
“One of the rudest things you can call an American politician nowa-
days is a liberal,” editorialized The Economist in 1996, recalling (among oth-
er examples) how George Bush had drawn blood by associating opponent
Michael Dukakis with the “L-word” in the 1988 presidential race.1 “Liber-
als—usually the good guys of my visceral political calculus—are losing the
battle of ideas,” wrote columnist William Raspberry a year later. “They
haven’t had a bright new idea in ages.”2

It was not always so—in particular, the year I entered graduate school in
1960, which was by chance an election year. Liberalism was a proud and po-
litically dominating tradition of ideas and social reforms with roots in the
progressive era, given mature form under Franklin Roosevelt and the New
Deal, and in 1960 gathering moral force and political energy for a third phase
of what Harvard historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. would teach us to call the
Schlesinger Cycle of corrective liberal reform. When William E. Leuchten-
burg ended an early November graduate history class with the admonition
“Now vote, and vote right!” we all knew what had been said. Everyone at Co-
lumbia, it seemed, was a liberal. Many had stood three hours in the rain days
earlier to glimpse the nominee from Massachusetts on a motorcade through
New York. We sensed that great events, restorative and corrective, once again
lay ahead in American politics, and we were right—though that was not all
that lay ahead.

Sometime in the second half of the sixties, historian Arthur Mann later
wrote, “Suddenly, things turned upside down.” Assassinations wrenched the

11
LIBERALISM AFTER THE SIXTIES:

A RECONNAISSANCE

Otis L. Graham Jr.



constitutional order, campuses and cities were engulfed in violence, and the
American people became “unhappy, confused, adrift, distrustful, and divid-
ed. . . . What went wrong?”3 In politics, things certainly went substantially
wrong for liberals—Richard Nixon elected twice, one term and out for a
moderate Democrat from Georgia, then a Reagan-led and Bush-extended
conservative reign. Democrats returned to the White House in 1993, only
behind a candidate who received 43 percent of the vote and would not use
the word liberal. Then two terms of erratic searching for a governing center,
ending in impeachment-spiced confusion and the election of a Republican
in 2000.4

How and why did liberalism lose its political and intellectual dominance?

”IT ALL STARTED IN THE SIXTIES”

When Barry Goldwater conceded defeat to Lyndon Johnson in No-
vember 1964, having carried six states, not only the political but also the in-
tellectual and moral supremacy of liberalism in American politics seemed to
have reached a crest, with a long season of dominance ahead. The central fea-
ture of the liberal program, hesitantly begun by Kennedy and boldly pursued
by Lyndon Johnson, was their sponsorship of the drive for black equality and
an end to Jim Crow. The central fact of liberal political life from the sixties
forward was a deeply felt moral (and intellectual) superiority. The political
opposition had fought the civil rights crusade, spoke the evasive banalities of
“states’ rights” and of communist plots to divide Americans. No wonder that
the bright and the young were drawn to the neighborhoods left of center.

Yet as the Great Society rolled forward, one astute observer of American
politics sensed that the liberals were headed for political trouble. Lyndon
Johnson told Bill Moyers, after signing the Civil Rights Act of 1964 ending
Jim Crow, that he believed he had “delivered the South to the Republican
Party for a long time to come.”5 This reads like a shrewd guess about the fu-
ture, but it was both premature and flawed. LBJ, who quoted Martin Luther
King Jr.’s phrase “We shall overcome,” still received a majority of southern
votes in the 1964 election, Goldwater carrying only the five Deep South
states.6 Positions taken on civil rights in 1963–64 had some political cost, but
had not yet “delivered the South” to the opposition. The white South (and
many voters elsewhere) would eventually turn more decisively toward the
Republicans (or away from politics), but because of events ahead of LBJ’s
comment to Moyers in 1964—things Johnson and his allies had yet to do,
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along with social turbulence and cultural trends that became associated,
fairly or unfairly, with liberalism.

LBJ in his memoirs conceded that political defeat in 1968 owed to more
than the signing of the 1964 Civil Rights Act (though he thought he would
have won if nominated). “The Democratic Party had pressed too far out in
front of the American people . . . too far too fast in social reform,” he con-
cluded. And “the disruptive methods of the radicals of the “new left,” at the
Chicago convention and on university campuses” had frightened voters. But
“I would not have abandoned a single major program” or “postponed a sin-
gle law.”7 The people had faltered, their government a bit too good for them,
too soon.

Johnson’s error here was to see the Great Society as a single whole. Only a
portion of Democratic Party–sponsored reform measures accounted—along
with social turbulence—for the political upheavals that sent Johnson and
then Humphrey into retirement. Within the Great Society were sectors of
special vulnerability where the potential for political trouble was high. On
the legislative side, one could say that roughly half of the Great Society had
been widely discussed, reasonably well understood by the public, and popu-
lar. The banishment of Jim Crow in schools and public facilities, as well as an
end to voting discrimination by race, were well understood, thoroughly
aired, and backed by a national consensus that the white South would join
much more quickly than anyone anticipated. A strong base of public support
also existed for Medicare, federal aid to education, the Wilderness Act, the
beginnings of federal action on cleaner water and air, workplace safety and
consumer protection, even control of highway billboards. But another large
basket could be filled with measures only briefly debated before Congress
and poorly understood by the public or, often, their liberal architects: certain
augmentations of the welfare state, notably the war on poverty’s “communi-
ty action” component and the parallel expansion of AFDC as well as Medic-
aid, which was tacked onto the Medicare legislation by Wilbur Mills with lit-
tle congressional scrutiny; the expanded public housing program of 1968,
rushed through in six months; the Hart-Celler Immigration Act of 1965,
which increased immigration and ended the advantage given to nationalities
that had settled and built the nation before 1920; bilingual education.8

In addition to Great Society laws and programs there was the postlegislative
cutting edge of liberal reform—the program building and rule-making activi-
ties of federal bureaucrats and judges, offstage, carrying on reform by taking
initiatives liberals knew to be right even if not exactly demanded by huge lob-
bying coalitions or large majorities in the polls. These included the deinstitu-
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tionalization of the mentally ill, the “black empowerment” strategy of the war
on poverty, school busing to engineer the proper racial mix of students, “affir-
mative action” preferences in hiring, college admissions, and contracting for
blacks that were soon extended to a broad range of certified “minorities.”

As it turned out, certain of Great Society liberalism’s politically costly as-
sociations—with the war in Vietnam, the hippie and protester riots outside
the Chicago convention hall, flag- and draft-card burning, Black Panthers
with fists raised and automatic weapons brandished—would slowly wane,
while liberal social engineering was a growing presence.9

LIBERAL RACE POLICY AFTER THE END OF

JIM CROW

“Is the civil rights movement over, now that we have outlawed Jim
Crow and voting discrimination?” To this question, liberals emphatically an-
swered that they had just begun to fight. Legal equality achieved, social
equality must come quickly or the urban crisis of the 1960s would be only a
foretaste. In retrospect, it was easily the most ambitious government project
in modern history. Daunting handicaps had become attached to black Amer-
ica, entrenched during slavery and extended by discrimination and bigotry
for decades thereafter. Then came the great black migration out of the rural
South, a trickle beginning in the late nineteenth century, accelerating in the
1920s with restrictions on immigration, and then cresting in a wave of 4.5
million people from the 1940s to the 1960s. The new urbanites brought with
them mixed cultural resources—a blend of assets such as strong church and
family affiliations and some middle-class work and saving habits, but also a
sharecropper culture of illiteracy, loose family ties, and dependence on white
landowners.10 The timing of their migration was unfortunate. Most of these
refugees with agricultural skills arrived just as the American economy was
shifting away from heavy industry toward a postindustrial mix in which ed-
ucation and technical and social skills were at an increasing premium.

