


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

AUTHOR’S NOTE:

Dedication

 


PART ONE - ROMANS AT HOME

ONE - THE END OF AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM

TWO - GREAT AND GLORIOUS DAYS

THREE - OCCUPIED AMERICA

FOUR - VERMONT’S PIED PIPER

FIVE - THE ANTI-BUSH COMETH?

SIX - JUMPING OFF THE BANDWAGON

SEVEN - OEDIPUS BUSH

EIGHT - WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH AMERICA?

1. Identity and Self-Interest

2. Poorest and Most Republican?

3. Split Voting in West Virginia

4. The Clinton Legacy

5. The Evangelical Vote

6. The Republican Base

7. Race Abides

NINE - THE DEMOCRATS AFTER NOVEMBER

Victory and Its Woes

Smaller or Bigger War?

The Limits of Inquiry

Deficits and Dog Pounds

New Orleans Versus Silicon Valley

Dark Populism

 


PART TWO -  LEGIONS AT WAR

TEN -  BUSH’S ULTIMATE THULE?

ELEVEN -  THE SCALPING PARTY

TWELVE -  THE UNGRATEFUL VOLCANO

Miss Bell’s Tea Party

The Churchill Doctrine

The Devil’s Laboratory

THIRTEEN -  WAR-MART

FOURTEEN -  THE PENTAGON AS GLOBAL SLUMLORD

FIFTEEN -  THE URBANIZATION OF EMPIRE

The Informal Proletariat

The Twilight Struggle

 


PART THREE -  THE UNEASE IN GAUL

SIXTEEN -  HEAVY METAL FREEWAY

SEVENTEEN -  CRY CALIFORNIA

EIGHTEEN -  THINK BIG: RECALL THE SYSTEM

NINETEEN -  THE DAY OF THE LOCUST

TWENTY -  STRIKING SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA

TWENTY-ONE -  MEL’S NAZI MATINEE

TWENTY-TWO -  INSIDE THE SUNSHINE GULAG

TWENTY-THREE -  RIOTOUS REAL ESTATE

TWENTY-FOUR -  THE GREAT WALL OF CAPITAL

TWENTY-FIVE -  VIGILANTE MAN

TWENTY-SIX -  BORDER INVASION

TWENTY-SEVEN -  ARNIE REPROGRAMMED

 


PART FOUR -  DARK WATER RISING

TWENTY-EIGHT -  OUR SUMMER VACATION: 50,000 DEAD

TWENTY-NINE -  THE VIEW FROM HUBBERT’S PEAK

THIRTY -  THE MONSTER AT THE DOOR

THIRTY-ONE -  POOR, BLACK, AND LEFT BEHIND

THIRTY-TWO -  A RAINY DAY IN TIJUANA

THIRTY-THREE -  DROWNING ALL ILLUSIONS

Where’s the Cavalry?

A Conservative New Jerusalem

THIRTY-FOUR -  AT THE CORNER OF NEW ORLEANS AND HUMANITY

Dereliction of Duty

Lie and Stall

The Big Kiss-Off

Ancient Calumnies

The Krewe of Canizaro

Planned Shrinkage

Power Shift

“No Bulldozing!”

THIRTY-FIVE -  SISTER CATARINA

 


PART FIVE - OLD FLAMES

THIRTY-SIX - ARTISANS OF TERROR

THIRTY-SEVEN - STREET ILIAD

THIRTY-EIGHT - SAVING PRIVATE IVAN

THIRTY-NINE - THE GHOST SHIRTS

FORTY - MALCOLM—MORE THAN EVER

FORTY-ONE - PUNCH-OUT TIME

FORTY-TWO - HAPPY BIRTHDAY, BIG BILL

FORTY-THREE - RADICAL GRIT

FORTY-FOUR - RIOT NIGHTS ON SUNSET STRIP

“There’s somethin’ happening here”

“Battle lines being drawn”

“Young people speaking their minds…”

“There’s a man with a gun over there…”

“I think it’s time…”

 


AFTERWORD

BIBLIOGRAPHY

ALSO FROM HAYMARKET BOOKS

ABOUT HAYMARKET BOOKS

Copyright Page





[image: 001]





AUTHOR’S NOTE:

To save space and a few trees, citations are expressed as numbered references to the more important sources as listed in the bibliography at the end of the book. Many of these pieces were originally published in simultaneous versions on Tomdispatch.com (New York) and Socialist Review (London). I am very grateful to Tom Engelhardt and Pete Morgan and the rest of the SR crew for their support and collaboration.






In memory of Michael Zinzun—freedom fighter






“You’re a real Karl Marx, you are!” the squadron’s military commissar said to him in the evening. “What the hell are you writing there?”

“I am describing various thoughts in accordance with the oath I have taken,” Khlebnikov answered…

 

—Isaac Babel, The Red Cavalry (1926)






PART ONE

ROMANS AT HOME

Augustus was sensible that mankind is governed by names; nor was he deceived in his expectation, that the Senate and people would submit to slavery, provided they were respectfully assured that they still enjoyed their ancient freedom.

 

—Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire





ONE

THE END OF AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM

On an otherwise gorgeous morning in September, ordinary Americans suddenly became vulnerable to the consequences of the history that has been made in our name in the Middle East for the last sixty years. It was an “apocalyptic” day in the exact theological sense (according to the great Orthodox theologian E. Lampert) of a “revelation that reveals the mysterious pathways of evil.”(89) Suddenly, thanks to a complex history of oil, Zionism, and CIA “ghost wars,” the lives of thousands of New Yorkers were consumed in an inferno of volcanic grandeur and supernatural terror. In the most intimate and terrible way, we became citizens of a world where one atrocity is repaid with interest by another; where the price of oil is the slaughter of innocents.

No one, I think, has grasped the essence of this better than the left-wing Egyptian journalist Hani Shukrallah writing in Al-Ahram.(135) He focuses on what for him, as for several other writers, was the ultimate moral horror of the attack: four-year-old Juliana McCourt, cradled in the arms of her mother, as their plane careened into the World Trade Center (WTC). Who of us, he asks, could understand the anguish of her mother in those last moments? What monstrous politics uses little children as suicide weapons?

But Shukrallah also reminds us of another terrified and helpless child: twelve-year-old Mohammed al-Dorra. On a car-buying expedition with his father, this Palestinian sixth-grader was trapped in a gun  battle with the Israeli Army. For almost an hour he cowered next to his father, before an Israeli sniper—with deliberate precision—shot and killed him. “How many tears were shed or candles lit,” wrote Shukrallah, “in Britain, the U.S., or Germany—for Mohammed al-Dorra and the thousands of other Palestinian children killed or maimed during the past year alone? Where was the sense of horror when Mrs. Albright, responding to a question about the five hundred thousand children that have died in Iraq as a result of U.S.-imposed sanctions, gruesomely stated that ‘the cost, we think, was worth it’?”(135)

Shukrallah’s point, obviously, is not to justify one child’s murder by another; but to remind all his readers, Arabs as well as Americans, that empathy—“that innate capacity that makes us worthy of the self-designation ‘human’”—must be a consistent principle. Crimes against humanity are no less and no more terrible when they occur in a New York skyscraper, a Palestinian refugee camp, or an obscure Kurdish village. And “a world,” he warns, “in which our choices are limited to Bush and bin Laden is a damned and doomed world of madness.”

This is a world, of course, in which most ordinary people of both the Middle East and North America are little more than pawns. Despite what both Bush and bin Laden aver, the people and the empire are not synonyms for each other; I do not buy the claim, for example, that “Americans have reaped what they have sown.” The victims of the WTC massacre—the secretaries, accountants, deli delivery guys, window cleaners, stock analysts, and firefighters—were not the ones who designed and implemented our secretive, antidemocratic, and criminal policies in the Muslim world.

They did not overthrow the elected government of Mossadegh in Iran; support the genocide of eight hundred thousand leftists in Indonesia; intervene on behalf of the fascist Phalange against the Palestinians in Lebanon; fight a dirty war against Dhofarian insurgents; underwrite absolute monarchies like Saudi Arabia, the shah of Iran, Morocco, and the Gulf Emirates; build with billions of U.S. tax dollars the golden throne upon which Mubarak sits like a modern-day  pharaoh; arm Saddam Hussein in the 1980s and turn a blind eye to his genocide against the communists and Kurds; then kill seventeen thousand Iraqi civilians in bombing raids during the Gulf War, including more than four hundred women and children incinerated in the Amariyah bomb shelter. Nor did they stir the Shias of southern Iraq into revolt, then abandon them to Saddam Hussein’s executioners because George Bush senior calculated that the total destruction of the regime would create an impermissible power vacuum that Iran might rush to fill.

Ordinary New Yorkers, likewise, did not blow an Iranian passenger jet out of the sky or kill Qadaffi’s baby daughter; secretly sell arms to Iran in order to fund mass murder in Central America; pin medals on Ariel Sharon, the butcher of Beirut; turn a blind eye to Israel’s continuing expropriation of Palestinian land; smile when Kuwait and other Gulf autocracies expelled four hundred thousand Palestinians; give Stinger missiles to Bulddadin Hikmatyar, a sadistic fanatic who made Afghanistan the world’s leading exporter of heroin; condone one military dictatorship after another in Pakistan; romance the Taliban in 1995-96 because Union Oil wanted to build a pipeline across Afghanistan; or blow up the pharmaceutical plant that was Sudan’s only source of antimalarial drugs.

Nor did three thousand missing New Yorkers partake in the sixty-year feast that U.S. oil giants, construction companies, and aerospace manufacturers have enjoyed in the Arabian peninsula. They did not bribe sheiks, wine and dine torturers, sell arms to murderers, sponsor terrorists in the name of combating terrorism, or subsidize religious bigots as long as they promised to kill secular leftists. Nor, in order to preserve their control over the world economy, have they prostituted the name of freedom to support the rule of billionaires over paupers.

Yet all this was done, and much more, in the name of American people. “Made in the USA” is the label on some of the most sinister episodes in the recent history of these ancient lands. I am not claiming that the United States is the prime mover of every evil and inequality  in the Muslim world, the literal “Great Satan” excoriated in the prayers of fundamentalists. No, reactionary local ruling classes, in the last instance, are the ultimate enemies of democracy, feminism, minority rights, and social justice in the Arab and wider Muslim worlds. And British, French, and Brezhnevite imperialism, along with Israel, have also helped steal the dreams of the Arab masses.

