites. The provision of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 that mandated “maximum feasible participation of the residents of the areas and the members of groups served” meant that War on Poverty programs, instead of being carried out by City Hall, were contracted out to nongovernmental community groups in largely black and Hispanic neighborhoods in cities like New York and Chicago. The technocratic rhetoric of “maximum feasible participation” masked what was, in effect, at once a class war and an ethnic war within the Democratic party. By means of federal community action, upper-income reformers, disproportionately Protestant and Jewish, subsidized the creation of black and Hispanic counter-machines to undermine the Democratic urban machines controlled by mostly Catholic ethnics (who had tended to freeze blacks out of both political and economic opportunities).


To the left of the New Politics reformers were the New Left radicals. It is no exaggeration to say that the New Left was disproportionately, though not exclusively, a Jewish phenomenon, with its origins in the radicalism that Eastern European Jews brought with them when they immigrated to the big cities of the Northeast in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although Jews account for less than 3 percent of the U.S. population, a majority not only of the leaders but of the members of the New Left were Jewish, according to the most thorough study.4 Jews, along with Scandinavians and Germans, had long contributed to the ranks of American socialism and radicalism far out of proportion to their numbers (this is reflected to this day in the progressive politics not only of American Jews but of the plains states settled by Nordics, like Minnesota). The New Left radicals of the sixties claimed to be spokesmen for their age group and rebels against authority. In fact, they were highly unrepresentative of young people of their generation—most working-class Americans in the sixties were not radicalized. At the same time, they were in a way utterly faithful to authority—not government authority, but family authority. Many of the New Left radicals were “red diaper babies,” children of left-wing Wallace Democrats, Trotskyists, or Stalinists, and grandchildren of socialists and communists. In opposing the Vietnam war, they were merely reenacting the opposition of their left-wing parents to the Korean War and (during the Popular Front period) to World War II, and the opposition of their radical grandparents to Woodrow Wilson and U.S. entry into World War I. The “rebellion” of the sixties radicals, in short, resulted from conformity to the tradition of the tiny subculture from which the New Left emerged.


The struggle between the left and the center within the Democratic party, then, was simultaneously a class struggle and an ethnic struggle, between college-educated Jewish and mainline Protestant radicals and progressives on the left and the representatives of working-class, Catholic, and southern evangelical Protestant Democrats in the center. During the 1968 Democratic convention, the ethnocultural and class war within the Democratic party broke into open violence in the streets of Chicago, as affluent white student radicals fought battles with Mayor Richard J. Daley’s working-class white police. Although the crumbling Democratic machines retained enough power to nominate Hubert H. Humphrey for president, the New Deal Democratic party was in its death throes. Complaints that the nomination process was undemocratic led the Democratic National Committee in 1971 to approve the new rules for delegate selection proposed by a commission chaired in succession by South Dakota senator George McGovern and Minnesota representative Donald Fraser. The new rules mandated affirmative action in state delegations to party conventions for blacks, women, and young people in “reasonable relationship to the group’s presence in the population of the state.” The power of the old machines was shattered, and the power of the “groups” or “caucuses”—feminists, antiwar activists, blacks, Hispanics, homosexuals—was institutionalized.


The defeat of the Wallace left by the Truman center in 1948, it turned out, had given New Deal liberalism only a twenty-year renewal. The final defeat of New Deal liberalism by New Politics left-liberalism was symbolized by one incident at the 1972 Democratic national convention. Throughout the New Deal/vital center era the Chicago Democratic machine had been one of the great power centers in the national Democratic party. In 1972, however, Major Richard J. Daley and his delegation of Chicago Democrats were found guilty of violating new Democratic party rules by not having enough blacks and women in their ranks, and were unceremoniously tossed out of the convention by left-liberal supporters of George McGovern. The Daley delegation was replaced by a new delegation from Chicago that included a young black activist named Jesse Jackson. The new slate of fifty-nine Democratic delegates from Chicago had only three Polish-Americans and one Italian-American.5