Thus black populations gathering at the center of urban America after
mid-century were a mix of a small, tenacious black middle class with a grow-
ing underclass–urban residents with what William Julius Wilson called “a
weak attachment to the labor force,” characterized by out-of-wedlock births,
single-parent families, crime, and welfare dependency. Most black Americans
were not in the underclass. But the underclass was mainly black, and grow-
ing, as the sixties arrived.11 Their presence was marked by the statistics of so-

296 liberalism after the sixties



cial pathology. The urban crime rate rose 60 percent from 1960 to 1966, then
jumped another 83 percent in the five years between 1966 and 1971; the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences found that a disproportionate share of crimes of
violence were by blacks (and against blacks). Births to unmarried women
rose from 2.3 to 5.7 percent among whites across the sixties, but from 21.6 to
34.9 percent among blacks.12

Liberals, now not just sympathetic to the cause of black advancement but
politically committed to it, struggled to find policy leverage. One of their first
ideas ran into fierce trouble and got its author fired, shutting down a whole
sector for discussion. Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a sociologist who was assis-
tant secretary in the Labor Department, in March 1965 produced a seventy-
eight-page paper entitled “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action.”
Moynihan pointed to the increase of single black mothers and concluded,
“the Negro family structure is crumbling.” Male joblessness and desertion
was producing an illegitimacy rate of one-quarter among blacks, leading to
welfare dependency and “a tangle of pathology.” Moynihan attributed all this
to historic racism and economic pressures and spoke vaguely and briefly of
solutions through family-strengthening federal programs, not even hinting
at black moral regeneration.13 Black leaders, at first welcoming a government
official’s exploration of the black situation, by October were accusing Moyni-
han of saying in effect that blacks tolerated or were unusually inclined to-
ward promiscuity, illegitimacy, and welfare dependency. “Blaming the vic-
tim,” charged Boston civil rights activist and psychiatrist William Ryan; “fuel
for a new racism,” pronounced James Farmer of CORE.14 The uproar from
the liberal and civil rights community ostracized Moynihan and led to his
resignation. “All public discussions in mainstream liberal circles of issues like
the state of the black family . . . simply ceased,” reported Nicholas Lemann.15

What, then, could government do? Urban riots after 1965 lent urgency to
the question. Nondiscrimination and universality of human rights were the
philosophical core of the 1964 and 1965 civil rights statutes, and these
measures were spectacularly successful in desegregating public accommo-
dations and promoting the black franchise. But nondiscrimination did not
turn public schools into engines of black upward mobility, and black eco-
nomic advancement was slow. Was there a faster way to continue the civil
rights movement?

A central new idea was to move beyond proving discrimination, which was
difficult and expensive, to proving unequal social outcomes, which statistics
could quickly confirm. Once discrimination in the form of unequal outcomes
was established—“institutional discrimination” was the term invented for it,
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since no actual discriminator could be found—the remedy was black prefer-
ences in jobs, contracts, and university admissions until equal results were ob-
tained. This was soon the operative meaning of “affirmative action.”

When the term first appeared in President Kennedy’s 1963 Executive Order
10925, it was understood to mean “keep your eyes open for a qualified black.”
That it might evolve into something more ambitious and polarizing—black
preference, special treatment, quotas—had been suspected by some of the leg-
islators moving toward the law that killed Jim Crow, and strenuously and cat-
egorically denied by the chief sponsors of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Asked in
1964 hearings on the civil rights bill if the legislation would “require employ-
ers to establish quotas for non-whites,” Senator Hubert Humphrey assured the
body that “proponents of the bill have carefully stated on numerous occasions
that Title VII does not require an employer to achieve any sort of racial balance
in his work force by giving preferential treatment to any individual or group,”
and pledged to eat the bill page by page if it ever did so.16 Just three years later,
officials in the Labor Department’s Office of Contract Compliance (OFCC), in
a hurry for results, saw federal contract dollars as a lever for rapid black job
growth. Their Philadelphia Plan of 1967–68 would have required bids for fed-
eral construction contracts to hire “minority employees” in proportion to their
presence in the work force. Astonishingly, this plan for race-based quotas was
adopted by Nixon in 1970 and was rapidly expanded to cover four categories
of minorities—Asians and Pacific Islanders, African Americans, Hispanics, and
Native Americans and Alaska natives—and applied to more than 300,000 firms
doing business with the federal government, eventually affecting one-quarter
of the American workforce. Affirmative action would be expanded by the en-
trenched liberal activists in the civil rights bureaucracies in the Justice Depart-
ment, in a new independent regulatory commission (the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission, EEOC), and in the line agencies (twenty-seven
rights-enforcement offices were at work in line agencies by 1969). The “origi-
nal, Kennedy-Johnson meaning of affirmative action, which meant nondis-
crimination enhanced by outreach programs,” or “soft affirmative action,”
writes Hugh Davis Graham, had given way to “hard affirmative action,” which
insisted on equality of results and did not need to find discrimination in order
to intervene to order race-based corrrection.17 The transition “occurred quick-
ly and quietly” between 1965 and 1968.18 “The public had no idea,” added
Stephen and Abigail Thernstrom.19

Equally fraught with political danger to liberals was another, faster path
chosen first by HEW bureaucrats in 1966 and strongly followed by judges.
This was busing public-school students as a remedy for segregated schools.
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When southern school authorities resisted integration and the 1965 law ex-
tending federal aid to secondary education gave HEW leverage, guidelines
were written making compliance with the Brown decision dependent not on
the absence of discrimination, but on actual mixed student populations. Im-
patient with the snail’s pace of school integration, the Supreme Court insist-
ed in 1968 on unspecified “affirmative steps” by school officials to achieve in-
tegration, and in 1971 it confirmed a District Court order that the
Charlotte-Mecklenburg (North Carolina) Board of Education bus students
between white suburbs and the black inner city to achieve a strict racial quo-
ta for all schools in the huge district. Race-based busing soon spread across
the country, an “immense social experiment” of liberal parentage, two schol-
ars wrote, and one that was “wildly unpopular everywhere.”20

THE RIGHTS REVOLUTION

But something larger was in motion than the redefinition of civil rights
as requiring “affirmative action” in the form of racial preferences and busing
for correct racial proportions in public school populations. The civil rights
movement was with good reason called a “revolution,” a profound moral
awakening and political drama falling only a little short of the national ex-
perience with civil war. The moral certainty, fervent and innovative style, lan-
guage, and tactics of “the movement” swept away what had seemed an im-
pregnable structure of southern law and custom and wrote a new chapter in
the American narrative. The energy and success of this crusade lent irre-
sistible momentum to a larger “rights revolution” that began much earlier.