But who can deny that the principal structural obstacle to any kind of progressive socio-economic change in this region has been the unholy but seemingly impregnable alliance between U.S. oil companies and arms manufacturers, right-wing Zionism, and the superrich ruling classes of the Arabian peninsula? Who believes that the House of Said or the playboy emirates of the Gulf would survive for a month without their U.S. military shield? Or that Israel could continue to colonize the West Bank if it faced a U.S. foreign policy that was just as committed to Palestinian as Israeli self-determination?

We are now offered as responses to al-Qaeda extremist versions of the same policies that have proven so catastrophic to human rights in the past. And the principal architects of these bankrupt policies—all the aging but still crew-cut generals, CIA directors, and undersecretaries of state—now seem to live permanently on our TV screens, where twenty-four hours a day they preach virulence and fear with the aid of half-truths and grotesque simplifications. Confronted with the “blowback” of fifty years of CIA dirty tricks and secret wars, we are told that our intelligence agencies have their hands tied by “political correctness” and irresponsible liberal principles. We must unleash the men in black, let them get down and dirty, assassinate foreign leaders, and make love to torturers.

Confronted everywhere with the moral and political debris of the First Gulf War—whether it is called Timothy McVeigh or Osama bin Laden—we are harangued that war, relentless and unending, without boundaries or time limits, is our salvation. As if the anger in the refugee camps and shantytowns is not great enough, we propose to bomb the most broken and pitiful country in the world, Afghanistan. As one  of Spain’s leading jurists, Baltasar Garzon, recently wrote in the Financial Times, we are commanded to “pledge unlimited suport for the hypothetical bombardment of nothing; for the massacre of poverty; and for a breach of the most fundamental logic, which proves that violence begets violence. The spiral of terrorism is fed by the number counted among its victims.”(60)

President Bush has painted a vision of the United States as a huge, gated suburb with security cameras in every tree. For the sake of our safety, the world outside must become a free-fire zone for the CIA and Delta Force. Let’s “coalesce” (the president’s bizarre word choice) around the flag, with our gas masks and national identity cards, and try to enjoy life as it used to be. Is this anything other than the urban, war-on-crime paranoia of the 1980s now raised to the level of world history? The city on the hill turned into a well-padded bunker?

Finally, amid so much frenetic signing of blank checks and celebrations of common purpose, we are utterly betrayed by what now consolidates itself as a one-party system in Washington. George W. Bush (elected president by a majority of the Supreme Court, not the majority of the electorate) has been given war powers—against whomever, wherever, forever—that have no precedent in American, or perhaps world, history. This is not the polity imagined by Tom Paine or Thomas Jefferson. In such a time, dissent—and dissent within dissent—become the most profound and responsible memorial to the dead of 9/11.

 

(September 2001: teach-in, SUNY-Stony Brook)






TWO

GREAT AND GLORIOUS DAYS

On some great and glorious day the plain folks of the land will reach their heart’s desire at last, and the White House will be adorned by a downright moron.

 

H. L. Mencken (1920)

 

 

Thanks to hanging “chads,” Republican goon squads, and a corrupted Supreme Court, George W. Bush—the consummation of Mencken’s mordant prophecy—has adorned 1800 Pennsylvania Avenue for eighteen months. He is, of course, a preposterous marionette in every respect: lacking even the charisma of Calvin Coolidge or the mental agility of Ronald Reagan. Elsewhere in the world, lights this dim only inherit power at the end of thoroughly dissipated aristocratic bloodlines. Their arrival in the palace usually signals that the peasants have already sharpened their pikes and that the Bolsheviks are in session in Smolny.

Yet opinion polls confirm that since his coronation as Crusader King on 9/11, his domestic popularity has soared higher (and for longer) than any president in American history. Indeed, the usually sober National Journal believes there is simply “no historical parallel”—not even FDR after Pearl Harbor or Bush Sr. during the First Gulf War—for the Shrub’s currently stratospheric approval ratings from Mencken’s “plain folks,” including a staggering 76 percent of registered  Democrats. Moreover, the 1960s-era generation gap has now been reportedly inverted: Generation X and Y voters are rallying to the flag in higher percentages than their elders. (Should our new slogan be: “Don’t trust anyone under thirty”?) Overall, the Democrats’ commanding 46 percent to 37 percent lead in partisan identification in June 2001 polls has collapsed; the two parties are now (March 2002) dead even.

Having stolen an election and then quickly become the second most popular president in all of American history (at least according to one recent poll where George W. tied with FDR just behind Abe Lincoln) is no mean feat. In so many decisive senses, including the wholesale resort to government by executive order and presidential privilege, it has been the moral equivalent of a coup d’etat. It is also the kind of seeming historical paradox that once prompted an obscure London journalist to write a tract of almost Shakespearean grandeur known as The Eighteenth Brumaire.

How we might relish Marx’s delicious treatment of the intrigues in Florida: the feeding frenzies among the oilmen and defense contractors, the secret government inaugurated on 9/11 (or was it earlier?), the craven sycophancies of Murdoch and Blair, the stealthy night visits of Ashcroft and the tantrums of Rumsfeld, George W.’s doglike obedience to Cheney, his unblinking declaration that his “mission is saving the world,” and so on. So much dialectical irony to savor.

But are we to believe, in the last instance, that the “plain folks”—e.g., the U.S. working class—are simply a “sack of potatoes” like the witless French peasants who endorsed the thuggish dictatorship of the lesser Napoleon? (If this is obscure, I leave it to readers to make their own acquaintance with Marx’s masterpiece.) Is human nature between the Mexican and Canadian borders now so Pavlovian that our rulers need only wave flags and bloody shirts to make us bay at the moon for tactical nukes and military courts? Are Americans (like French peasants stricken with nostalgia for Le Grand Armée or German  burghers obsessed with the “treason of 1918”) so cocooned within the mythology of the “American Century—Part Two” that they don’t see the widening circle of imperial carnage, not to mention the destruction of their own civil liberties?

Marx, I am sure, would have placed the emphasis elsewhere. He would have, so to speak, pinned the tail on the donkey, not the elephant. The true “miracle” of this initially ill-starred administration was not the punctual arrival of a made-in-Hollywood Evil Other to pump up the national testosterone, nor even another video-arcade triumph of Pentagon technology, but the fact that all this has been politically managed without a scintilla of serious debate or opposition in Congress. If ordinary Americans seem to be fulfilling Mencken’s misanthropic prophecy, it is because they have been comprehensively betrayed by the Democratic Party.

Socialists, of course, have been pointing out for generations that the Democrats are a capitalist party with some social-democratic camouflage. But the trade-union and civil rights elites have always found new excuses for their old addiction, even after the sharp rightward turn of the Carter administration in 1978 and the consolidation of power by the post-liberal Democratic Leadership Council (DLC) during the 1980s. There was always some scrap of lesser-evilism—labor law reform, Supreme Court appointments, defense of abortion rights, and so on—to justify turning another trick, buying another nickel bag of contaminated pro-business poison mislabeled as pure Old Roosevelt.

The tricks continue but there are no longer any visible scraps. The Democratic Senate majority has sold out the Bill of Rights, endorsed military courts and concentration camps, supported the militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border, and turned the other cheek as Bush jettisoned the Kyoto Protocol and the ABM Treaty. Without serious debate or traditional hearings, Majority Leader Tom Daschle has licensed the administration to escalate its intervention in Colombia’s dirty war, while Bob Graham, the Florida Democrat who chairs the powerful Senate Intelligence Committee, supports the option to use  “low-yield” nuclear weapons against the so-called Axis of Evil. Likewise, Joe Lieberman, Gore’s former vice-presidential running mate, has screeched louder than any Republican in the Senate for Saddam Hussein’s head, while Carl McCall, who as Democratic state controller in New York has invested millions of pension fund savings in Israel, promotes his current campaign for governor with lurid photos of himself firing an M-16 at an Israeli “anti-terrorist” training camp.

On the domestic front, Daschle has kept his party—those reformed spenders—on the straight and narrow path of fiscal rectitude that Herbert Hoover once practiced so famously. Daschle scolds naughty Republicans for proposing to spend their way out of the recession with “guns and caviar” (a huge weapons buildup combined with a $1.3 trillion tax cut targeted at the rich), but offers no alternative stimulus program of “jobs and schools.” Yet, at the same time, he and his House counterpart, Minority Leader Richard Gephardt, refused to support Teddy Kennedy’s attempt to repeal Bush’s egregious upper-bracket tax cuts. (In a recent speech to the Democratic Leadership Council, Gephardt made love to the same corporate centrism he used to scorn in the Clinton administration.)

Writing in tandem in the American Prospect (the journal of nearly extinct “Progressive Democrats”), Robert Kuttner and Jeff Faux remind us that the current anti-Keynesianism is in the truest spirit of “Clintonism without Clinton.” “Ever since economic adviser Charles L. Schultze sold Democrat Jimmy Carter on deregulation,” explains Kuttner, “the resurrection of the invisible hand has been a bipartisan project.”(87) “Urged on by Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan,” adds Faux, “Bill Clinton had made eliminating the national debt more important than expanding investment in health, education, and other programs.”(49) But then Greenspan, after convincing them that deficits were the root of all evil, did the dirty on the Dems by turning around and endorsing Bush’s huge tax cut.

The Democrats, of course, are also the more fanatical free-traders. Because Bill Clinton didn’t “feel your pain” in the coal and steel valleys  of West Virginia, he lost Gore the critical electoral votes of a normally rock-solid Democratic state. As leading Democrats continue to fret about “fiscal deterioration” and trade barriers, Bush is on television talking jobs to heartland Teamsters and steelworkers. His 30 percent tariff on foreign steel—an inconceivable violation of globalist dogma in the days of Clinton and Rubin—may well ensure continuing Republican control of the House, if not the recapture of the Senate.

Indeed the escalation of the War on Terrorism is shrewdly designed to strengthen the Republicans’ current domestic advantages. In addition to the obvious functions of legitimizing military Keynesianism and rule by executive order, the war-without-end aims to divide the Democrats. As Trent Lott’s pit bull-like attack on Daschle demonstrated, the Republicans are dying to “Saddamize” any Democrat who wavers in unconditional commitment to the commander in chief.

Does this mean, as Kuttner suggests, that the Democrats are rapidly losing “their raison d’etre as a party?” Probably not. But what materially grounds partisan difference in the early twenty-first century is radically different from the idealized image most trade-union bureaucrats and Black Democrats retain of the former party of Roosevelt. Thanks to watchdog groups that monitor and analyze campaign financing, the macro-economic power structures of the two parties have become more fully visible than ever before.