From Andrew Jackson to Lyndon Johnson, the Democratic party had been an alliance of southern white Protestants and largely Catholic immigrants from Europe and their descendants in the northern cities. In only a few years, the southerners and ethnics were displaced by a new coalition of affluent northern whites, disproportionately Jewish, secular, and mainline Protestant, and blacks and Hispanics. Such a coalition in the New York mayoral race of 1969 permitted John V. Lindsay to defeat the champion of the white ethnic Democrats, Mario Proccacino (who popularized the term “limousine liberals” for the affluent white reformers who were remaking the Democratic party). In Los Angeles a few years later, a similar coalition dependent on black votes and the donations of liberal Jews provided the critical support for Mayor Tom Bradley.


Here, in order of degree of partisanship, are the groups that voted Democratic in 1994: blacks (92 percent), Jews (78 percent), the poor, making less than $15,000 (63 percent), Americans with no religious affiliations (63 percent), members of union households (61 percent), Hispanics (60 percent), high school dropouts (60 percent), unmarried women (56 percent), and Asian-Americans (55 percent). Here, conversely, are the most partisan Republican voters, as revealed by the midterm election: Protestants (60 percent), whites (58 percent), Americans with some college (58 percent), high-school educated Americans aged thirty to forty-four (58 percent), married people (57 percent), Americans earning more than $50,000 (57 percent) and more than $39,000 (54 percent). As these figures indicate, the class-based “have/have-not” dichotomy of the New Deal era has been replaced, in the age of identity politics, by an “are/are-not” dichotomy. The “ares” are white, heterosexual, married, Christian, middle-class; the “are-nots” are not-white, not-heterosexual, not-married, not-Christian, not-middle-class. The data from the 1994 election indicating the most loyal Democratic groups are blacks and Jews merely confirm a pattern that emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as a result of the triumph of the New Politics/New Left liberals over the New Deal/vital center liberals. As early as 1980, following the election of Ronald Reagan, Wilson Carey McWilliams observed, “The periphery of the New Deal coalition [progressives, blacks, and Jews] has become the heart of the Democratic party, and the historic Democratic party—Northern Catholics and Southern whites—has been moved to the periphery.”6


The McGovern campaign, and the associated reforms of the nominating process, turned the Democratic party among whites into an hourglass alliance of the top and the bottom of the socioeconomic scale. One ranking of white voters in the 1972 election in terms of high, middle, and low socioeconomic status (SES) revealed that McGovern’s highest percentages of the white vote were in the high SES (32 percent) and low SES (32 percent) categories and lowest in the middle SES group (26 percent). Between the Democratic landslide in Congress in 1964 and the post-Watergate Democratic landslide of 1974, the Democrats lost lower-status white voters and became increasingly a party of upper-income whites allied with nonwhite Americans.


The affluent white left-liberals who, with their black allies, were taking over the Democratic party viewed working-class whites and the political bosses who represented them with contempt. Writing in the New York Review of Books, Elizabeth Hardwick sneered at the typical lower-middle-class white American man, who “comes home to his payments on the car, the mortgage on his house in the bland development, to his pizzas and cottony bread and hard-cover pork chops, to his stupefying television, his over-heated teenage daughter, his D-in-English, car-wrecking son: all this after working himself to exhaustion.” Idealizing the urban poor, Hardwick explained that the black woman on welfare “hopes for something more alive, original and creative” as a result of education for her children, in contrast to the moronic working-class white, who wants only to “ ‘stomp on’—the kind of term they like—the free and inspired teacher, bottle up the flow of ideas, further degrade the already bad textbooks.”7 Garry Wills could think of no better way to damn George Wallace than to associate him with the white lower middle class and working class. Wallace, according to Wills, looked like “a handsome garage attendant. . . . He comes out rubbing his hands on an invisible garage rag (most of the pit grease out of his nails), smiling and winking, Anything-I-can-do-for-you-pretty-girl? His hair is still wet from careful work with comb and water in the gas station’s cracked mirror (main panel in the men’s room triptych, rubber machine on one side, comb-and-Kleenex dispenser on the other).”8
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