Michael Sandel locates a turning point in FDR’s 1944 State of the Union
speech on a new “Economic Bill of Rights,” in which Roosevelt proposed mak-
ing the government responsible for providing the “right” to a job, food and
clothing, education and much else.21 This was aspiration only, but it led toward
what was to be liberalism’s central project in the second half of the century. The
Warren Court took the lead in the rights revolution beginning in the 1950s, de-
claring new rights in the areas of race in the schools and procedures affecting
the criminally accused. In the 1960s, the “rights revolution” spread outward
through the agency of thousands of liberal-left lawyers, law professors, activists
for minorities and women, judges, federal officials, and legislators, all respond-
ing to what Mary Ann Glendon has called “the romance of rights.”22

One result, beginning in the 1960s and continuing through subsequent
decades, was the construction by Congress of an enormous second tier of
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regulatory agencies upon the base established during the New Deal. But un-
like the economic focus of 1930s regulation this new wave of “social regula-
tion” created statutory language conferring rights “to clean air and water; safe
consumer products and workplaces; a social safety net including adequate
food, medical care, and shelter; and freedom from public and private dis-
crimination on the basis of race, sex, disability, and age,” in the words of Cass
Sunstein, whose After the Rights Revolution (1990) lists six civil-rights laws,
five occupational-safety laws, and six environmental laws enacted in the
1960s, with many more to come in the succeeding two decades.23

This broadening movement to enlarge individual and group rights built
on the logic of the civil rights crusade and gained impetus from a growing
family of well-organized lobbies with few vocal or organized opponents
(with the large exception of the ERA rights drive). In the two sectors of rights
expansion devised as faster paths to black equality, however—affirmative ac-
tion and welfare entitlements—some divisions appeared between moderate
liberals and those to their left.

Nathan Glazer, reviewing the Civil Rights Commission’s 1970 report The
Federal Civil Rights Enforcement Effort, objected to what he saw as a move
from “equal opportunity . . . to an attempt to ensure a full equality of achieve-
ment.” The CRC made “scarcely a reference to any single case of discrimina-
tion by anybody in this enormous report,” and a small army of federal offi-
cials”—570 in the CRC, 166 in the Department of Defense, and six thousand
more being trained for agency deployment—was pursuing the “full equality
of groups.” This was “reverse discrimination,” and “we have become involved
in something entirely new,” Glazer wrote.24

Uneasiness over the hardening of affirmative action was also expressed in
the deliberations of the McGovern Reform Commission of the Democratic
Party in November 1969 as it considered, in the words of member Austin
Ranney, the idea of “our fellow black Democrats” that “something more is
needed than a non-discrimination rule.” They debated establishing quotas
for blacks in state delegations, voted 10–9 for language requiring delegations
to have the same racial proportions as the local population, and then added
women and “young people” without much discussion. Writer Theodore
White was dismayed when he read the transcript of the meeting, for it meant
that the Democratic convention in 1972 would be shaped by quotas. The
“liberating idea” that blacks should not be excluded had “changed to become
an intellectual prison . . . [in which] certain groups must be included.” This
was for White “to plunge over a political cliff to disaster.”25
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THE WELFARE DILEMMA

Another policy arena where 1960s liberals sensed opportunity and
reaped political trouble was indigent relief. The New Deal moved the “wel-
fare” issue from local relief to a system dominated by federal payments to the
unemployed, but Franklin Roosevelt more than once denounced “welfare” as
a long-term policy. He persuaded Congress to replace these emergency meas-
ures with a permanent system of social security anchored in contributory old
age pensions, with direct federal relief only for the blind and the uncovered,
currently destitute elderly and with federal public works for the able-bodied.
Aid to fatherless children—through their mothers, who could hardly be in
the workforce—was attached as the AFDC program and was expected to be
minor. Caseloads were insignificant for two decades, then unaccountably
boomed upward to 3.1 million recipients in 1960, then to 4.3 million by
1965, and rising.26 “Welfare” began to be condemned as a support system for
female-headed families in which the mother and children were slum-
dwelling dependents of the state, shielded from any work experience, while
the fathers escaped responsibility.

The engagement of liberals with the welfare issue was briefly the story of
a failure, the war on poverty. After it was dismantled, their legacy became
more an attitude than any particular program structure. Liberal opinion in
the 1960s and after shifted away from the New Deal’s commitment to work
and its wariness of the dependency effects of direct relief, toward the “guar-
anteed annual income” idea that Richard Nixon and Democratic 1972 presi-
dential candidate George McGovern would espouse. LBJ resisted this left-
ward shift of liberal opinion on welfare but could not contain it. It was driven
by the climate created by black urban riots in 1967–68 and a growing liberal
sense, expressed most scoldingly in the 1968 Kerner Commission Report on
urban riots, that nothing less than universal entitlement to welfare would
quiet the black community and constitute “social justice” at last for the de-
scendants of slaves.27

This shift in elite opinion was paralleled, it appears, by a sharp change in
attitudes among the poor, who moved away from earlier feelings of shame.
Caught up in what historian James Patterson calls “the enhanced sense of en-
titlement that pervaded those turbulent times,” the black poor especially
were becoming aggressive and litigious about their “welfare rights” and bot-
tom jobs with their insulting wages.28 “Reports of resistance on the job cir-
culated orally in the black community, among employers, and in white work-
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ing class neighborhoods” in the late 1960s, Michael Piore wrote, a phenom-
enon reported earlier in an urban ghetto by Elliot Liebow in Tally’s Corner.29

Liberals and advocates of the poor by 1968 had failed in two attempts to
enact their guaranteed annual income. But along the way they had presided
over and to some degree caused an expansion of the AFDC clientele from 4.3
percent of American families in 1965 to 6.1% in 1969 to 10.8 percent in 1974,
and in the population on public assistance from 7.1 million in 1960 to 14.4
million in 1974. This income transfer drove down the proportion of Ameri-
cans in poverty in a dramatic, unprecedented way, and was seen by many lib-
erals as second only to ending Jim Crow as liberalism’s crowning achieve-
ment.30 Liberals “clapped their hands with pride,” writes Patterson, at this
“phenomenal reduction of absolute poverty” from 22 percent of the popula-
tion in 1959 to 11 percent in 1973. The Great Society, along with economic
growth, had moved 60 percent of the pre-transfer poor out of poverty in
1970 and raised America’s welfare expenditures toward—though hardly
matching—the levels of the social democracies in Western Europe.31

What of FDR’s fear that these dollars (and food stamps and public hous-
ing and free legal services) would prove “a narcotic, a subtle destroyer of the
human spirit”?32 Patterson observes that “few people paid much attention to
the Cassandras,” as welfare at the end of the sixties became one of the rights
of citizenship.33 The zeitgeist did not lend itself to talk of obligation or to
concern over what happened to “the human spirit” in its absence.