In the year 2000 election cycle, for example, Republican congressional candidates received three-quarters of all contributions from energy and agribusiness, 70 percent of all manufacturing, and two-thirds of all prime defense contractors. (The presidential contributions are even more skewed: Bush got 93 percent of oil and gas and 87 percent of agribusiness.) On the other hand, the Democrats received a slight majority of contributions from the communications, electronics, entertainment, and gaming sectors that constitute the new engine of the U.S. economy. The so-called FIRE sector (financial services and insurance) was split 58 percent Republican and 41 percent Democrat  with commercial banking favoring Bush and venture capital gambling on Gore.(28)

The Republicans, in other words, remain solidly grounded in the Old Economy sectors: indeed, the Bush administration is virtually an executive committee of the energy, construction, and defense industries. On the other hand, the Democrats, primarily in the Clinton/Rubin years, have made spectacular gains in the New Economy. Meanwhile, Wall Street old money veers Republican while the new money is marginally Democratic. The health care sector, which favored Clinton in 1992, remains a competitive terrain for Democratic fund-raisers. If the Bushites aren’t exactly economic nationalists in the McKinleyite sense advocated by Pat Buchanan, they certainly are prepared to use military spending and the War on Terror to prop up the profits of Old Economy sectors. The Clinton administration, on the other hand, was more rigorously theological in its advocacy of an essentially Wall Street view of economic globalization and free trade.

It is always wise, of course, to “follow the money,” and the current alignment of capital fractions explains much about the Democrats’ timidity and Republicans’ overweening aggressiveness. Clinton’s historic achievement was to bring information economy billionaires into the Democratic fold and the Daschle/Gephardt/Gore leadership will do nothing that might scare away Hollywood or Silicon Valley (including pushing too hard on the Enron scandal). Conversely, the Republicans have seized the opportunity to revive the flagging fortune of oil and war, as well as raid the alienated Democratic heartlands.

Bush may be a moron, but, sure, it’s a fool’s paradise.

 

(April 2002: Socialist Review)






THREE

OCCUPIED AMERICA

Every night the forces of occupation fan out across the sullen, cratered landscape of the defeated enemy capital. Their objectives are to uproot, engage and, hopefully, annihilate the surviving loyalists of the old regime. It is war without pity.

The occupied capital, of course, is Washington, D.C., and, as the Bushites regularly reassure their supporters, regime change is being as ruthlessly pursued on the banks of the Potomac as on the Tigris and Euphrates. Indeed to listen to any of the right-wing demagogues who dominate the U.S. airwaves, the Democrats are an even more despised, cowardly foe than the Baathists. Just as Paul Bremer is imperial proconsul of the new American oil properties in Mesopotamia, so Grover Norquist is Bush’s gauleiter for the formerly Democratic Beltway.

“Grover who?” Most Americans don’t know the name either, but the former lobbyist for South Africa-backed guerrillas and the mastermind of the fanatically antigovernment Americans for Tax Reform (ATR) is the bludgeon with which the Bush administration hopes to pound the Democratic Party into oblivion. An obese rich boy from the Boston suburbs who grew up in a home with an indoor pistol range and a huge library of conservative books, Norquist was the leader of the College Republicans when he was conscripted by the Reagan White House in 1986 to run its ATR front group. Later he took a sabbatical to lobby support for right-wing terrorist groups like the

Nicaraguan Contras, Jonas Savimbi’s UNITA in Angola, and the murderous Renamo guerrillas in Mozambique. He also accepted a lucrative retainer to defend the besieged empire of Microsoft in its famous antitrust battle.

In 1993-94 he emerged as Newt Gingrich’s éminence grise: marshalling an unprecedented coalition of business and conservative groups to defeat the Clinton administration’s modest proposed expansion of federal health care and to advance the radical agenda of Gingrich’s “Contract with America.” (Blame Grover directly for the soaring price of medical coverage—a larger cost component of the family car than steel—that has led Detroit automakers to shed hundreds of thousands of American jobs.) With Republicans in control of the House of Representatives for the first time in forty years, major industry groups (auto manufacture, construction, financial services, health care, and so on) that had previously split campaign contributions between parties, now massively tilted toward GOP candidates. Norquist’s mission was to make sure this defunding of the Democrats was permanent and irreversible.

Every Wednesday, he presided over a disciplined strategy session that synchronized the efforts of the coalition’s key players, including the National Rifle Association, the Christian Coalition, the major right-wing think tanks, the liquor, tobacco, and gambling lobbies, and the antienvironmental “property rights movement.” In a parody of vulgar Marxism, Norquist’s Wednesday Group (together with a parallel “Thursday Group” operating under the Capitol dome) became a de facto “executive committee of the ruling class” with industrial lobbyists and Christian extremists openly writing the legislation that Majority Leader Gingrich then presented to the House.

The grand strategy, as explained by Norquist, was to roll back the New Deal, if not the entire twentieth century, by “defunding big government.” Huge tax cuts for the investor class, as well as multitrilliondollar federal deficits for future generations, would force the privatization of what remained of the American welfare state as well  as permanently disabling the Democratic Party. “My goal,” Norquist boasted, “is to cut government in half in twenty-five years, to get it down to the size where we can drown it in the bathtub.” The United States, as a result, would be returned to the entrepreneurial “golden age” of the McKinley era for which ATR and similar groups pine. (This was the period, circa 1898, when little children worked in mines, Blacks were lynched from magnolia trees, strikers were shot down by militia, and millionaires didn’t pay taxes.)(95)

Norquist survived the fall of Gingrich to provide new éminence grise to his Republican successors, Tom DeLay and Dick Armey. In 1999 he rallied skeptical conservatives to the Bush camp and coordinated the vicious right-wing attacks on the chief Republican rival, Senator John McCain of Arizona. Shortly after the Florida presidential coup d’etat in January 2001, Grover’s Wednesday Group resumed its heroic work of demolishing a century of social reform. With a typical attendance of more than one hundred, the Norquist brunch has been described as nothing less than “Grand Central Station” where corporate money and reactionary ideas are transformed into the Bush party line.

The Wednesday Group’s greatest domestic conquests so far have been the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts. The windfalls to the very rich (much of which the Republicans hope will be returned to them as campaign donations) are less important than the deliberately engineered $3.6 trillion cumulative deficit: an Archimedean lever for downsizing and/or privatizing social spending. The frightening ease with which Norquist and DeLay blitzkrieged the second, larger tax cut through the supposed Maginot Line of Democratic resistance in Congress exposed the bankruptcy of the Democratic leadership’s post-9/11 strategy of abdicating criticism of Bush’s War on Terrorism in order (so they claimed) to take a principled stand on the economy.

But the Dems may have only begun to feel the pain. The great achievement of the Clinton presidency—purchased at the price of alienating its blue-collar electoral base—was to win support of much of the “New Economy” with its ultra-free-trade policies.

Now the Republicans, led by Norquist and DeLay, are forcibly breaking up this marriage of high-tech billionaires and New Democrats. In their view, there is only room for one capitalist party in Washington’s New Order.

Thus Norquist’s so-called “K Street Project” (referring to the home of most Washington lobbyists) has carefully tracked the party affiliation of the key employees of the four hundred largest trade associations and political action committees. Business groups have been told that they can continue to write Bush policy only if they purge Democrats (like Senate majority leader Tom Daschle’s wife, Linda) and replace them with a loyal Republican cadre. According to the Washington Monthly’s Nicholas Confessore, the “GOP and some of its key private sector allies...have become indistinguishable. DeLay alone has placed a dozen of his aides at key lobbying and trade association jobs in the last few years.… The corporate lobbyists who once ran the show, loyal only to the parochial interests of their employer, are being replaced by party activists who are loyal first and foremost to the GOP.”(33)

“Homeland security,” of course, provides a gigantic slush fund to reward Norquist’s supporters as well as to further militarize and Republicanize the high-tech sectors. In the aftermath of the dot-com crash, many of the high-tech companies so ardently wooed by the Democrats in the 1990s have rushed to feed at the trough of the Bush administration’s mega-billion-dollar expenditures on “net-war,” surveillance, space-based weapons, and a national “Bioshield.” Drowning human-needs programs in Norquist’s bathtub goes hand in hand with vast federal subsidies to corporations willing to sing in the K Street Project’s choir.

“Technology companies,” writes Brendan Koerner in Mother Jones, “have been the most aggressive in marketing their wares as vital to the War on Terrorism. Software titans like Oracle and Sun, anxious to find new customers for their database programs and Web servers, are pushing for the creation of a national identity-card system. Old-line defense contractors like Raytheon and Northrop Grumman, stung by the decline in demand for big weapons systems after the end of the  Cold War, are recasting themselves as security providers, hiring ‘homeland security directors’ and pitching their technologies to shield nuclear plans or retrofit the Coast Guard’s patrol boats.”(82) Even that bedrock of the Clinton Democratic Party, Hollywood and especially its high-tech subsidiaries, is being alternately cajoled by Norquist threats and seduced by Pentagon contracts (designing war-game and anti-terrorism simulators, for example).

One result of this new cold fusion of capital and politics is that the Bush administration has unprecedented access to the market power of its allied private corporations. “During the Iraq war, for instance,” Confessore continues, “the media conglomerate Clear Channel Communications Inc. had its stations sponsor pro-war rallies nationwide (a few affiliates even banned the Dixie Chicks, who had criticized Bush, from their play lists).”(33) Moreover, as the old liberal state machinery is bankrupted and sold off (national parks, big city schools, even Social Security are all currently under threat), the Republicans will cement lucrative liaisons with the new private contractors. Rumsfeld’s Pentagon, already extensively privatized to the benefit of Republican donors, is the prototype for this brave new world of eternal Republicanism where the taxpayers subsidize Halliburton and Northrop, and the corporations, in turn, subsidize Norquist and his bullies.

 

(September 2003: Socialist Review)






FOUR

VERMONT’S PIED PIPER

The rapidly growing list of U.S. casualties from the invasion of Iraq now includes the names Dick Gephardt, Joe Lieberman, John Edwards, Wesley Clark, and even perhaps John Kerry. Not ordinary “grunts” but official Democratic frontrunners, they were severely wounded, if not outright killed in action, on December 9, 2003, in Harlem when Al Gore endorsed the candidacy of Howard Dean, the antiwar insurgent from Vermont. Gore’s embrace of Dean, which seemingly caught the other Democrats by complete surprise, was remarkable in at least two respects.

