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INTRODUCTION

American politics has awaited a new majority for nearly forty years. The old New Deal coalition began to crack up in 1968, inspiring regular talk about a permanent Republican realignment—in the Nixon era, the Reagan years, the Gingrich moment, and finally in the age of Bush. Yet a substantial majority of the kind that Franklin Roosevelt and Lyndon Baines Johnson enjoyed has persistently eluded the Republican Party. It wasn’t until 2000, thirty-two years after Nixon first broke the Democrats’ hold on power, that the GOP achieved control of the presidency and both branches of Congress, and then only by the barest of margins. Just six years later, a bollixed war and a record of domestic mismanagement cost them both houses, leaving the country more or less where it stood throughout the 1980s and 1990s—with a government persistently divided against itself.

This back-and-forth, in which the country tilts right but never quite delivers itself into the hands of the GOP, has frustrated liberals and conservatives alike. On the Right, it’s produced a palpable sense that what should be their years in majority are being stolen from them—whether by the legacy of Watergate in the 1970s, gerrymandering in the 1980s, or the wiles of Bill Clinton in the 1990s. On the Left, the failure of conservatives to attain LBJ- or FDR-style majorities has bred a persistent delusion that the Democrats can be restored to power with minimal effort—by Jimmy Carter in 1976, perhaps, or by Bill Clinton and the New Democrats in 1992, or by the “emerging Democratic majority” that many left-wing pundits descried on the horizon at the turn of the millennium, only to have the advent of George W. Bush expose it as a mirage.

At the root of both sides’ disappointment is the refusal of America’s working class—the non–college-educated voters who make up roughly half of the American electorate, and whose parents and grandparents once formed the heart of the Roosevelt coalition—to pick a side and stick with it. Since 1968, these voters have provided the “silent majority” that elected Nixon, the “Reagan Democrats” who gave the Gipper his landslides, and the “angry white men” who put the Gingrich GOP over the top in 1994. They have transformed the Republican Party from the “party of the country club” to the “party of Sam’s Club,” in Minnesota governor Tim Pawlenty’s memorable phrase. Yet after each Republican triumph, this working-class constituency—the Sam’s Club voters, if you will—has become disillusioned with conservative governance and returned to the Democratic column: It happened with Carter, it happened with Clinton, and it happened again in 2006, after just four years of undivided Republican control.

Conservatives and liberals both have their preferred narratives of working-class politics since the 1960s, but neither adequately explains this unfinished realignment. In the Republican story, the working class didn’t leave the Democratic Party; the party left them—by throwing in its lot with the worst excesses of the New Left, and embracing foreign-policy weakness, destructive cultural permissiveness, and a “war on poverty” that coddled deadbeats and criminals. At the same time, the demise of socialism demonstrated the moral and economic superiority of capitalism, and working-class voters began to vote their aspirations rather than their fears, rejecting the big-government condescension of American liberalism in favor of the empowerment that accompanies lower taxes and deregulation, weakened unions, and global free trade.

This story helps explain why working-class voters turned to the right from 1968 on, but it doesn’t explain why they frequently slide back leftward, because its sunny free-market optimism glosses over the persistent unpopularity of the GOP’s small-government message among the Sam’s Club constituency. There have been moments when a “government is the problem” argument has resonated with working-class Americans, but for the most part, conservatives have conspicuously failed to earn their trust on most domestic policy questions. Even when non–college-educated Americans are pulling the lever for the GOP, they consistently give the Democratic Party higher marks on issues ranging from education to health care to Social Security, and two generations of conservative activists, authors, and politicians haven’t been able to change their minds.

Yet they generally don’t vote on these issues alone, and this is where the liberal narrative comes in. Yes, many liberals say, working-class Americans did part ways with the Democrats over issues like affirmative action and crime, national security and sexual permissiveness—but they did so only because the Republicans tricked them into thinking that those issues were more important than the litany of economic concerns that built the Roosevelt majority. Under Nixon, this argument runs, the Right played on white, blue-collar voters’ basest instincts, convincing them that the Negro in their schools and on their streets was an existential threat that trumped their economic interests. Under Reagan and the elder Bush, it was the same old game, only this time played more subtly—using code words like “welfare queen” and “Willie Horton” to stir up racist feelings that most voters probably didn’t even know they had. (“I remember looking at these people in the voting line,” Bill Clinton recently remarked of the 1980 election, “and thinking, Oh my God, it’s going to be a long night, because they were just glassy-eyed. They were there like somebody had fed them some sort of a controlled substance.”)