THE GREAT SOCIETY AND THE SIXTIES AS A

REPUBLICAN OPPORTUNITY

Whatever one thought then of the Great Society and the rights revolu-
tion it had fostered, it had coincided with and was to some extent seen as as-
sociated with an ambience of mass media-transmitted images of antiwar
protests, countercultural weirdness, drugs, the Manson killings, Black Pan-
ther fist salutes, feminist rebellion, free love, and urban riots. “In the public
perception,” wrote James Sundquist of the Brookings Institution, looking
back from the 1980s, “all these things merged. Ghetto riots, campus riots,
street crime, anti-Vietnam marches, poor people’s marches, drugs, pornog-
raphy, welfarism, rising taxes, all had a common thread: the breakdown of
family and social discipline, of concepts of duty, of respect for law, of public
and private morality.”34 Liberals would have said that they had made an un-
matched record in attacking the causes of such social unrest and rebellion.
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But it was not long before they were depicted as the most important source
of this social unraveling.

One Democrat had already sensed the possibilities opened by the party’s
recent record and image. This was Governor George Corley Wallace of Al-
abama, the public figure who first framed the language to exploit liberal vul-
nerabilities. In the presidential primaries of 1964, before urban riots broke
out, Wallace, despite his unmistakably southern drawl and unimpressive
physical appearance, won 34 percent of the vote in Wisconsin, 30 percent in
Indiana, and 45 percent in Maryland. The numbers make him just another
loser in the history of runs for the presidency, but both his biographers, who
agree on little else, call him the most influential loser in American politics.35

The years between 1964 and 1968 opened an opportunity to capitalize on the
invisible discontent of Democratic voters. Republicans picked up forty-four
House seats in 1966, and one heard a hinge of political history turn when the
GOP that year ended the career of liberal icon Senator Paul Douglas of Illi-
nois and popular liberal Governor Pat Brown lost to a second-rate movie ac-
tor, Ronald Reagan.36

Two years later Wallace, now candidate of his own American Indepen-
dent Party, moved northward with a language of populist protest far re-
moved from the old racial appeals of southern politics, but portable any-
where in America. He did not attack blacks, but rather the elite Democratic
establishment in Washington—politicians, journalists, judges, intellectu-
als—who were reaching down into local schools and workplaces all over
America, practicing “reverse discrimination” and imposing heavy costs on
ordinary working people. His use of the “wedge” or “social issues”—court-
imposed busing, affirmative action, leniency on crime, welfare abuse creat-
ing a dependent class, rising illegal drug use, urban disorder, and elite dom-
ination from Washington and the eastern seaboard—moved a significant
number of Democrats, in their view abandoned by their own party, to vote
some other way.

Wallace polled ten million votes, putting Richard Nixon, with 43 percent of
the total, in the White House. Liberals read the 43 percent as the true strength
of their enemy, but 57 percent of the voters had voted against the liberals’
beribboned warrior, Hubert Humphrey. And Nixon, surely listening to Wal-
lace’s language, had shown impressive skill in endorsing an end to segregation
and discrimination while bristling with objections to using federal power to
“force a local community to carry out what a federal administrator or bureau-
crat may think is best.”37 Wallace had been blunter: “They say, ‘We’ve gotta
write a guideline. We gotta tell you when to get up in the morning.”38
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Two books pointed out the opportunity in all this for antiliberals, especial-
ly Republicans. A writer and activist in the Nixon campaign, Kevin Phillips,
described a seismic political shift toward The Emerging Republican Majority
(1969), “the end of the New Deal Democratic hegemony and the beginning of
a new era in America politics.” The Democrats had been repudiated by the
voters, Phillips argued, for their “ambitious social programming . . . [and] in-
ability to handle the urban and Negro revolutions,” and because the “Demo-
cratic and liberal record was one of failure—in global diplomacy, Asian war-
fare, domestic economics, social and welfare policy, and law enforcement.”
The 1968 election was not a momentary setback for the party of FDR, but the
first sign of a substantial realignment. The liberal party’s northeastern strong-
hold was on the losing end of a vast demographic shift of power to the Sun-
belt, the South and West. Especially in the South, “obsolescent Democratic
loyalties” opened up the colonization of a new Republican heartland that Wal-
lace had only momentarily pulled into a fleeting third-party effort.39

A year later came Richard Scammon and Ben Wattenberg’s The Real Ma-
jority (1970). They saw the electorate turning from the older economic issues
toward “the Social Issue,” a combination of concerns over what they fuzzily
characterized as “law and order, [racial] backlash, antiyouth, malaise, change,
or alienation.” “The law-and-order issue can be finessed” by Democrats, but
occasional remarks against crime will not be enough. They have to “believe
that the Social Issue is important, is distressing to their constituents. . . .
Rhetoric alone is never enough.” Otherwise, “it could get worse for Demo-
crats,” who simply must “listen to the center.”40

IT ALL CONTINUED IN THE SEVENTIES

Liberals did not derive the same lessons from the 1968 election as
Phillips and Scammon and Wattenberg—quite the opposite. To them Wal-
lace was a demagogue, playing upon the racism of a portion of the white
working class in a bad year for clear thinking. And Nixon’s election was an
aberration in a country destabilized by the Vietnam War, the electorate de-
nied by assassination the chance to choose that tough, antiwar liberal Bobby
Kennedy.41 The next time around the American public could be led to do the
right thing.

And liberal thinking on the meaning of recent events was especially im-
portant, because the Democratic Party, perhaps for the first time, was com-
ing under the control of one of its components, the liberals. Party reforms
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launched in 1968 by the left wing of the party shifted selection of nominat-
ing convention delegates from party regulars to activists in antiwar or
women’s or other “rights movements,” and under the new rules 83 percent of
the delegates to the 1972 Democratic Party Convention were from the ranks
of reform activists, the rest from state-based party organizations, with a
shrinking congressional component. “We aren’t going to let these Harvard-
Berkeley Camelots take over our party,” said an AFL-CIO official—but they
did.42 An ideological upheaval had produced structural changes within the
Democratic Party, moving its image and policies leftward.

The convention in 1972 bypassed moderates such as Senator Henry
“Scoop” Jackson of Washington and nominated Senator George McGovern,
whose views expanded the political problem. He urged withdrawal from
Vietnam and called for a $30 billion cut in defense spending, amnesty for
Vietnam war deserters, and a grant of $1,000 to every American to eliminate
poverty and redistribute income. Historian Ronald Radosh spoke for Demo-
cratic centrists when he charged that the party’s left by the end of 1972 had
firmly “identified the party with the rise of crime, the influence of drugs, the
decline in moral standards, and the breakup of the traditional family struc-
ture.”43 When voting time came, the New Deal coalition had badly splintered.
The Republicans took a majority of Catholic voters for the first time in any
presidential election; Nixon was favored by Italian Americans and by voters
in union families and made huge inroads on other components of the old
Democratic assemblage, such as Jews. McGovern carried Massachusetts and
the District of Columbia.

WHY ARE WE LOSING?