First, the winner of the popular presidential vote in 2000 broke ranks with both sets of his political parents: the Clintons, who have played a typically Machiavellian hand by encouraging the Clark candidacy, and the right-wing Democratic Leadership Council (DLC), which fervently supports Likudnik Lieberman. Secondly, Gore emphasized Dean’s “courage” in opposing the “catastrophic mistake” of the Iraq invasion. The former vice-president in recent months has sounded more like a Nader voter than his old centrist self. He has warned of the “police state” being constructed by the Bushites and has described the Iraq debacle as the worst U.S. foreign policy decision in two hundred years. Like Dean (another born-again DLCer), Gore clearly believes that the future belongs to MoveOn.org and the Internet nation of young anti-Bush activists.

There is rich irony, of course, in the irresistible rise of the Dean campaign. After 9/11 the Democratic congressional leadership—Richard Gephardt in the House and Tom Daschle in the Senate—abdicated any principled opposition to Republican foreign policy and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. Democrats left their scruples in the gutter as they rushed to support the Orwellian “Patriot Act” and U.S. aggression against Iraq.

The leadership’s strategy, endorsed by “Hillary Inc.” (as the National Journal calls the Clinton-controlled national Democratic apparatus), conceded the War on Terror to Bush as proof of Democratic patriotism while concentrating on fighting Republican economic policies on the home front. It was a morally repulsive calculation, typical of the New Democrats, that quickly boomeranged against its authors.

Gephardt and Daschle badly miscalculated the response of Old Democratic constituencies—unions, African Americans, Latinos, and women—who, by and large, were suspicious of the Iraq adventure from the outset and, unlike their erstwhile leaders, easily made the fundamental connection between civil and workers’ rights at home and limitless neo-imperialism in the Middle East. For almost two years, as a result, grassroots opposition to Bush mushroomed without a single major Democrat having the guts to side with the movement. Unlike during the war in Vietnam, there was no McCarthy, Kennedy, or Mc-Govern to channel protest back into electoral channels or co-opt activists into the Democratic Party.

This was a dangerous moment for the Democrats and a rare opportunity for the American left. A national Green Party with a strong, class-rooted candidate might have seized the time. In the event, however, Ralph Nader was temporarily missing in action and along came Howard Dean. There are, to be sure, two far more progressive Democrats than Dean running for the nomination: economic populist Dennis Kucinich and controversial civil rights leader Reverend Al Sharpton. But they have failed to ignite their own grass roots (rust-belt unionism and African Americans, respectively) or to capture the  imagination of the college students and young dot-com professionals who constitute Dean’s childrens’ crusade.

Dean’s principal asset, everyone agrees, has been his consistent pugnacity in confronting the lies and crimes of the Bush regime. He has crafted a media persona—forthright and combative—that appears to be the opposite of the carefully hedged and mealymouthed style of the Democratic establishment. Most of all, he has embraced his young supporters and given them unprecedented leeway to organize his campaign as a New Model Internet Army, with a “certified geek,” Joe Trippi, as his savvy manager.

As a result, much of the antiwar movement has rushed to Dean like an orphan greeting its long-lost father. His inverted-Bushite bombast about “taking back America” excites messianic hopes amongst a generation starved for heroes. “Al Gore’s endorsement,” writes an editorialist on the influential CommonDreams.org website “gives Howard Dean a unique opportunity to build a new American majority...and transform the world.”

In fact, neither Dean’s record as governor nor the fine print of his current pronouncements support the extravagant hopes attached to his campaign. Vermonters remember the wealthy doctor as an anti - progressive indistinguishable from other New Democrats. More recently, he hastily retreated from a vague promise to be evenhanded toward the Palestinians after the American Jewish Congress barked at him. Even his opposition to the war is compromised by his vague timetable for gradual U.S. withdrawal. More importantly, as he ventures into southern primaries and comes closer to the Democratic convention, his positions will undoubtedly shift back toward the center. The antiwar movement has been his launching pad, not his ultimate constituency. His followers see in him a populist hero, but more than anything else he resembles a postmodern version of William Jennings Bryan, the Democratic firebrand whose demagoguery derailed the People’s Party in 1896.

Dean’s and Gore’s true project is the renovation of the Democratic  Party and a return to the happy days of “normal” multilateral imperialism circa Bill Clinton in the late 1990s. The American left, accordingly, must fight like hell against the world of illusion bound up in the popular slogan “Anybody but Bush.”

 

(January 2004: Socialist Review)






FIVE

THE ANTI-BUSH COMETH?

A Letter to London

 

To appreciate the idiosyncrasy of the American Democratic primaries, imagine Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, clown-like smiles glued to their eroded faces, spending week after week pressing flesh and chatting up the locals in the pubs and chippers of Barrow-in-Furness. And imagine an electoral system that gives more strategic clout over the selection of the Labour leader to Cornwall and Essex than to Liverpool and Glasgow. Indeed, a system that puts London almost last in line, after the press have already anointed a winner and the punters have collected their bets.

Such, indeed, is the crazy logic of the U.S. primaries that catapult Iowa, New Hampshire (Concord equals Barrow), and South Carolina ahead of the queue of large states and deprive the big divisions of Democracy, like Chicanos in California, public-sector workers in New York, and African Americans in Illinois, of roles proportionate to their size or historic importance as voters. It is a system, to be fair, that actually forces candidates, with their robot-like spiels and carefully coiffed personas, into brief but spontaneous contact with real people. (One can imagine Emperor Blair recoiling in horror from face-to-face encounters with a lusty Labor rank and file.)

But it also a system that gives the corporate media a strategic advantage  in shaping images of candidates and issues long before the primaries reach the big cities and major industrial centers. A lurid and typical example was the press gang-up on Howard Dean, the most outspoken critic of Bush’s Iraq invasion, after the Iowa primary. Dean’s election night yawp—variously interpreted as a crowd-pleasing holler or a nervous breakdown—was rebroadcast incessantly for several days. The  New York Times estimated that the average TV viewer saw it twenty times. The same television networks, like Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News, that have never lifted an eyebrow over Bush’s idiot smirk, Rumsfeld’s gloating megalomania, or Ashcroft’s private conversations with God, suddenly were whispering in the public’s ear that Dean was a madman.

Although Dean himself is a rather ordinary centrist Democrat with an austere record as governor of Vermont, his campaign has aroused elite fear and loathing not seen since the nomination of Mc-Govern on an anti-Vietnam-War platform in 1972. It is a campaign—now rapidly being refashioned and moved to the right by party regulars—that originally grew up in the political and moral vacuum created by the Democratic leadership’s abject surrender to Bush’s War on Terrorism.

Dean became a hero to angry students and trade unionists because of his willingness to articulate what millions believe but no other Democrat had the guts to say: that the president of the United States is a war-mongering fool controlled by a cabal of oil millionaires and Christian fanatics. In Iowa and New Hampshire, ironically, Dean became the victim of his own campaign’s success in forcing other candidates, particularly John Kerry and John Edwards, to speak out against the Iraq deception. Indeed Kerry, so long embalmed in compromise and hypocrisy, suddenly showed faint signs of a former self: the militant veteran who so eloquently denounced American war crimes in Vietnam before Congress in 1972. In the last days in Iowa, surrounded by Teddy Kennedy and an honor guard of veterans, Kerry reinvented himself as the “tough dove.”

Without a monopoly on the antiwar issue, Dean crumbled on his  domestic flank, where his policies on health care, tax reform, and welfare are indistinguishable or even to the right of the other candidates. In particular, his trademark “taking back America” appeal wilted in the face of Senator John Edwards’s more militant us-versus-them contrast of “two Americas.” Edwards, boasting of his mill-town origins, won unexpected second place with a rhetoric targeted precisely at the pain of Iowa’s many downsized or deunionized meatpacking towns.

In this week’s new crop of primaries, Edwards must win his home state of South Carolina to preserve his serious-contender status, while Kerry will attempt to fortify his lead by carrying Missouri (whose favorite son, Dick Gephardt, perished in Iowa) and Arizona. Dean, meanwhile, must grimly hang on until the big states’ “super-primary” in early March at last gives voice to his hard-core support among college students and public-sector workers. The bomber of Belgrade and the Clintons’ stealth candidate, General Wesley Clark, has so far proven more of a stiff cardboard cutout than a charismatic hero. Joe Lieberman, finally, whose ultra-Likud views are to the right of the White House, is now little more than an obscure cargo cult worshipped by the Democratic Leadership Council.

Unlike the upcoming re-coronation of Bush, the Democratic race will remain a tense cliffhanger for a few weeks at least. But it is drama with little substance. Despite a facade of deep debate, all the leading Democrats, including Dean, have no higher aspiration than to be the new Bill Clinton, whom they all profess to adore. None has dissented from U.S. policy in Afghanistan or unconditional support for Israel. All endorse the War on Terrorism (but want it more focused) and all vow to pour more, not less, money into Homeland Security and the promotion of national paranoia. Kerry, meanwhile, is a big-time WTO internationalist, Edwards (despite his log-cabin CV) is a wealthy trial lawyer, and Dean is a notorious fiscal conservative.

The ultimate Anti-Bush, inevitably, will be a clone of Clinton, promising rapid (but not immediate) withdrawal from Iraq and partial repeal of Bush’s more egregious fiscal giveaways to the superrich.  “Freedom fries,” moreover, may become French again, and allies may be occasionally consulted about bombing targets. What is slouching toward November, then, is a dispiriting choice between the Bushite “super-imperialism” and the Democratic “normal imperialist” status quo ante.

Ralph Nader, meanwhile, has bowed out of a Green Party nomination and, indeed, the Greens are bitterly divided over what to do in November. Prominent progressives are also all over the map, although none more so than Michael Moore, who has been canvassing votes for Clark. Third-party forces may still get their acts together (perhaps behind California Green Peter Camejo), but, for the moment, it looks as if the Democrats will once again succeed in stealing the thunder from the grass roots. Thank the Dean campaign for disorganizing a broadly populist antiwar movement.

 

(March 2004, Socialist Worker)






SIX

JUMPING OFF THE BANDWAGON

Is the Pentagon too small, the War on Terrorism too meek, and the Department of Homeland Security too underfunded? John Kerry thinks so. In recent days he has repeatedly attacked the Bush administration for failing to put sufficient troops in the field or move aggressively enough against al-Qaeda and North Korea. If elected, he promises to dramatically enlarge the army by forty thousand soldiers and increase spending on domestic anti-terrorism. He pledges to streamline and multilateralize the War on Terrorism (he calls it “progressive internationalism”) with tougher stances toward erstwhile allies like Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. While refusing, so far, to commit himself to concrete steps for reducing the U.S. profile in Iraq, he has specifically endorsed Ariel Sharon’s “right” to brutally wall off the West Bank and reiterated traditional Democratic support for ultra-Zionism. He was also the cosponsor of the recently passed “Syrian Accountability Act,” which provides legitimation for future U.S. aggression against Damascus.