Lately, as race has receded as a major national issue, the conservative con has supposedly grown more subtle still, relying on a wide array of culture-war controversies to keep the working class securely in its corner. In 2004, Thomas Frank, the most talented of the Left’s cultural critics, limned this supposed deception in What’s the Matter with Kansas?, his opus on working-class backlash. Today’s Sam’s Club voters are, according to Frank, voting on “cultural wedge issues like guns and abortion and the rest whose hallucinatory appeal would ordinarily be far overshadowed by material concerns.” Conservative policies have immiserated the hardy Kansan laboring classes and fattened up the fat cats, but whereas once the farmers and laborers would have risen up to make the “bastards pay,” today they’re led rightward by conservative pied pipers, who conjure up a fictive Christmas-banning, gay-marrying liberal conspiracy to absorb the brunt of Middle American outrage.

This sorry state of affairs isn’t just the fault of conservative con men and their GOP-voting dupes, Frank insisted; it’s also the fault of the Democrats, whose cowardice on trade, taxes, unions, and other bread-and-butter questions of economic justice leave these Sam’s Club voters with nothing else to vote for. The “third way” triangulation of the Clinton years, with its emphasis on the interests of the upper-middle class, was a “criminally stupid strategy” that took economic populism off the table and remade the Democrats as the “other pro-business party.” With no one looking out for their economic interests, the poor buffeted plainsfolk of Kansas are pushed into the hands of a cynical GOP, which stokes culture-war outrage but never follows through: “Abortion is never halted. Affirmative action is never abolished. The culture industry is never forced to clean up its act.”

The Frank thesis attracted an array of criticisms (not least for its aversion to detailed data), but it resonated with liberals nationwide, and after President Bush’s reelection, the already successful book zoomed up the charts as the best, and indeed perhaps the only, explanation for why this manifestly unintelligent, unworldly, reckless, religious man won the votes of a majority of Americans. As a result, the 2006 election became the season of Thomas Frank. Though rarely invoked by name, the renewal of Democratic populism, particularly in the “Red states” so many liberals had written off, bore his stamp. Clinton’s Third Way was dead, and in its place came candidates like Sherrod Brown of Ohio, railing against malefactors of great wealth and, in the new parlance of ex-Clintonites everywhere, “job-killing trade agreements.” And as seats flipped across the country, no one must have been more pleased with the results than Frank himself. His thesis, after all, was vindicated.

         

Or was it? The Democrats recaptured both chambers of Congress in 2006, but by the barest of margins, and in a year when the GOP was buffeted by corruption and a mismanaged war. In specific cases—Brown in Ohio, James Webb in Virginia—a full-throated populism pushed a Democrat over the top, but on a national level, the GOP’s losses had as much to do with Iraq, Katrina, and a series of damaging scandals as with the Democrats’ sudden rediscovery of that old-time Roosevelt religion. Which means, in turn, that the hosannas that followed the Democratic victories of 2006 may prove just as premature as those that followed the 1974 anti-Nixon landslide, or Clinton’s victory in 1992.

It’s not that Frank-style populism can’t win working-class votes for the Democratic Party—it can. But it usually wins them only during economic downturns or eras of GOP misrule, and it hasn’t kept Sam’s Club voters in the Democratic column, or built a sustainable political majority, because its vision of American politics is largely false. Frank’s central argument, in particular, is appealing but flat wrong: The poorest Americans haven’t turned right over recent decades, under the influence of those “hallucinatory” culture war issues. Instead, they’ve turned left, voting for Democrats more reliably than even in the heyday of the Great Society. But this turn hasn’t delivered liberals a majority, because most working-class voters aren’t poor. They’re relatively prosperous, in spite of left-wing claims about their supposed immiseration.

The problem for Frank and like-minded liberals is that they imagine the working class as it was sixty years ago—a mix of Joad-like farmers and unionized industrial workers, bound together by their antagonistic relationship to big business and dependent on redistributionist policies for their economic security. In reality, if you’re a Sam’s Club voter today, you’re far more likely to be working in education or health care, office administration or business services than on a farm or an assembly line. You’re more likely to belong to a family that makes $60,000 a year than one that makes $30,000. You probably own an array of electronics that would have dazzled your parents and grandparents; you enjoy cable TV, the high-speed Internet, and a car that puts the land yachts of the sixties to shame; and thanks to Wal-Mart and all its big-box peers, you spend less of your income on the necessities of life than any generation before you. (It’s worth noting, too, that just about all of these advances can be attributed to the very same “job-killing trade agreements” so often described as the natural enemy of lower-income Americans.)