There were stirrings of an intraparty debate on that question after the
1972 disaster.44 But the prevailing interpretation survived McGovern’s defeat
and seems to have been this: we Democrats lost in 1968 and 1972 because po-
litical demagogues (George Wallace first, Nixon and Agnew second) exploit-
ed the Vietnam War turmoil but also the deep-seated racism, fear of eco-
nomic changes brought on by an onrushing globalization of capitalism, fear
of feminist and gay self-assertion, and generally reactionary impulses of the
average American. These voters and citizens failed the cause, misled into
“white backlash” by wicked demagogues playing the race card through the
use of code words such as “welfare queen,” “forced busing,” and “crime.” But,
surely, time was on our side. Liberals must make the case for the better an-
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gels of our nature, and after an interlude the public will once again turn to
affirmative government. Keep the faith.

In the meantime, all that was lost was the presidency. Democrats held
their lead in governorships (31), and by a narrowed margin controlled both
houses of Congress in every year of Nixon-Ford rule. And they translated this
into policy results, pushing through an extraordinary number of environ-
mental and consumer-protection laws—including the National Environ-
mental Policy Act (1969), Clean Air Amendments in 1970, pesticide and pol-
lution controls laws in 1972, and the Occupational and Safety and Health Act
of 1970.45

A dissenting view was mobilizing, finding voice in the pages of a new
journal, The Public Interest, in those of Commentary and elsewhere, and in
those of authors such as Irving Kristol, Moynihan, Norman Podhoretz, James
Q. Wilson, Ben Wattenberg, Seymour Martin Lipset, Aaron Wildavsky, and
Nathan Glazer. In this perspective, the Democratic Party had moved steadily
leftward after 1964 along a broad front of unpopular and little debated
rights-revolution initiatives led by hard affirmative action and the expansion
of welfare. All of this was for the most noble of goals: racial reconciliation
and social equality. But choosing these paths and means meant that Demo-
crats lost not just the white South but also the party’s New Deal nonsouth-
ern white urban base and transformed themselves into the minority party, at
least for presidential elections. The implication, for those who see the central
task of politics as gaining and holding power through durable, broad-based
coalitions so that good deeds can then follow, would be to move back toward
the center until a winning base is reclaimed. And good deeds can then follow,
perhaps at a slower pace.46

A pivotal issue was one’s understanding of the career of George Wallace.
Astonished by his warm reception in northern primaries in 1968, Wallace de-
clared, “They all hate black people, all of them. They’re all afraid, all of them.
Great God! That’s it! They’re all Southern! The whole United States is South-
ern!”47 If Wallace said it, and it is a judgment about prejudice, then it must
be so. But Nathan Glazer registered an early dissent in an essay on “The
White Ethnic Political Reaction.” White “ethnic” voters were not, in his view,
more racially prejudiced than Anglo-Saxon Protestants, but according to
some polls, less so. They were, however, in the path of the black surge into
northern urban neighborhoods and experienced firsthand what college-
based and suburban liberals (and Republicans) have not—housing and job
competition with blacks. White working-class families found their orderly
neighborhoods and schools increasingly populated by blacks, who, in the
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older residents’ view, brought female-headed and welfare-dependent fami-
lies, crime, and an unreliable male workforce. Glazer cited a handful of soci-
ological studies documenting these class and cultural conflicts, suggesting
that the “real source of prejudice is not race at all” but “realities” that “cannot
be wished away.”48

This brief treatment suggested a more complex understanding of the mes-
sage sent by Wallace’s voters than the governor himself, and the liberals who
disagreed with him on everything else, appeared to hold. It was all very easy
for white liberals to condemn and label as racists the angry housewives
shouting into TV cameras from South Boston or Chicago busing protests,
but “real grievances of the lower-middle-class ethnic groups were over-
looked,” Michael Novak had argued in his 1971 book The Rise of the Un-
meltable Ethnics. Blacks move into their neighborhoods, “everything begins
to decline” from crime rates to garbage collection to the quality of neighbor-
hood schools, “white flight” (and black middle class flight) begins and prop-
erty values slide, the realtor offers only $14,000 for a home worth more, the
man sells, an incoming black family pays $17,000, and “everyone feels bitter.”
“Ethnic workers,” Novak went on, “have legitimate reasons for economic, so-
cial, and cultural anxiety about the black revolution.” But faraway “intellec-
tuals,” Novak’s term for liberal elites, “lose nothing at all. It is for them a
moral gravy train.”49 By the 1990s a small library of neighborhood studies
had richly described the concrete resentments of the Jews and Italians of Ca-
narsie, the white ethnics of South Boston and New York, and others whose
cherished neighborhoods and local schools lay in the path of a spreading
black ghetto culture.50 The political result of all this was vividly captured in
Samuel Freedman’s The Inheritance (1996), whose subtitle, How Three Fam-
ilies and America Moved from Roosevelt to Reagan, announces the book’s sto-
ry of the political journey to the right of key elements of FDR’s Catholic, eth-
nic base, whose party had “left” them.

LIBERALISM: STILL LEFTWARD

Such perspectives were heresy within liberal thought. Many decided
that people like Moynihan and Glazer were not liberals any longer, but “neo-
conservatives,” thus no longer a part of the conversation. The liberal project
had not reached the time for extended soul-searching; there was too much to
be done. Liberal reform ideas and energies in the 1970s ran strongly and
found many outlets. The planning idea had lacked a champion after FDR,
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but it revived in the late 1960s. Senator Humphrey and others sponsored a
national planning bill, the idea of a national growth policy, and promoted
metropolitan regionalism. A liberal-labor coalition was only blocked by the
threat of a Ford veto from enacting the Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employ-
ment legislation in 1975–76.51

But with equal or more energy and creativity, and considerably more suc-
cess, liberals pushed ahead with the work that had begun during “The Move-
ment.” A main thrust was to expand the system of race, ethnicity, and gender
preferences that embodied hard affirmative action. Unchecked by Republi-
cans in the White House, the liberal impulse worked through executive
branch agencies, and increasingly the courts. Federal regulators in the EEOC
and the departments of Labor and Education were bent on equality in the
workplace and rapid minority progress up the mobility ladder of higher ed-
ucation.52 Labor’s regulators (in the Office of Federal Contract Compliance
Programs (OFCCP) expanded the Philadelphia plan, issuing Order #4 in
1971 to push the requirement of racial preferences for black Americans in the
jobs and subcontracts attached to federal contracts outward to all major
cities and the 20 percent of the nation’s firms contracting with the govern-
ment. Federal aid to education was a lever to thrust racial preferences into
university admissions, and pressure from ethnic and women’s lobbies soon
produced an expansion of those qualifying for compensatory advantage be-
cause of past discrimination. Women and most racial minorities, even very
recent immigrants with no history of exposure to discrimination in the Unit-
ed States, were included.