Hardly the platform of a “peace” candidate. Indeed, having already banked the Democratic nomination, the Kerry campaign no longer needs to woo antiwar Dean and Kucinich supporters. The rebellion on the party’s left is over. The mantra now is “electability,” and Kerry has turned rightward to charm conservative Democrats, independents, and dissident Republicans. Chief foreign policy adviser to the senator from Massachusetts is Rand Beers, formerly George W. Bush’s chief  adviser on counterterrorism. Beers reportedly deserted the White House because he felt that the neoconservative obsession with Iraq was diverting attention from Afghanistan, North Korea, and Colombia. (He was one of the architects, during the Clinton years, of “Plan Colombia”—the United States’s largely clandestine intervention in the Andean country’s civil war.) A Kerry administration, in the vision of Beers (as well as top Democratic national security gurus like Richard Holbrooke and Sandy Berger), would return the United States and Europe to the glory of the Clinton years, when “normal imperialism” prevailed and smiling allies bombed and invaded in unison.

Although Democrats, like AFL-CIO political chair Gerald McEntee, are hyping next November as “the most important election in our lifetime,” it is clear that what will be on offer are merely modest amendments, not authentic alternatives to the core Bush agenda. Withdrawal from Iraq is not a Kerry plank, nor is the repeal of the Orwellian Patriot Act. Kerry voted for both and proposes only “kinder, gentler” versions of what Rumsfeld and Ashcroft have wrought. (We won’t nuke Paris after all.) Indeed, as both the Economist and the Financial Times have noted recently, there is now substantive “continuity” between Republican and Democratic foreign policies.

On the domestic front, Kerry has explicitly reaffirmed his commitment to the “Third Way” exemplified by Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, and declared, “I really pride myself on being pro-business.” Since 2001 he has reportedly visited with Silicon Valley executives at least seventeen times; his reward was a majority share of presidential campaign contributions from the communications and electronics industries.

“Anybody but Bush” thus translates into a restoration of the status quo ante and a historic, self-inflicted defeat for the antiwar forces that have now let themselves be corralled inside the Democratic Party. This is why braver and more clear-sighted elements of the American left are rallying behind Ralph Nader’s “independent citizen” candidacy. Nader, who waited and wavered while Dean stole the thunder of the antiwar movement, is now running (his website explains) to “mobilize citizens behind an issues agenda...and to take our democracy back from the  corporate interests that dominate both parties.” To the surprise of most pundits, two recent polls by the Associated Press and the New York Times show Nader’s seemingly quixotic campaign garnering the support of 6 percent to 7 percent of the electorate. (In 2000 Nader won about 5 percent of the vote in states where he was on the ballot.)

To the advocates of a popular front around Kerry (which includes the editors of the Nation, MoveOn.org, and most of the celebrity left), Nader’s audacity is sheer treason. Indeed, as the Los Angeles Times recently reported, “to many Democrats, Nader represents an election-stealing evil just this side of the Antichrist.” Conversely, Peter Camejo, the recent Green Party candidate for governor in California and one of the party’s most respected spokespeople, has applauded Nader’s candidacy as “the best thing he has done in his life.”

Nader, to be sure, is not Eugene Debs (the beloved presidential candidate of the old American socialist movement) nor even Jesse Jackson, vintage 1984. Though surprisingly strong on labor issues during his 2000 campaign, Nader lacks street credentials in the inner cities and attracts little Black or Latino support. Still, Camejo and others argue, Nader remains the most celebrated champion of independent, anticorporate politics, and his campaign offers the best available platform for contesting the neoliberal Democratic resurgence that is addling the brains and confiscating the energy of so much of the liberal left.

But the ultimate impact of the Nader campaign will depend on the critical scope of his platform as well as his ability to win the endorsement of the national Green Party convention in June. “While it is crucial to defend Nader’s right to run,” one well-known socialist activist told me the other day, “the verdict is still out whether he will mount a left-wing campaign or not.” Likewise, it is unclear whether the Greens, despite the heroic efforts of Camejo and others, will again mobilize behind Nader. As always, in the shadow of the monolithic U.S. two-party system, the future of an independent U.S. left hangs in suspense.

 

(April 2004: Socialist Review)






SEVEN

OEDIPUS BUSH

Ronald Reagan was notoriously shrewd at diverting public attention whenever his administration found itself in trouble. A famous example was his invasion of the tiny island of Grenada just forty-eight hours after a truck bomb destroyed the U.S. Marine barracks at Beirut airport in 1983. An unprecedented defeat for U.S. intervention in the Middle East was cunningly transmogrified into a cheap victory for counter-revolution in the Western hemisphere.

Reagan’s masterstroke, however, was to synchronize his own death with the Bush administration’s hour of greatest need. The timing was impeccable. At the very moment when the jaws of the Abu Ghraib atrocity seemed to be closing around the White House, the last light punctually went out in the former president’s already dim brain. Voilà—the U.S. media abandoned coverage of torture and murder in Iraq in order to broadcast interminable footage of the mournful suburban crowds (minus Blacks and trade unionists) at Reagan’s send-off, with a teary-eyed George W. Bush reading a soliloquy from a teleprompter. The White House flooded the universe with the conjoined images of Reagan and Bush. A New York Times’ columnist complained that “it was difficult to tell where the 40th president ended and the 43rd began.”

But few (apart from the Reagan family, who reportedly loathe the Bushes1) will contest George W.’s right of inheritance. As Kenneth Duberstein, Ronnie’s former chief of staff, told the press, “Bush’s  name may be Bush, but his heart belongs to Reagan.” The current regime has long conceived itself as Reagan III not Bush II. It is Reagan’s photograph, not dad’s, that hangs above George W.’s desk. More substantively, none of the elder Bush’s foreign policy inner circle—including the once mighty James Baker, Lawrence Eagleburger, and Brent Scowcroft—now own a pot to pee in since Junior came to power on the wings of a stolen election. This, of course, raises some intriguing, even alarming, oedipal questions about presidential fathers and sons. Is Junior really the love child of Reagan and Laura Bush? (Poor ole 41, meanwhile, had to jump out of an airplane over Normandy during the D-Day celebrations to remind the world that he’s still around.)

Veteran White House reporter James Mann is no psychoanalyst, but he provides fascinating historical background to Bush versus Bush in his new book The Rise of the Vulcans.(98) (“Vulcans” was the nickname adopted by Bush’s neoconservative foreign policy advisers during the 2000 campaign.) Mann traces the schism in Republican ranks back to the immediate post-Watergate days when Cheney and Rumsfeld battled against an attempted coup d’état by Henry Kissinger. Kissinger—who initially was both secretary of state and national security adviser—tried to grasp all the levers of foreign policy from weak president Gerry Ford. Rumsfeld (chief of staff, then secretary of defense) and Cheney (Rumsfeld’s protegé), however, were fanatically opposed to Kissinger’s grand strategy of détente with the faltering USSR.

From this early stalemated Republican civil war to the breathtaking hubris of their own current shadow presidencies, Rumsfeld and Cheney, according to Mann, have demonstrated remarkable fidelity to  the ideal of a world unilaterally ordered by U.S. military omnipotence. For thirty years they have been the unrelenting opponents of so-called foreign policy “realists,” whether neo-Kissingerians (with their belief in the jujitsu of balances of power) or Democratic neoliberals (with their emphasis on economic globalization via the IMF and World Bank). In addition, Rumsfeld’s frustrated presidential ambitions repeatedly conflicted with those of Bush Senior (a classical “realist”). So did the extremist fantasies of hard-core “neoconservatives” like Paul Wolfowitz, Richard Perle, and William Kristol, who found the first Bush administration lacking in the crusading zeal of Reagan’s support for counterrevolution in Central America. They were particularly vexed by the elder Bush’s refusal to turn the defeat of Saddam Hussein into a full-fledged Judeo-Christian jihad.

In recounting the events from 9/11 to the attack on Iraq, Mann is particularly illuminating about the roles of Condoleezza Rice and Colin Powell. Rice, although a protegé of Scowcroft (and thus indirectly of Kissinger), has repeatedly rallied to Rumsfeld/Cheney/Wolfowitz, while Secretary of State Powell (whom Mann shows to be far more reactionary than his usual avuncular image) has been forced to become more of a “realist” than he originally wished. Mann, in short, is a skillful archaeologist of the internal evolution of an imperial policy that has culminated in massive aggression against the Muslim world. Yet the greatest merit of Mann’s book is undoubtedly his insistence that the real divide between neoconservatives and “realists,” however rancorous, is extremely narrow. The realists differ from the fundamentalists principally in tactical nuance and rhetorical emphasis.

The proof of this, of course, is the current hawkish platform of the Kerry campaign, which promises not to withdraw from Iraq and Afghanistan, but to drastically enlarge Homeland Security and double the army special forces. The irony is that while Junior has jettisoned his dad for Reagan redux, the Democratic contender has been encouraging speculation that his foreign policy would be a return to the Camelot days of George H. W. (Even weirder, of course, has been the  growing friendship between the old man and the Arkansas huckster who defeated him in 1992. Has the famously fatherless Clinton at last found Daddy? The oedipal labyrinth of the Bushes and Clintons should keep psychoanalytic historians busy for generations.)

In the Atlantic Monthly, Joshua Marshall recounts recent discussions with Kerry’s foreign policy team. They outline a Kerry strategy that rejects “soft multilateralism and fealty to the United Nations” in favor of “skilled diplomatic management and a willingness to use force abroad. A marriage of power and values.” When Marshall suggests that “what you’re describing to me sounds a lot like what I’d expect from Brent Scowcroft [Bush Senior’s national security adviser],” they readily agreed.(100) Kerry, now disdaining Dean voters, is pitching his campaign to disgruntled generals, national security apparatchiks, and the friends of Henry Kissinger. John Kerry, who for one magnificent moment in his youth had the guts to confront the Nixon administration with its war crimes in Indochina, is now running for president as the heir-apparent to the Nixon-Kissinger worldview. Is there any better reason to vote for Ralph Nader and Peter Camejo?
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EIGHT

WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH AMERICA?

A Debate with Thomas Frank

 

My conversation with Thomas Frank’s best-selling polemic What’s the Matter with Kansas?(56) focuses on one point: what do the 2004 elections tell us about the crisis of class consciousness in the United States? Does George W. Bush’s victory in the popular vote confirm Frank’s thesis that the white working class has surrendered any rational calculation of its economic interests to hopeless, manipulated cultural rage?