None of this means that the working class no longer exists, or that class politics no longer resonate. But it means that the working class of today is defined less by income or wealth than by education—by the lack of a college degree and the cultural capital associated with it. A diploma isn’t a prerequisite for individual success: Many men and women in the Sam’s Club demographic become quite comfortable, even rich, without graduating from college. But these individuals are the exception, and the larger non–college-educated demographic is enduring a slow-burning crisis, just as Frank argues, a crisis that has sent them ricocheting from Nixon to Carter to Reagan to Clinton to Bush in search of a politics that addresses their concerns. But it’s not a crisis created by wicked plutocrats and their Republican enablers, and it’s unlikely to be solved by stronger unions, more food stamps, a war on Wal-Mart, or the nationalization of a major industry or two. It’s a crisis of insecurity and immobility, not poverty, and it’s a crisis that has as much to do with culture as with economics.

The economic trends are important, certainly. Globalization and the rise of the knowledge-based economy, growing outsourcing and the demise of lifetime employment, the expansion of credit card debt, the decline of retirement and health-care security, the pressure from below created by unprecedented illegal immigration—all of these developments of the last three decades have made American workers feel more insecure, even though they’re materially better off than ever before. And there’s no question that the Republican Party has failed to adequately address these concerns, or that the GOP’s emphasis on economic growth over economic security has made working-class life more unstable than it otherwise would have been.

But the “social issues,” from abortion and marriage law to the death penalty and immigration, aren’t just red herrings distracting the working class from their economic struggles, as liberals have insisted for the better part of forty years. Rather, they’re at the root of working-class insecurity. Safe streets, successful marriages, cultural solidarity, and vibrant religious and civic institutions make working-class Americans more likely to be wealthy, healthy, and upwardly mobile. Public disorder, family disintegration, cultural fragmentation, and civic and religious disaffection, on the other hand, breed downward mobility and financial strain—which in turn breeds further social dislocation, in a vicious cycle that threatens to transform a working class into an underclass.

Sam’s Club voters have been wobbling on the edge of this abyss ever since the social revolution of the sixties, which was a liberation for those equipped to deal with its freedoms but a slow-motion disaster for those Americans who lacked the resources and social capital to rebound from illegitimacy, broken homes, and failed marriages. Over the last thirty years, familial stability has gone from being a near-universal feature of American life to a privilege reserved for the mass upper class, whose wealth and education protect them from the disruptions that create divorce and single parenthood, and who have the social capital to pass these advantages on to the next generation. The result has been a persistently stratified America, in which working-class voters lack both personal and professional stability—and lack, as well, a way to rise in a country where success is increasingly tied to education, and education is tied to stable families, and both are out of reach.

Left unaddressed, these problems may only grow worse. The continued decline of the two-parent family means that more and more working-class Americans, white and Hispanic as well as black, will grow up without the kind of familial environment that’s crucial to success in the information age. The combination of stagnating wages, the cost of supporting baby boomer retirees, rising gas prices, and a decaying, out-of-date transportation infrastructure will leave more and more young working families stuck in the high-priced megalopolises along the coast, as service-sector handmaidens to those fortunate enough to enjoy the benefits of what Michael Bloomberg has described, all too aptly, as the “luxury good” that is an upper-middle-class lifestyle in New York City. Continued mass immigration will exert downward pressure on wages for low-skilled workers, strain the government’s ability to deliver needed social services, and exacerbate the cultural divide that’s opened between the Sam’s Club demographic and the mass upper class. And all of these problems have the potential to feed on another, breeding not only stagnation but downward mobility; not only inequality but permanent stratification; not only persistent poverty but rising crime; not only anti-immigrant anxieties but outright xenophobia; not only skepticism about the free market but populist fury.