Congress was passive during this expansion of hard affirmative action un-
til 1977, when, without hearings in either house, a voice vote in the Democrat-
controlled House authorized a new “minority contract set-aside” program
(MSA), in which 10 percent of public-works funds would be set aside from
competitive bidding and reserved for businesses owned by “Negroes, Spanish-
speaking, Orientals, Indians, Eskimos, and Aleuts.”53 The Supreme Court
somewhat uneasily upheld the contract set-aside concept in 1980 in Fullilove
v. Klutznick, and such programs spread to more than 230 state and city gov-
ernments (where black mayors were increasingly in power) by 1989. Inside
the federal government, minority “set-sides” that began in the Small Busi-
ness Administration (SBA) spread to the immense contracting budgets of
departments such as Defense and Transportation. Without formal hearings
and under ethnic lobbying pressure, the SBA’s MSA program was extended
to include persons with ancestry from Brunei, Cambodia, Guam, Laos, and
other countries in an apparently arbitrary process that excluded, for some
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reason, Iranians and Afghans. By the mid-1990s the federal government was
running 159 preference programs for businesses whose owners were certi-
fied as “disadvantaged.” Illegal aliens were eligible for these as well as other
entitlements.54

Thus hard affirmative action—racial-ethnic-nationality-sex preferences
aimed (loosely) at filling quotas in jobs, contracts and admissions—had be-
come a main track on which liberals carried on the civil rights struggle. They
were commendably determined to hasten social equality, dangerously mov-
ing ahead as social engineers of a new spoils system, without broad public
discussion and consent.

Although hard affirmative action originated outside Congress and was lit-
tle discussed, the conferring of new rights on a broadening range of citizens
became a main theme of Congress, which in the 1970s created legal entitle-
ments, in Cass Sunstein’s words, to “freedom from risks in the workplace and
from defective consumer products, from poverty, from long hours and low
wages, from fraud and deception, from domination by employers, from one-
sided or purely commercial broadcasting, and from dirty air, dirty water, and
toxic substances.” The 1970s brought a major expansion of government’s
protective regulatory reach. The federal budget for the major regulatory
agencies grew from $886 million in 1970 to over $5.5 billion in 1979, the
pages of the Federal Register devoted to proposed or actual administrative
regulations multiplied from 9,562 to 74,120 pages.55

The courts were active partners in this post-1960s expansion of the
reach of government into the daily economic and social life of Americans.
The rights revolution, called “the longest-lasting legacy of the sixties” by
Samuel Walker, a historian of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU),
was pressed ahead in the 1970s by cadres of activist lawyers working in
public-interest lobbying groups often funded by the Ford Foundation after
its 1970 decision to sponsor the growth of new advocacy organizations.
The drive for women’s equal rights appeared blocked during the long,
state-by-state battle that eventually prevented ratification of the ERA, but
a string of successes profoundly altered the legal status of women. These
began with the 1963 Equal Pay Act, included a major political mobilizer in
the form of the Supreme Court’s 1973 Roe v. Wade decision establishing a
legal regime for abortion, and added up to a series of laws and court deci-
sions prohibiting sex discrimination in areas ranging from education, ma-
ternity leave, access to credit, and the sex-labeling of jobs. The rights of
prisoners, gays, the mentally ill, illegal aliens, and farmworkers were ex-
panded by lawsuits brought by groups such as the ACLU, La Raza, and the
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National Gay and Lesbian Task Force. “Millions of ordinary people—stu-
dents, prisoners, women, the poor, gays and lesbians, the handicapped, the
mentally retarded and others—discovered their own voices and demanded
fair treatment and personal dignity,” wrote Walker, in understandably tri-
umphant tones, since there had been in his view no losers and no costs.56

A different tone came in the assessment of Thomas and Mary Edsall, seek-
ing in the early 1990s to understand a series of Democratic presidential de-
feats. They described “a revolution that sought new civil and citizenship
rights for a range of previously stigmatized groups—criminal defendants,
atheists, prisoners, homosexuals, the mentally ill, illegal aliens, publishers
of pornography, and others.”57 Liberal academic and activist Lawrence
Fuchs, an early supporter of hard affirmative action who developed strong
misgivings, heard U.S. Commission on Civil Rights vice-chair Mary Fran-
cis Berry insist in 1980 that the civil rights agenda included admission of
Cuban and Haitian boat people, and was stunned by “just how loose the
meaning of civil rights had become.”58

However one saw the social and political impacts of the rights revolution,
it was clear that Nixon’s two electoral victories had not ended or even slowed
that part of the liberal reform cycle broadening out from the civil rights
movement. Roll on, liberal-left, with or without presidential leadership.

LIBERALISM FRUSTRATED

Nixon disgraced, a weak successor Republican, but liberals did not cy-
cle back into power, with an opportunity for another national renovation.
The Democrat’s moderate Georgian president floundered in economic trou-
bles and poor luck, and in 1980 a divided and history-encumbered Demo-
cratic Party lost the White House and the leadership role again, this time to
the former B-movie actor radiating California’s sunny expectations. Carter
carried only six states, and the Democrats lost the Senate.

Carter’s defeat after one term spurred what looked like a broad rethink-
ing—establishment of a Democratic Party Council, Congressional retreats
and seminars, a new Center for National Policy, and a flurry of books by
presidential hopefuls. One historian of all this reformist soul-searching
found it “highly random” and “not productive or constructive.”59 Two more
failed runs at the White House seemed required, and along they came—1984
candidate Walter Mondale, Hubert Humphrey’s heir, carrying one state and
the District of Columbia; 1988 candidate Michael Dukakis losing forty-two
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states to George Bush, who liberally called him a liberal. The “L-word” now
seemed the third rail of American politics, synonymous, in Reagan and Bush
rhetoric, with ACLU softness on crime, suspicion of the military, “tax and
spend” economics, indifference to the values of family and flag. “Liberalism,”
observed historian Fred Siegal, is a creed now “defined in the public mind in
cultural rather than economic terms.”60 The Democratic base had eroded,
analyst Gerald Pomper points out, by shrinkage (of the labor union compo-
nent), and disaffection (chiefly of southerners and Catholics). Getting non-
voters to the polls, the left’s favorite theme, would not have helped, for in
1988 polls showed them leaning toward the Republicans.61

EXPERIMENTING WITH THE MESSAGE AND

THE LABEL: THE 1990S

The story of Clinton-era efforts to reposition the Democratic Party is
too close at hand and too erratic with cross-currents to permit a guess as to
whether it will be seen only as part of the declensionist past, or in some sense
an anteroom to a “New Democrat” future. Working from a base of ideas and
phrases generated by the “communitarian” movement emphasizing the need
to rebalance rights with responsibilities, and by the Democratic Leadership
Council formed by southern elected Democrats in 1985 to find ways to “re-
capture the middle,” Bill Clinton won the White House twice without using
the L-word—with 43 percent of the vote in 1992 and 49 percent in 1996.62

But he and Hillary were liberals, hoping to lead the next cycle of reform in
the line of FDR-Eleanor and JFK-Jacquie. Historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr.
thought their timing excellent: “The tide is plainly turning,” he wrote in 1992,
“Governor Clinton and Senator Gore are indeed JFK’s children.”63 It was not
to be. Only by “triangulating” away from early liberal positions was Clinton
able to squeeze into a second term. He spoke of having found a “Third Way,”
language used by center-tending former left parties in Europe, especially La-
bor in the United Kingdom under Prime Minister Tony Blair. The term de-
veloped no identity, the Clinton years no momentum. Vice President Gore,
running a bit left of “the Third Way” though inexplicably making no use of
the most unifying of the sixties’ crusades, environmentalism, in 2000 lost the
closest election in American history to Republican George W. Bush. At the
close of the twentieth century the Democratic Party bore much resemblance
to its nineteenth-century self, a minority party harbor for ethnic tribes with
no compelling ideas or national business to transact.
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THE LIBERALS’ PAST AND FUTURE: ASSESSMENTS