At first approximation, the election does look distressingly like Frank’s “French Revolution in reverse—one in which the sansculottes pour down the streets demanding more power for the aristocracy.” Despite the loss of 18 percent of its industrial base over the last four years, Ohio—the universally acclaimed pivot of the national vote—remained a red state, with Buckeye voters seemingly more alarmed by images of gay marriage in faraway San Francisco than by plant closures in their backyard. Veteran Democratic pollster Ruy Teixeira claims that when the exit poll disaster is sorted out, the Democrats will discover that “Kerry got killed by the white working class.” According to his estimates, the white working-class vote—defined as whites without a four-year college degree, about half the electorate—endorsed Bush by a whopping 23 percent margin: ratifying the pattern in 2002 congressional races (18 percent) and the 2000 election  (17 percent).(144) Is it time to scrap the “economic interpretation of history” and admit that culture trumps all, especially when Karl Rove is the Republican generalissimo?




1. Identity and Self-Interest 

American national elections have seldom been straightforward transcriptions of economic interest: “culture war,” indeed, is the default condition of U.S. politics. As political historians like Lee Benson and Walter Dean Burnham have long argued, “the American liberal value consensus on such fundamentals as economic and church-state relationships helped make possible a full articulation of ethnocultural antagonisms in party politics at a remarkably early date.”(12) Religious, ethnic, and racial conflict, often disguised in a rhetoric of “values” (like temperance or state’s rights), have normally structured the field of electoral competition. Only episodically, in the late 1820s, the 1890s, and the 1930s, have economic interests (although usually as mere cartoons of class consciousness) been the explicit terrain of partisan rivalry and then usually in a sectional disguise. The New Deal era stands out as almost unique.(19)

The primacy of “identity politics”—Puritan versus Scots-Irish, the Protestant Republic versus the Papist horde, old-line American versus new immigrant, Main Street versus Babylon, white versus Black—testifies to the volatility and constant recomposition of the American social structure. (My book, Prisoners of the American Dream [1985], offers a controversial account of the roles of ethnic fragmentation and white supremacism in retarding labor and socialist consciousness in American history.) There should be no need to emphasize that the fourth and largest migration in U.S. history forms the historical backdrop for the Reagan-Bush era in the same way that the great immigration of southern and eastern Europeans was both a source and ultimately the downfall of Republican hegemony from McKinley to Hoover. (We are, by the way, twenty-five years into the post-New Deal  age, with the Clinton interval an odd reprise of Woodrow Wilson, with Perot as Bull Moose.) I’ll return to the ethno-racial context of culture war later.

But, first, I want to question the idea of an antinomy between self-righteous identity fantasies and economic self-interest. Ethno-religious and racial identities are rarely just phantoms of false consciousness. More often than not, they correspond to the assertion or defense of perceived systems of privilege and entitlement. Identity politics almost always has a large, even dominant substrate of material self-interest. Thus, “Protestant” and “white’ have usually coded for privileged positions in the marketplace, in the hierarchy of the labor process, and in the receipt of political patronage or economic paternalism.

Most of the “obvious” counterexamples in American history of passionate partisan commitments detached from rational self-interest don’t completely stand up to scrutiny. It is often argued, for example, that the rank and file of the Confederate Army had no stake in slavery and instead fought so fanatically for an imaginary community, a “Southern nation.” I’m enough of an unreconstructed Beardian to doubt this: the plebian white South, in fact, was hugely and variously implicated in the exploitation of Black labor, both before and after 1860. Southern nationalism was (and is) an expression of real as well as symbolic privileges of whiteness.

In general, I am inclined to believe that literal “false consciousness,” in the sense of the kind of Stockholm syndrome described by Frank—of embracing purely imaginary solidarities with one’s exploiter or oppressor—is not common. (Frank, for example, writes of “sturdy blue-collar patriots reciting the Pledge while they strangle their own life chances; of small farmers proudly voting themselves off the land; of devoted family men carefully seeing to it that their children will never be able to afford college or proper health care” and so on.) I am not denying the existence of symbolic wages and imaginary demons, but cultural wars rage most fiercely when they are able to mobilize material self-interest, however ignorant or shortsighted.




2. Poorest and Most Republican? 

Take the startling example that begins What’s the Matter with Kansas?—the prairie county that may be the poorest in the United States but faithfully votes 80 percent Republican. Frank writes: “When I told a friend of mine about that impoverished High Plains county so enamored of President Bush, she was perplexed: ‘How can anyone who has ever worked for someone else vote Republican?’ she asked. How could so many people get it wrong?”

But did they? McPherson County, Nebraska, first of all, has a smaller population than most cineplexes on a Friday night: just 533 people according to the 2000 Census. Indeed almost all the poor, Republican counties in the Sand Hills of Nebraska and adjacent parts of Kansas, South Dakota, and Colorado have rapidly diminishing populations of two thousand or less. It is unclear that these ghost towns and buffalo commons can actually tell us much about the larger relationship between white poverty, cultural rage, and Republican neo-populism. Moreover, the typical resident of McPherson County seems to be a small, drought-ridden cattle rancher whose family tax returns are covered in red ink. On the income side, to be sure, his interests seemed aligned with those of female-headed single households in Washington, D.C., or farm workers in the Rio Grande Valley.

But the asset side is a very different story. Many of these bankrupt ranchers still own large chunks of grazing land and several hundred head of cattle. I don’t know enough about the local politics of cattle and drought subsidies in the Great Plains to suggest how this rationally translates into partisanship; but certainly, it doesn’t automatically follow that voting Republican in McPherson County is economic self-annihilation. Nor is it a very helpful synecdoche for false consciousness in white America.

Frank’s principal argument about “people getting their fundamental interests wrong” in Red America, of course, doesn’t rise or fall on this infinitesimal example. Indeed, Frank seemingly has an embarrassment  of riches to choose from: consider, for example, the case of West Virginia.




3. Split Voting in West Virginia 

No state has undergone a more dramatic rightward shift in its presidential vote. A bastion of once powerful steelworkers’ and mineworkers’ unions, West Virginia was famously loyal to the national Democrats in such dismal elections as 1956, 1968, and even 1988; yet Kerry lost West Virginia by a shockingly large margin—13 percent (or more than double Gore’s losing margin). Moreover, he was defeated in the Mountain State despite trends—falling industrial employment, wages, and medical coverage—that seemingly should have favored Democrats.

Without any other context, one might assume that Republicans had made huge gains in the hundreds of small-town churches where pious West Virginians still cast out Satan and fret about the legalization of sodomy. Indeed West Virginia might seem to be the “jewel in the crown” of the Rovian strategy of using cultural backlash to turn Rooseveltian Democrats into Bushite Republicans. But as Alice says in Wonderland, things in West Virginia get “curiouser and curiouser” on closer inspection. For the same voters who gave Bush a 13 percent edge also gave an enormous 29 percent margin to Joe Manchin, the Democratic candidate for governor. Manchin won despite a juicy Clinton-style sex scandal involving his Democratic predecessor; similarly, Democrats retained two of three congressional seats by authoritative two-thirds margins.(76) Paradoxically, West Virginia, while voting for Bush, remained otherwise a solidly Democratic state.

What explains such a schizophrenic vote? Well, it probably didn’t hurt the socially conservative Manchin that he had endorsements from the National Rifle Association and some antiabortion groups. But Manchin, with the support of the state AFL-CIO, crusaded primarily about jobs. In every hamlet of the state he touted his “West Virginia: Open for Business” initiative, promising to reduce unemployment through a high-powered Jobs Creation Council. Manchin, moreover,  defied conventional electoral wisdom by warning voters that because jobs were the highest priority, they should not count on tax breaks in the near future. So we have a local Democrat, however opportunist in reality, who makes a compelling case, supported by the unions, for government action to reduce unemployment and create high-wage jobs. But what about Kerry and the national Democrats?

The contrast is dramatic: the Kerry campaign, in fact, had almost nothing to say about the decline of the Appalachian coal industry, the death of the steel industry, or the loss of local factory jobs to Mexico or China. The wealthiest member of the U.S. Senate instead promised modest tax breaks for corporations that kept jobs at home. Even rhetorically, he failed to counter the Republicans’ cultural populism and antielite attacks with rousing appeals to economic populism and a traditional blue-collar job ethos. Instead he offered endless renditions of his war record (“defending America” by assassinating poor peasants in the Mekong Delta) and film clips of himself windsurfing and ski-boarding at resorts ordinary West Virginians could never even dream of visiting.

Bush, on the other hand, had imposed a 30 percent temporary tariff on imported steel in 2001: a cynical Rove-inspired tactic(108) to capture blue-collar Democrats, but nonetheless a dramatic gesture that garnered applause in the industrial valleys. Indeed, from a West Virginia perspective, the Texas cowboy had the guts to stand up to European competitors, while the Boston Brahmin offered little more than aspirin and a pat on the back for terminal cancer. Bush was perceived (however incorrectly) as an economic nationalist while Kerry was tarred as an untrustworthy Europhile. Nor, as we shall see in a moment, did the Clinton era leave the Democrats with any record of defending industrial jobs to contrast with the performance of W. Bush.

Many voters in the heartland also continue to equate American military and industrial power. Better to manufacture swords than no swords or ploughshares at all. The Bush administration’s orgy of defense and homeland security spending, like Reagan’s “Second Cold War” defense boom in the early 1980s, is a Keynesian industrial policy—of  a sort. Kerry, in contrast, had no industrial policy to offer, apart from an elitist faith in global markets and high technology. From the standpoint of the pro-jobs voter in West Virginia, then, the split vote for Bush and Manchin might reflect consistency, not contradiction, of economic self-interest.

Many liberal Democrats and so-called progressives, including Frank, are simply in denial over the national Democrats’ abdication of the interests of core voters in declining industrial sectors and regions. Except at the very end of his book, where he makes some telling points about the Democratic Leadership Council, Frank generally portrays the Democratic Party as the obvious representative of working-class interests. But as the case of West Virginia shows, many traditional blue-collar Democrats no longer see a home in a national party dominated by the agenda of high-tech exporters, Hollywood moguls, and trial lawyers. To quote one West Virginia voter—“we didn’t leave the Democrats, they left us.”




4. The Clinton Legacy 

Moreover, for a theory of false consciousness like Frank’s to fully apply to the blue-collar electorate, Kansans (or West Virginians or Ohioans) must have the opportunity to make clear choices between “values” and “interests,” between culture and class. But it is precisely the radical absence of such choices that defines current American politics.