Given these perils, where are Sam’s Club voters to turn? The populist Left is responsive to their economic difficulties but allergic to moralism in public policy, and deeply resistant to any cultural critique of post-sixties America. Worse, its immediate wish list of economic “solutions”—increased spending on failing public schools, a more generous safety net for welfare recipients, amnesty and benefits for illegal aliens, the indefinite extension of race-based affirmative action programs, environmental regulations that kill jobs and drive up real estate prices—often seem designed to take money out of the pocket of the average Sam’s Club voter. The moderate middle, meanwhile, is defined by its support for the status quo—free trade and cultural progressivism, secularism or a liberal religiosity, fiscal responsibility and continued large-scale immigration. These are the politics, allowing for certain variations, of Arnold Schwarzenegger and Joe Lieberman, Hillary Clinton and Colin Powell, the mass media and the business class. They aren’t the worst set of ideas to dominate American politics, but they’re inadequate to the challenges facing working-class America and the country as a whole.

Some combination of the populist Left and the neoliberal center is likely to emerge as America’s next political majority even so, if the conservative movement can’t find innovative ways to address the anxieties of working-class America. A Frank-style leftism, with its rage against corporations and its suspicion of free markets, is unlikely to sustain a long-term Democratic majority. But beneath the class-war rhetoric of the Webbs and the Browns, and the revival, in the current Congress, of a host of bad ideas from the 1970s, it’s possible to glimpse a new liberal consensus taking shape, one with the potential to achieve the kind of realignment that Karl Rove and George W. Bush’s GOP briefly had within its grasp. This new-model liberalism would wed the free-market centrism of the Clinton years to a revived push for European-style social democracy, the American Left’s age-old dream. In theory, it would be committed to maintaining robust GDP growth and low unemployment, looking to relatively vibrant economies like Denmark as a model for American liberalism to follow. In practice, it would attempt to solve the problems of family breakdown and socioeconomic stratification by vastly expanding the tax-and-transfer state, with new bureaucracies, increased welfare spending, and rising public-sector employment smoothing over the anxieties of working-class life.

This is, in many respects, a deeply un-American solution to the problems facing our country, one that would emphasize dependence over self-sufficiency and bureaucratic condescension over self-help. But it’s more of a solution than many Republicans seem prepared to offer. If liberal Democrats want to clientalize the common man, increasing his security at the expense of his independence, conservative Republicans often seem disinterested in his plight entirely, even when working-class votes are putting them over the top every November. The small-government movement deserves a great deal of credit for turning back the push for ever-larger bureaucracy and ever-greater federal power. But too many on the Right seem to have confused the American tradition of limited government for an ahistorical vision of a government that does nothing at all—that has no economic policy, for instance, save to stand back and let the gross domestic product rise and assume that every boat will rise along with it.

Having turned class politics to its advantage on cultural matters, by highlighting the gulf between Middle American values and the mores of the liberal overclass, the conservative movement has missed opportunity after opportunity to do the same on the economic front—by confusing being pro-market with being pro-business, by failing to distinguish between spending that fosters dependency and spending that fosters independence and upward mobility, and by shrinking from the admittedly difficult task of reforming the welfare state so that it serves the interests of the working class rather than the affluent. In the process, the Right has (thus far) squandered the chance to forge a conservative class consciousness among working-class voters, a unity of political allegiance and socioeconomic identity that, in its liberal form, made the Roosevelt coalition so potent and enduring.

Worse, conservatives have become confused about the legacy of the greatest conservative president of the modern era, Ronald Wilson Reagan. To hear today’s conservatives tell it, Reagan was a man of unbending libertarian purity, whose domestic policy consisted of heroic tax cutting and little else. Cut taxes the Gipper surely did, but he was far more flexible and innovative in his pursuit of reform than his admirers—like the ten GOP presidential candidates who lined up to do him homage at the Reagan Library debate in 2007—would have you believe. Reagan was a president who cut income taxes dramatically but also closed corporate loopholes and raised taxes on gasoline; who slashed welfare spending but also midwifed the working poor–friendly Earned Income Tax Credit into being; who proposed reforming Social Security but also floated a plan for catastrophic health-care coverage; who attacked big government but also insisted, in his first inaugural, that his mission was not “to do away with government” but “to make it work—work with us, not over us; to stand by our side, not ride on our back.”