AND SPECULATIONS

How had liberalism come to this place?64

Here, as in so much else, most of the scholarship on the issue is drawn
back to seminal developments in and expanding beyond the sixties. Even if
one concedes the case made by some historians that modern liberalism wan-
dered from its core (and winning) economic reform mission as early as the
1940s, the sixties seem in retrospect the watershed of liberal political mis-
judgments. Beginning in that era and gaining momentum into the 1970s and
after, liberal policies on and communicated attitudes about welfare, crime,
preferential treatment of blacks and other minorities and women, school
busing, and national defense and patriotism, drove a wedge between liberal
elites and the party’s base as well as the broader electorate. A persistent theme
is policy decisions made without full and candid public discussion, often
outside the relatively open processes of Congress. These include the move
from soft to hard affirmative action and the vast expansion of bilingual edu-
cation that were launched within new and little-scrutinized federal bureau-
cracies; the relentless incremental expansion of welfare; the long busing ex-
periment in federal management of local education through judges. Even
when Congress deliberated openly, liberal programs later to be deeply un-
popular were sometimes adopted with explicit expert assurances that the
policies would not do certain unwelcome things that they subsequently
did—as, for example, the Immigration Act of 1965 both vastly expanded in-
coming numbers and radically altered countries of origin after solemn as-
surances to the contrary.

A cluster of unpopular programs was only a part of the problem for
post–Great Society liberals. If politics were a set of policy scales with
weights marked “law” or “program,” unpopular policies might have been
balanced or even outweighed by measures with the LBJ signature that had
broad support—Medicare, aid to education such as student loans, subsidies
to agriculture and medical research and municipal sewage plants, wilder-
ness protection. But Great Society liberalism had other negatives beyond a
large part of its policy portfolio. Journalist Kevin Phillips in 1982 perceived
a “second social-issue wave” that had built up during the 1970s, “pivoting
on religious, moral and sexual controversies.” There was underway, as he
saw it, a “morals revolution” with which liberals had become identified,
even if only partisans on the right thought them solely responsible. By
“championing permissiveness, homosexuality and abortion while implicit-
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ly derogating the family, prayer and biblical teachings,” Phillips wrote, they
not only lost Democratic voters but also energized the Christian right and
brought some conservative nonvoters into active political life.65 What
Phillips called the “morals revolution” James David Hunter (and then
everybody else) called, with more subtlety, The Culture Wars (1991). Amer-
ica seemed increasingly dividing into traditional-religious-nationalist ver-
sus cosmopolitan-secular-globalist camps. Republicans liked to oversimpli-
fy and exploit these alignments, since liberals, and the rest of the left, were
entirely in the latter camp (along with staunch Republicans from the top
echelons of business whose outlook was cosmopolitan and international).
Looking back from the end of the century, Francis Fukuyama pointed out
that the United States and every other economically advanced society expe-
rienced what he called “the Great Disruption” as they passed from industri-
al to information-based economies. Beginning in the mid-sixties and con-
tinuing through the century, “seriously deteriorating social conditions”
unexpectedly built in behind economic change. Crime, social disorder, and
divorce and illegitimacy rates shot upward, while trust and confidence in
core institutions and even in fellow citizens went into a “forty-year de-
cline.”66 In Fukuyama’s view, liberalism was not responsible for this values
disruption. Liberals merely ignored or underestimated it, all the while par-
enting a welfare system that seemed an accomplice. This judgment seems
indulgent. As the belief system attuned to expanding group and individual
rights, embracing an almost universal cultural tolerance and seeing all wor-
ries about crime and illegitimacy as essentially racist, liberalism seemed to
many observers—and apparently to much of the voting public—one of the
Great Disruption’s sponsors.

Another cultural dimension of late-twentieth century liberal policymak-
ing was “identity politics,” a recently minted term for a new version of some-
thing old. Both—more correctly, all—American political parties have long
made appeals to ethnic and racial groups. But liberals in the 1960s began a
politically sustained, policy-expressed emphasis on locating the victims of
discrimination or disadvantage (the second would often suffice, as proxy for
the first) on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation, and
providing governmental advantage to these client groups.

The impetus, of course, came from the civil rights movement. Its exhila-
rating example led to minority-group multiplication and mobilization—by
feminists, Hispanics of various group names, American Indians, gays and
lesbians, and the mentally and physically handicapped. A growing number
of organizations and “leaders” speaking in their names emphasized their
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groups’ victimhood and claimed entitlement to the benefits of affirmative
action, reparations, and apologies. The debate over such policies is robust
and growing. The political implications are clear—the image of the Demo-
cratic Party caught up in a corrupting relationship with client tribes expect-
ing governmental largesse, an arrangement justified by the “moral high
ground” slogan of historic former wrongs redressed by rights. Equally wor-
risome to some observers was the power of identity politics to reorient pub-
lic discourse and therefore civic culture. Mary Ann Glendon complained of
a “rapidly expanding catalogue of rights” accompanied by a “new version of
rights discourse . . . set apart from rights discourse in other liberal democra-
cies by its starkness and simplicity, its prodigality in bestowing the rights la-
bel . . . and its silence with respect to personal, civic, and collective responsi-
bilities.”67 For Todd Gitlin, veteran of New Left activism in the Bay Area
during the sixties, “today it is the conservatives who claim common culture
and color blindness as their special causes.” When Ronald Reagan spoke of
national revitalization, “the Democrats offered no commonality . . . no po-
litical culture—only a heap of demands piled on demands.” Even as George
Bush in 1992 admitted that he lacked “the vision thing,” Democrats “stared
uncomprehending into America’s post–Cold War identity crisis, barely
aware that they lacked even the terms of unification. . . . They needed a whole
that was more than a heap. . . . The Democrats [by the 1990s] were a loose,
baggy party, the Left an aggregation of movements, grouplets, and ideologi-
cal tendencies. . . . Since the McGovern convention of 1972, raggedly and se-
lectively, the Democrats had taken much of their poetry from a Left that had
no conviction that commonality was possible. . . . They trapped themselves
in zero-sum programs—busing, affirmative action—that split their base . . .
[and] could not agree on a common commonality.”68 And in the words of
Alan Wolfe: “Speaking the language of a cultural elite committed to toler-
ance, relativism, and personal and group identity, liberals separated them-
selves off from the traditional moral views of hardworking middle-class
Americans, becoming, in the process, a ‘new class’ committed to an ‘adver-
sary culture’ of collectivist values, therapeutic remedies, hostility to corpo-
rations, and even anti-Americanism.”69