As I have argued on several occasions, the great achievement (and strategic obsession) of the Clinton era was to realign the Democrats as the party of the “new economy,” of the bicoastal knowledge industries, gaming/entertainment, and high-tech exporters. (The very concept of the “new economy,” to be sure, was self-serving and the New Democrats played a large role in establishing its currency in popular consciousness and op-ed punditry.) The Clinton administration gave highest priority to the agendas of Hollywood, Silicon Valley, Las Vegas, and the side of Wall Street represented by Robert Rubin and Goldman Sachs. Accordingly, the communications and electronics  sector increased its contributions (as reported to the Federal Election Commission) to the national Democrats from $10 million in 1990 to $71 million in 2000; the securities industry, from $7 million in 1990 to $41.5 million in 2000.(28)

Meanwhile the economic interests of much of the old Democratic base, especially manufacturing workers in the heartland, were sacrificed to the golden calf of free trade. Instead of an economic rescue package for the heartland as demanded by the industrial unions, Clinton rammed through the job-exporting North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Almost two million manufacturing jobs were lost between 1996 and 2001, with unionized plants disproportionately affected. Scores, if not hundreds, of historic CIO union locals were driven into extinction. Although the administration paid occasional lip service to defense of traditional industrial jobs, I doubt that anyone can name a single large American factory that Clinton White House policies saved from closure.

Moreover, as national income research has shown, economic inequality continued to increase dramatically during the Clinton years. One of the fundamental achievements of the New Deal—as we are constantly reminded by progressive advocates working within the Democratic Party—was the reduction of the income gap that had soared to such grotesque proportions during the Coolidge-Hoover climacteric of business hegemony. This gap, as traditionally measured by social scientists’ Gini index, began to grow again with the Reagan Revolution and was the target of Democratic criticism in the elections of 1988 and 1992. Accordingly, the victory of Bill Clinton should have reversed or, at the very least, arrested the further growth of inequality. Instead the Gini index lurched sharply upward after his inauguration (and well before Republicans took control of the House): a stunning statistical symbol of the death of New Deal liberalism and the New Democrats’ abandonment of their old social base.(120)

Kerry enthusiastically campaigned on this sorry legacy and, like Gore, he was heavily funded by the entertainment, software, gaming, securities, and venture capital industries, as well as by law firms and  pro-Israel groups. And, also like Gore, he campaigned without a compelling economic message or serious strategy for stemming the further loss of manufacturing jobs or reversing the Wal-Martization of the heartland. Nor was there much evidence of solidarity with the working class in Kerry’s recent resume. Like other Democratic candidates in 2003 (Dennis Kucinich excepted) he had failed to fight against the Bush administration’s successful attempt to deny overtime pay to several million workers by reclassifying them as “managers”—a major rollback of the New Deal legacy.

The real Achilles’ heel of the Democrats, in other words, was the economy, not morality. The biggest wedge issue in the Appalachian coal and steel valleys, as well as the textile towns of the southern Piedmont, was industrial decline (and its representation in images of national strength) not the threat of gay monogamy. This is not to deny that Kulturkampf may have played an important role at the margin. What Frank calls the “latte libel”—visceral blue-collar contempt for the urban knowledge-industry elites—is, after all, grounded in real historic defeat and class humiliation. Male workers of all races, without college education, have suffered dramatic erosion of their wage-earning power and cultural status. With union halls shut down and the independent press extinct, it is not surprising that many poor white people search for answers in their churches or from demagogues like Limbaugh and Dobbs on the radio. Or that they equate the loss of employment security with the decay of patriotism and family values.

It may be the case, for example, that in Ohio, with dramatic Democratic voter mobilizations in Cleveland and Columbus checked by equally spectacular Republican turnouts in the suburbs, the margin of Bush’s victory principally came from the blue-collar Appalachian counties in the southeast that had previously given their votes to that devout and often saved Baptist, Bill Clinton. (Has anyone noticed, by the way, the extraordinary preponderance of Baptists—Carter, Clinton, Gore, Gingrich, DeLay, Jesse Jackson, and so on—in recent American politics?)

On the other hand, the evidence from West Virginia, where Kerry won the poorest coal counties in the southern part of the state, is that abandoned Democrats are more likely to stop voting than to cross the road and become Republicans. In Mingo, Logan, Boone, and McDowell counties, which the United Mine Workers kept in the Kerry camp, the turnout was barely 30 percent, despite the assurances of the AFL-CIO that it “was the most important election in our lifetimes.” (Overall, turnout for presidential elections in West Virginia plummeted from 78 percent in 1960 to just 46 percent in 2000.)

In contrast, 70 percent of voters in West Virginia’s Potomac Highlands—increasingly a Republican exurb linked to greater D.C. sprawl—went to the polls to reelect George Bush: one of innumerable examples of Rove’s strategy of beating the Democrats through generating higher percentage turnouts from the partisan base. The two parties, moreover, had almost opposite strategies: from the beginning, the Republicans focused on mobilizing their core constituencies, while Democrats were obsessed with swing voters. If Karl Rove knows his constituency down to the last country club membership or seat in the pew, the Democrats endlessly debate among themselves who their base really is.




5. The Evangelical Vote 

Let’s look at Bush’s margin of victory from several alternative angles. Rove was reportedly frantic to bring to the polls the four million evangelicals whom he predicted would vote, but didn’t, in 2000. (It is helpful to recall that Bush’s supposedly invincible “brain” actually lost that popular election.) It is unclear, however, whether the Church Militant actually provided the key to victory in 2004. Although most exit poll data has been put under a cloud by poor sampling techniques, conservative Christians do not seem to have constituted a significantly larger proportion of the Bush vote than in 2000 despite the anti-gay marriage referenda that Rove orchestrated in key states. The absolute increase in evangelical voters, following the Republican decision to emphasize  “motivation rather than persuasion,” core supporters rather than independents, in their campaign effort, was counterbalanced by Democrat voter mobilizations.

Nor, as the media alleged after exit polls in Ohio, did “voting for values” increase last November. Quite the contrary: the number of voters who tell interviewers that they voted primarily on moral values has steadily declined: from 40 percent in 1996, to 35 percent in 2000, to 22 percent this year. The evangelical political base may not yet be fully mobilized, but the deep trends in American life suggest that it has reached its peak electoral influence. Unless Latino Protestant converts (mainly Pentecostals) fill the breach—which is unlikely—the Christian nation will soon begin to feel the backlash to the backlash. (The situation indeed is reminiscent of mainstream Protestantism’s last hurrah in the 1920s, when the temporary victory of temperance heralded a false hegemony quickly offset by the explosive growth of an urban immigrant-origin population that came to political maturity in the great realigning elections of 1932 and 1936.)

But if evangelicals were not the critical swing factor, where and how, then, did Bush win his three-million-vote margin of victory? I assume that most people who follow their local op-ed page assume that Bush increased his vote in the Republican heartland of edge cities, exurbs, small towns, and rural counties. In fact, Bush’s greatest proportional gains were in cities, especially big cities. His rural percentage was the same as in 2000, while Kerry took almost 10 percent more of the small-town vote than had Gore, a surprising achievement. But Bush made equally unexpected inroads in the Blue heartland: 7 percent increases in his vote in Rhode Island and New York, 6 percent in New Jersey, and 5 percent in Connecticut. He even improved his 2000 performance in Kerry’s home of Massachusetts. Who were these new or converted Bush voters?

To begin with, they were Staten and Long Islanders, and other residents of New York City’s commuter-shed in suburban New Jersey and Connecticut—together they contributed a half million additional votes to Bush. Their motivation? Religiously, according to the Pew Research  Center, these new Bush voters were equally split between Catholics and Jews, on one hand, and Protestants, on the other. An estimated 56 percent of white Catholics voted Republican in November, but, interestingly, Bush’s most significant gains were among less, rather than more observant, mass-goers.(119) The obvious implication, I think, is that the real wedge issues were national security and patriotism rather than abortion and gay-bashing; and it is hardly surprising that Bush picked up additional votes from white-collar commuters and skilled workers in the former shadow of the Twin Towers.

Bush’s Latino vote also suggests that loyalty to the commander in chief in wartime was more important than the attacks on Kerry by some ultramontane prelates in Texas. Although some exit polls erroneously gave Bush a victory among Tejanos—when, in fact, Kerry won by a narrow margin of 2 percent—the president did make considerable gains. According to one analysis, his performance was most improved among men and among Latinos in the Northeast; if gay marriage and abortion were paramount issues for Latinos, then one would have expected a bigger Bush increase among Latinos than his mere one percent.

Of course, other explanations of the winning margin are possible. The “security mom” phenomenon may have been a real trend or a figment of pundits’ imagination, but it is indisputable that Bush’s margin of victory nearly equals his increased vote among women. In Ohio, especially, Kerry was hurt by his failure to retain or increase Gore’s percentage of the female vote (50 percent versus 53 percent). With Gore’s percentage of support from women, he also would have won, rather than narrowly lost, both New Mexico and Iowa. Democrats should fear few things more than further closing of the gender gap.




6. The Republican Base 

More powerful statistical techniques will be eventually brought to bear on the analysis of Bush’s winning margin, allowing us to better disentangle the “fear factor” and war vote from fundamentalist values. In the meantime, the 2004 election confirms the general trend of the  entire modern Republican era, from the tax revolts of the late 1970s and election of Ronald Reagan: the Republican core constituencies are the fast-growing outer suburbs.

A watershed in American political history was the Republican sweep of the House of Representatives in 1994. As attested by their profiles in the Almanac of American Politics, all the new committee chairs and Republican leaders without exception, from Archer and Armey to Talent and Weldon, represented affluent “edge cities” and exurbs: Mesa, Waukesha, Plano, King of Prussia, Irving, Simi Valley, Naperville, West Valley City, Coral Springs, Roswell, and so on. None of the 1994 leaders were from traditional silk-stocking districts or rural constituencies: the old Republican heartlands. Bob Dole, in this sense, was the last of a breed. Kansas, indeed, is hardly an afterthought to Republican strategists, whose attention is instead riveted on that almost continuous corridor of conservative suburbs from the Beltway to San Diego, with outliers of the Republican Sunbelt in the fast-growing exurbs of Philadelphia, Milwaukee, and Chicago.

Certainly the results from Ohio, the key state to Bush’s electoral college victory, corroborate how all-important the edge cities are to the maintenance of a Republican majority. Thanks to a tremendous effort by labor, Kerry harvested huge margins in Ohio’s cities. His Cleveland margin (217,638) alone overcame Bush’s sweep of traditionally Republican rural counties (208,975), yet he lost to unprecedented Republican mobilizations in the fast-growing, affluent edges of metropolitan Cincinnati (Butler and Warren counties) and Columbus (Delaware and Fairfield counties). (Similarly, Kerry’s big majority in Milwaukee, meanwhile, was checked by historic GOP turnouts in the three suburban counties of Waukesha, Ozaukee, and Washington.) Nationally, the GOP is the dominant party in 97 of the 100 fastest-growing counties (mainly exurbs in Sunbelt states).