This was the vision of modern conservatism—ideologically principled but politically pragmatic, interested in reforming the welfare state where it couldn’t be abolished—that animated the Contract with America as well. And it was a vision that the Bush presidency attempted to restore, after the small-government movement ran aground in the late 1990s. But Bush’s vision was long on rhetoric (the “investor class,” the “ownership society,” and of course “compassionate conservatism”) and short on results; it attempted to ape liberal interest-group politics rather than forging a broader right-wing consensus among working-and middle-class voters; and its attempts to reform the welfare state were easily co-opted by self-interested operators—the Jack Abramoffs of the movement—who channeled Bush’s reformist gestures into handouts for the Republican Party’s business-class backers. If the Left sometimes seems to want to turn the United States into Europe by swaddling working-class voters in a cradle-to-the-grave welfare state, the Bush-era GOP’s mix of neglect and crony capitalism too often appeared bent on pushing the United States toward Latin America—where the rich are rich, and the poor are poor, and there’s no independent, self-sufficient working class in between.

The alternative to these two dangers is for America to continue to be, well, America—a nation of limited government and strong cultural solidarity, in which the goods of our national life are distributed as widely and equitably as possible, without sacrificing ownership and self-reliance in the process. Forty years after the dissolution of the old New Deal coalition, the United States needs leaders capable of articulating this distinctively American, distinctively democratic vision, and capable, too, of crafting a new majority to cope with the challenges it faces.

This is a book written for such a leader, and for anyone who believes that American politics should be oriented around the interests of the common man. We begin by describing the last successful attempt at such a politics—the New Deal of Franklin Roosevelt, which found the working class in difficulties similar to those it faces now, charted an ideologically innovative path out of the crisis, and (for all its faults) created an era of unprecedented political consensus, social equality, and cultural solidarity. In Chapters 2 through 5, we describe the breakdown of this consensus and the attempts by Republicans and Democrats alike to craft a new majority out of the wreckage of the Roosevelt Coalition. In Chapter 6, we consider the state of working-class life at the close of the Bush era, and the array of problems that a politics aimed at the interests of the common man would need to address.

Then, in the final three chapters, we attempt to sketch out a vision of what an ideologically innovative conservatism should actually be for, if it hopes to win working-class votes, craft a political majority, and redeem the promise of American life from the challenges it faces. A succession of presidents have groped toward this goal; a generation of intellectuals have proposed blueprints, feuded over details, or denied that any danger exists at all. But the country remains divided and the larger challenges endure unmet, waiting for a new generation wise enough to recognize the growing threat to the American Dream, and bold enough to do something about it.



PART I

THE UNFINISHED REALIGNMENT



1

The Old Consensus

When Barry Goldwater lost the 1964 presidential election by 16 million votes, carrying only six states and faring worse than any major-party candidate since Alf Landon in 1936, nobody seriously entertained the possibility that conservatism would rise from his defeat, let alone that the race might mark the beginning of a decades-long realignment in American politics. The Goldwater debacle was greeted instead as a welcome affirmation of a political and cultural order that had endured since the New Deal thirty years before. There had been intimations, in the early 1960s, that this consensus might be headed for a precipice, and so its custodians greeted the election results with head-nodding, hosannas, and more than a little relief. Like a man whose tumor has proven benign, they insisted vehemently that they had never doubted the happy outcome for a moment. Everywhere in autumn 1964 there were panegyrics to the center, to consensus, to the conventional wisdom—all of which conservatives had dared to challenge, and all of which had risen, as every pundit had always known they would, to cast Goldwater down to a devastating defeat.
 
This old and fated consensus called itself “liberal,” and in deed it was, in the sense that Americans of the 1950s looked to government as the source of wealth and progress more than in any era before or since. They had every reason to—thanks to World War II and the Cold War, the federal government almost doubled in size between 1940 and 1960, and American prosperity rose with it. The critics of Franklin Delano Roosevelt fell silent, the long Republican presidency of Dwight Eisenhower accepted the innovations of his Democratic predecessors, and New Deal liberalism gave way to Cold War liberalism without skipping a beat or forfeiting its claim on the nation’s loyalties. The American Right still threw up the occasional demagogue—a Douglas MacArthur, a Joseph McCarthy—and put liberals on the defensive, but neither the liberal coalition in politics nor the liberal dominance of the world of ideas seemed to face any serious challenge.