Theodore White had sensed the buildup of centrifugal forces as early as
1978, wondering in his autobiography whether “America would be trans-
formed, in the name of opportunity, simply into a Place, a gathering of dis-
cretely defined and entitled groups, interests, and heritages; or whether it
could continue to be a nation. . . .”70 Liberalism had bonded with “Diversity,”
a sometimes good thing that was increasingly being asked to serve as the cen-
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tral goal of national policy. Would America, worried Richard Morgan, be-
come “simply a collection of ethnics huddled around a standard of living?”71

THE MOMENTUM OF GOOD INTENTIONS

Of course, occasionally going a bit out in front of public consensus,
even in a democracy, has a lot to be said for it. Liberal elites in the 1960s were
pushing hard for an end to the legal regime of racial discrimination. Steps in
this direction had for decades been meeting massive resistance from the
southern white electorate, and in the 1960s it appeared that the white resist-
ance had taken root across the nation. A disconnect between elite and work-
ing-middle class attitudes on race policy was a new and deeply felt reality. To
liberals who were finding themselves as the elite, the situation implied a
moral warrant for imaginative, innovative government willing to be on oc-
casion “countermajoritarian.” It was one of those hopefully rare times in
which it was necessary to coerce the bigoted or uncompassionate majority,
using the courts, administrative rulemaking, and other pathways around
wrongheaded arrangements. This is sometimes called political leadership,
the high plateau of political life.

But if innovative countermajoritarian policy leads to a long ordeal of par-
ty weakness and defeat—another way to say, to the coming to power of hat-
ed enemies such as Richard Nixon—then, in politics, as distinct from seek-
ing the kingdom of God, there must be rethinking and course corrections.
Especially if the policies themselves bring disappointing social as well as po-
litical results. Yet serious rethinking by liberals came only in the 1990s, and
then haltingly, after two decades of political hemorrhaging, the presidencies
of Nixon, Reagan, and Bush, and other Republican enjoyments. Why was
recognition of political vulnerability and misjudgment so long delayed?

To disgruntled leftist Michael Tomasky, for example, there was always
much to be taken seriously in the criticism of hard affirmative action, wel-
fare, bilingual education, and mass immigration under (and illegally around)
the 1965 act. But liberals tended to dismiss all criticism as racism and would
not rethink policies that seemed the only available means of continuing the
civil rights crusade. Rejecting “any attempt at self-examination,” Tomasky
concludes, the left “has taken itself out of the conversation.”72 “In sum, liber-
als,” physically and socially remote from the urban churning, “were arro-
gant,” writes Gordon MacInnes, “and showed no respect for middle class and
working Americans.”73 Reaching deeper, Thomas and Mary Edsall drew up a

liberalism after the sixties 315



list of reasons why liberals could not bear to open a discussion of their errors:
“Fear of information damaging to liberal goals . . . a reluctance to further
stigmatize blacks who were just emerging from centuries of legal oppression
. . . an unwillingness to raise issues straining the fragile liberal coalition . . .
[and] the confusion growing out of the upheaval in moral values among the
white middle and upper-middle class.”74

LOOKING AHEAD

There is still some optimism in liberal—now “progressive”—precincts.
Demographic trends promise victory, goes one view, because immigration
brings a surging Hispanic vote that will “flip . . . the lower, ‘Latinized’ Sunbelt
back to the Democrats.”75

Perhaps so, though President George W. Bush clearly thinks all Americans
of Mexican descent are potential Republicans. Even if he is wrong and the
Democrats inherit most of the Hispanic vote, winning by this arithmetic
does not promise the challenge of nation-saving, brings no history-making
moment. Liberalism had once aimed at more. How again to be more than a
43 percent or 50.1 percent winner but a cause, rallying majorities for social
transformation? That dream has a firm grip.76

Billionaire financier George Soros, remembering the 1890s and 1930s,
imagines a meltdown of the global economy offering an opening for capital-
ism-fixers—which means liberals under whatever name, with a mission of
building a “global New Deal.”77 But the strains of globalization remain below
crisis level, and nowhere could one see the intellectual building blocks of a
coherent international and national reform program to deal with a collapse
or sustained malfunction of the global economy. The tea leaves are in a dark,
deep cup.

On September 11, 2001, Islamic terrorists seized four civilian aircraft and
drove two of them into the World Trade Center in New York and one into
the Pentagon in Washington, killing more than three thousand people. A
fourth hijacked plane, apparently headed for another target in Washington,
crashed in Pennsylvania when the passengers, realizing the nature of the hi-
jacker’s mission, attacked the terrorist at the controls. America was at war,
President George W. Bush declared, and others called it the beginning of
World War III.

These events supplied a decided sense of national crisis with no likelihood
of early resolution, a lengthy struggle against global terrorism that was not at
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all what crisis speculators had envisioned. Where was any opportunity for
liberal-progressives? Criticism of and disagreement with President George
W. Bush had at first to be muted, even on domestic matters, but the opposi-
tion would eventually oppose. But with what message and effect? Big Gov-
ernment was back, but it was President Bush and his administration asking
for increased spending for defense, strengthened intelligence capacities and
border/immigration controls, and assistance to war-damaged facilities as
well as crippled airlines. A distinctive progressive response to the deadly
global terrorist impulse and apparatus was going to be very difficult to fash-
ion, especially because a part of the left initially seemed to be taking pacifist
and “America is the problem” positions.78 Liberal writer George Packer
nonetheless saw a silver lining, commenting that September 11 “made it safe
for liberals to be patriots.”79 Perhaps so, but that pathway to leadership had
been clogged by Republicans since the Democrats buried PT-boat skipper
John F. Kennedy. The public had for two decades expressed more confidence
in Republicans than Democrats in foreign affairs and national security is-
sues, and by a large margin.

A few intellectuals, even before the 2001 attacks, had been reminding their
readers that liberalism had in the first half of the century been wedded with
nationalism, and labored to work their way back from a splintered multicul-
turalism toward a workable accommodation with national solidarity, the
risky emotions of patriotism, even that discredited old idea, national identi-
ty.80 For those who followed the discourse of the public intellectuals, it was a
mark of how widespread were these end-of-century reconsiderations in lib-
eral territory when the dean of the multicultural left, Richard Rorty, urged
the cultural left to drop its “semi-conscious anti-Americanism” and “start
trying to construct inspiring images of the country” so that it can “begin to
form alliances with people outside the academy.”81

Whatever is ahead, at the start of the twenty-first century the liberal nar-
rative is fragmented into confusion, the connections to the mainstream pub-
lic lost, along with a convincing vision of what the historic moment requires.
Liberals had lost their story. Republicans, sensing an opportunity, had sub-
stituted a new narrative, the liberal as tax-and-spend moral idiot. But this
language, too, will age. Returning to the word Progressive may have more sig-
nificance than is realized. It suggests a recognition that recent misjudgments
are not the whole of a political heritage, and reminds that, a century ago, the
nonsocialist left built a winning story around nation-building, along with the
conviction that capitalism, alone, should not be given the only role in plan-
ning, or steering, a country.
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Wearier than most, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, thinking of the social
pathologies that the welfare state had made worse, but perhaps also of four
decades of public policy’s muddles and unintended consequences, conclud-
ed that “it is time for small platoons” of family, church, and neighborhood.82

That sounded like the end of a political era, without a hint of the shape of
the future.
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