In a nation, however, where the majority of the electorate now votes in suburbs, the category “suburb” is no longer very useful to campaign strategists and electoral analysts. More important is the  contrast between aging, inner-ring suburbs, bleeding jobs and fiscal resources, and outer suburbs—edge cities or “boomburbs,” if you prefer—which are harvesting the same jobs and sales taxes. The major redistributive conflict in the United States is no longer between core cities and their suburbs, but between cities and their older suburbs, on one hand, and edge cities, on the other. This is also the principal theater for the redefinition of Republican and Democratic politics.

Rove’s principal innovation in Republican strategy, reinforced by his savvy use of state-of-the-art micro-survey data, has been his consistent focus on building overwhelming Republican majorities in the high-growth metropolitan edges, where young, affluent white families—obsessed with education, crime, and family values—tend to live. Such communities are frequently political monocultures. Indeed, one of the most brilliant sections of What’s Wrong with Kansas? is Frank’s intimate portrait of a major Kansas City’s exurb, Johnson County, where the most dramatic political conflict—a culture war within the culture war—is waged by the more plebian and extreme Republican  Cons against the elite but socially permissive Republican Mods. In Frank’s unremitting characterization, Johnson County is not a social landscape that leaves much hope for traditional liberalism.

But progressives should not write off the ’burbs. A more equivocal and complex situation exists in my Southern California backyard: the “Inland Empire” of western San Bernardino and Riverside counties. California was conceded to Kerry without a second thought by the media and its election results have drawn little analytic attention. In fact, the Republican Party continued to gain dramatic ground in inland high-growth counties from Colusa in the north to Riverside in the south. The two-county Inland Empire is particularly important since its Republican vote (604,000) will soon surpass that of Orange County (674,000), which provided the single largest Bush majority in the country last November. Expected to gain 2.5 million residents over the next fifteen years, the Inland Empire is already trumpeted by Republican strategists as the key to their party’s future in California.(101)

But the Inland Empire is also the poor relation of such job- and tax-rich Republican outer suburbs as southern Orange and northern San Diego counties. Republicans in Rancho Cucamonga and Temecula are affluent but decidedly nonelite: more like the wrathful Johnson County  Cons that Frank describes. They spend much of their lives gridlocked on the I-15 or 91 freeways, commuting to office or high-tech jobs in San Diego or Orange counties in order to pay mortgages on tract homes that cost $250,000 less than their coastal zone counterparts. Moreover, the Empire is a patchwork of white-collar suburbs and gritty blue-collar towns or lower-income apartment tracts like Fontana, Rialto, and Perris. And western San Bernardino (39 percent) and Riverside counties (36 percent) have large, rapidly growing Chicano populations.

There is nothing, in other words, that preordains the Inland Empire to be a Republican bastion for the next generation except for Democratic neglect. What should have been highly competitive terrain was ceded to the Republicans almost without a fight. In Riverside County, the Democratic Party relied on hired hands to sign up new voters; while the Republican Party mobilized ideologically committed volunteers. As a result, the Republicans signed up four times as many new voters between 2000 and election eve than did the Democrats. In San Bernardino County, once a Democratic bastion, the Republicans not only outspent the Dems 10 to 1, but they also mounted an impressive grassroots campaign, largely church based, that brought nearly two thousand precinct captains and volunteers to doors that Democrats ignored. “The county’s Democratic Central Committee,” reported a local newspaper,” was so disorganized that its headquarters in the city of San Bernardino were closed and phones turned off.”

Meanwhile Westside L.A. Democrats were raising millions of dollars for the national Kerry campaign, but nary a cent was sent to the Chicano and labor activists competing against the well-financed and populist Republican juggernaut seventy-five miles east. As a result, Bush increased his seven-thousand-vote margin of 2000 to more than fifty thousand votes last November. It made no difference, of course, to California’s  electoral college vote, but savvy Republicans were base-building for the future and investing in local leadership, not just canvassing for the president.

Except in big cities, where public-sector unions have revived Democratic electorates, the former party of Roosevelt seems to have lost any concept of grassroots politics over the long haul. Frank is absolutely right to contrast the “movement” character of suburban Republican politics with the top-down management of Democratic campaigns. The Democrats will make virtually any concession to suburban prejudices and selfish interests as they constantly shuffle rightward, but show little ability to organize around, or even identify, the issues and contradictions in suburban life that might support a more liberal, even progressive politics. But, then again, modern Democrats don’t do “structural politics”: that is to say, a politics that aims to control the space of discourse and set the agenda with the aims of maximally disorganizing the social base of the opponent while consolidating one’s own. Since Eisenhower authorized the interstate highways or, at least, since Nixon shifted the bulk of federal urban grants to the suburbs, the Republican party has ceaselessly championed and rewarded urban sprawl. It is, after all, the Archimedean lever that ceaselessly transfers voters from blue to red columns.




7. Race Abides 

Urban sprawl, of course, is also a euphemism for resegregation. A much commented-upon trend of the 1990s was the impressive growth of middle-class Black suburbs, especially around D.C. and Atlanta. There are also a few genuinely integrated outer suburbs, including parts of our Inland Empire, like Fontana and Moreno Valley, although they tend to be house-rich and job-poor. But, in general, outward growth and exurban flight are usually a quest to return to that Edenic state that existed before the Civil Rights revolution or the Latinization of big American cities. Frank may be correct that Kansans are reactionaries without being racists, and that local antiabortion protesters proudly claim the mantle of John Brown; but if so, this is a unique situation that  undermines the ability to generalize from “What’s the matter with Kansas” to “What’s the matter with America.” Elsewhere the crabgrass is prickly with racist barbs and anti-immigrant innuendo.

Southern Californians saw this vividly during the recall of Gray Davis two years ago. For research reasons, I spent a month, from 3:00 to 6:00 p.m., tuned into California’s most popular “rage jock,” and sometime Rush Limbaugh replacement, Roger Hedgecock. This former felon and defrocked mayor of San Diego claims the glory of having brought recall passion to a boil and thus paved the way for the election of Arnold Schwarzenegger. He is the local epitome of backlash culture and, like his counterparts elsewhere, colonizes commute time when white guys in pickup trucks and Ford Explorers headed home to Escondido or Temecula are creeping along at 5 mph in infinite columns of fatigue and bad temper.

With a certain hypnotic monotony, Hedgecock hammered away, day after day, against the “alien invasion” that had gridlocked freeways, overwhelmed schools and social services, and turned Southern California into a “Spanish-speaking ant pile.” Now, he thundered, Gray Davis and the Democrats wanted “to give bin Laden a driver’s license.” Meanwhile the long-suffering white producing classes were afflicted with the scourge of an odious license tax that only augured the day when homosexuals, illegal immigrants, and the Sierra Club would take their SUVs away. (If you think I am exaggerating, you simply haven’t yet tuned into Roger or his local equivalent.)

As I suffered under Roger’s lash every afternoon, I came to realize, however, that I was also attending the birth of a new discourse, one which blended nativism and traffic, the Brown peril and congestion. In 1978, the Reagan Revolution began with tax revolts; now the grievances are gridlock, single-family homes with parents perpetually on the road, and, in general, a claustrophobic sense in the Southwest of declining physical mobility. I don’t know whether this sort of Republican “road rage” has any resonance outside of California, but it certainly played an important role in ensuring that a Hummer was parked outside  the governor’s mansion in Sacramento. It is also suggestive of how Frank’s culture of anger ceaselessly adapts itself to the topography of suburban bigotry.

Is race still the key to the “emerging Republican majority” as Kevin Phillips claimed back in 1968? Probably—with the proviso that immigrant-bashing, largely directly toward the “Brown Peril,” but encompassing Asians and Muslims as well, has reopened one of the oldest wounds in American history, with potentially deleterious effects in the long term for Republican candidates in rapidly Latinizing states. Meanwhile, Larry Bartels at Princeton’s Wilson School has challenged Frank with data that suggests “low-income [whites] have become less Democratic in their partisan identifications, but at a slower rate than more affluent whites—and that trend is entirely confined to the South.” Bartels also finds that “while social issue preferences have become more strongly related to presidential votes among middle- and high-income whites, there is no evidence of a corresponding trend among low-income whites.”(10)

Although Frank’s book retains value for its scalding portrait of conservative hypocrisy and Democratic incompetence, the true crisis of American politics has less to do with “backlash” than “dropout.” Instead of too little class consciousness perhaps there is too much, as millions of workers refuse to vote for Democratic millionaires with nothing to offer but meaningless cant about free trade and globalization.

 

(UCLA, 2005)

 

Further data-crunching by political scientists has clarified the roles of the gender gap and the Latino vote in Bush’s reelection. Karen Kaufmann, for example, has shown that the gender gap (so critical to national Democratic strategy since its appearance in 1968) actually increased, albeit very slightly, to Kerry’s advantage in every region of the nation except the South. In Dixie, however, women stampeded to support Bush. “Southern women chose Bill Clinton over Bob Dole by a 17-point margin in  1996 and preferred Al Gore to George W. Bush by 9 percentage points in 2000. In 2004, however, Southern women favored Bush by a 2-point margin over Southern men.” Kaufmann’s analysis of voter-survey data attributes this unusual reversal to the high salience of War on Terrorism and Iraq-related issues—still a curious finding unless one assumes that the South has disproportionately large numbers of military wives and moms who vote.(78)

Meanwhile, other research has refuted claims that Bush won 44 percent of the Latino vote and even a majority of the Tejano vote in Texas: both assertions were the results of inexplicably poor sampling. On the other hand, the non-Cuban Latino Protestant vote (dynamized by rapidly growing Pentecostal churches) probably equaled or surpassed the Cuban-American electorate for the first time as a source of support for the Republicans. Indeed the only hope in the long run for the Republicans to retain political dominance in the rapidly Latinizing but core Bush states of Texas and Florida is an expansion of the GOP’s Latino evangelical base. But as Thomas Edsall recently pointed out, the major casualty of the current anti-immigrant backlash in the Republican Party has been precisely this all-important alliance. He cites the example of Reverend Luis Cortes Jr., one of the most prominent Latino Protestants and head of the Philadelphia-based Esperanza community-development corporation, who aggressively supported Bush in 2004 but turned against the GOP in 2006 in disgust at its embrace of Minutemen and a 700-mile-long border fence.(46) Karl Rove’s hard work may be for naught unless Republicans can keep Latino evangelicals in the fold.
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