Yet the consensus of the 1950s was deeply conservative as well. It had been built by liberals, using liberal means, but it employed government power to preserve, rather than renovate, the most distinctive habits and institutions of American life. It wasn’t just that the New Deal, for all its socialist tendencies, ultimately preserved free-market capitalism at a moment when many intellectuals were ready to abandon it. It was that the Roosevelt majority helped save the ideal of a self-sufficient working class, which had been central to American life from the beginning. And it did so by mixing economic liberalism with social conservatism, a potent political combination that raised America’s working class, our democracy’s natural political majority, to heights of security and self-confidence unseen before and since.

The Ownership Society

The interests of the working class—the common man, the hardworking but unexceptional citizen—have been at the heart of every great American political movement. From Jefferson to Lincoln to Roosevelt to Reagan, our most successful leaders have sought the democratization of wealth, competence, and social standing—not so that every American might be rich or famous, but so that we might all be independent and self-reliant and secure. In this sense, the American dream is ultimately a dream of home, of a place to call your own, earned and not inherited, and free from the petty tyrannies of landlords, bureaucrats, and bankers. It’s a dream of a country in which ownership is available to everyone, provided that they are willing to work for it, rather than being handed out on the basis of wealth or caste, brains or beauty.

Both our political choices and our cultural habits have made the dream a reality. In the early republic, when land was the vehicle for ownership and independence, the federal government added nearly 2 million square miles to the original United States; it pursued policies, from the ordinances of the 1780s onward, to ensure that ownership would be as widely distributed as possible; and it invested in massive “internal improvements,” from highways and canals to the transcontinental railroad, to make the settlement of the American interior possible. The same period that saw the violent rooting-out of the greatest internal challenge to America’s ownership society—the slave economy of the South—also saw the passage of the Homestead Act, by Republicans who were nearly as exercised by “wage slavery” as they were by the real thing. The act was the defining government policy of America’s agrarian era, in a sense—an attempt to preserve the openness and mobility of a society built around yeoman farmers and to prevent the emergence of a hidebound, class-ridden society built on the backs of industrial laborers.

The contrast with how Europe’s governments treated the working class during the same period is instructive. Both continents extended the franchise, but Europe’s nations did so out of fear: As British prime minister Earl Grey put it with admirable honesty in 1831, “The Principle of my reform is to prevent the necessity of revolution”—the nonmetaphorical kind of revolution in which elites get their heads chopped off. America, on the other hand, did so out of hope—the hope of attracting settlers, as states competed to offer the most expansive definition of political freedom, the better to lure enterprising pioneers. Similarly, Bismarck’s Germany adopted the most ambitious program of social insurance in the world, the better to keep the factories running smoothly, but German elites were far less inclined to expand access to education. The goal was to create a docile working class, not an educated and ambitious one. America, in contrast, expanded schooling first and adopted social insurance programs only in the twentieth century. In each case, America’s leaders wanted self-sufficiency and independence; Europe’s wanted conformity and obedience.

But all the government interventions in the world wouldn’t have succeeded without America’s distinctive cultural habits. Politics provided the framework in which Americans pursued the dream of home, but culture provided the sense of solidarity and the moral guardrails necessary to sustain a society where the common man is independent of both state power and the dubious protections of noblesse oblige. The great danger of modern life is atomization and isolation, a danger that has prompted countless moderns to seek to impose order on their societies from above, either through totalizing ideologies—fascism and communism and all their variations; Salafist Islam—or the swaddling clothes of a nanny state. But America has avoided these temptations, relying instead on a powerful network of mediating institutions—churches and voluntary associations, marriage and family life—and an intense sense of national solidarity to provide a somewhat mysterious order from below.

“The central conservative truth,” Daniel Moynihan famously remarked, “is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the success of a society.” Being a liberal himself, he added that the “central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save it from itself.” But the central American truth is that there’s no way to cleanly separate politics from culture, or to separate either one from economics. Private virtue and cultural solidarity create economic security and independence; economic security enables people to persist in virtue; and wise public policy promotes both virtue and security at once. The reverse is also true—cultural dysfunction breeds economic dislocation and vice versa, while governmental folly can shape both culture and economics for the worse. And it has been the great achievement of American life that we have maintained, through many controversies, a healthy cycle rather than a widening gyre.

The Maternalist Moment

In the early years of the twentieth century, though, this achievement seemed in danger. The frontier had finally closed, and industrialization and urbanization appeared to pose nearly as great a threat as slavery to widespread ownership and equality-in-independence. The slave economy was regional and probably fated for extinction even without the Civil War; the industrial economy was national and insatiable. The laborer in the factory could never be as secure in his own home as the farmer with his own plot of land: The farmer controlled the means of production; the worker controlled only a piece of the assembly line. At its worst, industrialization seemed to betoken either a new era of wage-slave feudalism, or if you believed the Marxists, an end to the democratic dream and a merciless war of class against class.

America’s reformers pursued a variety of responses to this crisis, all of them aimed at ensuring that labor replaced land as a vehicle for ownership and independence. High tariffs on imported goods protected American manufacturers, and in theory provided them with the profit margins they needed to raise wages above subsistence level; immigration restrictions protected American labor from competition with foreign-born workers. Trusts were busted to break up cartels and keep the free market running smoothly, and labor laws instituted workplace protections and established an eight-hour day, effectively manufacturing scarcity to ensure that hourly wages went up. And unions gained ground, slowly but steadily, creating an economic climate in which the common man could bargain with the rich and claim his fair share of prosperity.

But one of the most important responses, and one of the least remembered, was the attempt to shore up family life, which seemed to be breaking down under the pressures of the new economy. The massive shift from the countryside to the cities, and the concurrent shift from large, extended families rooted in rural communities to small, unstable families dependent on wage work, wrested all but the wealthiest and most secure Americans from traditional sources of moral and economic support. Marriage rates fell, divorce rates rose, and crime climbed steadily between 1900 and the 1920s. Even though America was wealthier than Europe on a per capita basis, the infant mortality rate was twice as high in affluent America as it was across the Atlantic, and the rate of maternal deaths in childbirth was appallingly high. Some suspected that these shocking statistics could be attributed to immigration, but as the pioneering medical researcher Josephine Baker found in 1922, rates of infant mortality were in fact highest among the children of native-born American mothers.

For a small clique of highly educated women, which included pioneers in the social sciences and social work, these dispiriting numbers needed to be counted against all the technological marvels and therapeutic advances made possible by industrialization. These women, later dubbed the “maternalists,” saw the slow, steady disintegration of the American family under radically new economic conditions as the central challenge of their time. They condemned Big Business’s efforts to efface and undermine the value of domestic work as the entering wedge of a broader campaign to reduce self-reliant citizens to mere consumers and clients. In the words of Allan Carlson, the best recent historian of their movement, the maternalists “defined the family as the true crucible of Americanism, and held up the mother[’s role]…as their economic and political program for renewal.”

These arguments stood in opposition to the prevailing spirit of the age. The outsourcing of functions that had once belonged exclusively to the household was the source, after all, of America’s industrial success. It seemed perfectly natural that this logic should extend from the manufacture of durable goods to the intimate sphere. As William Ogburn, a family scholar at the University of Chicago and an adviser to Herbert Hoover, memorably put it, the “barriers of custom” that kept women in the home simply meant that the “community is not making the most of this potential supply of able services.” That was certainly the conclusion of the industrial barons who depended on the nimble hands of young mothers. The public schools, in the words of critic Florence Kelley, increasingly aimed “to prepare girls to become at the earliest moment cash children and machine tenders.” At the same time, the National Association of Manufacturers joined with equity feminist groups like the National Women’s Party in opposing legislation that would offer any special treatment to women in the workforce. And all of these forces coalesced around the then-dominant Republican Party, whose technocratic, pro-industry confidence would reach its peak in the Hoover years.

Against these trends, the maternalist thinkers—Jane Addams, Josephine Baker, Julia Lathrop, Florence Kelley, and Frances Kellor, among several others—devised a highly original ideological synthesis to address the threat that industrialization posed to the working class. Addams’s famous Hull House defended the interests of women and children by attacking poverty’s roots in social atomization, and the network of Settlement Houses that imitated Hull House’s success were incubators for policy innovation on a national scale. Their founders pushed for child labor laws, for public schools that taught homemaking as well as bookkeeping, for campaigns to reduce infant and maternal mortality, and for symbolic statements like the establishment of Mother’s Day. They tugged at the heartstrings of American voters, framing their cause as a simple matter of “baby-saving.” As Lillian Wald, founder of the Henry Street Settlement, put it, “If the government can have a department to take such an interest in the cotton crop, why can’t it have a bureau to look after the nation’s child crop?”

By 1912, the federal government had established the U.S. Children’s Bureau to do exactly that. Led by Lathrop, the Children’s Bureau agitated from within the government for sweeping reforms designed to reduce infant
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