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INTRODUCTION

Rethinking America’s Liberal Tradition

America!

Land created in common,

Dream nourished in common,

Keep your hand on the plow! Hold on!

If the house is not yet finished,

Don't be discouraged, builder!

If the fight is not yet won,

Don't be weary, soldier!

The plan and the pattern is here,

Woven from the beginning

Into the warp and woof of America:
ALL MEN ARE CREATED EQUAL.

—Langston Hughes,
“Freedom’s Plow™!

This book issues the summons of Langston Hughes to American liberals: “KEEP
YOUR HANDS ON THE PLOW! HOLD ON!" For fifty years now the ideas and
policies of American liberalism have been on the defensive, first against charges
of communism or socialism, more recently against charges of moral as well as
economic apostasy. The time has come to reconsider the ideals that inspired gen-
erations of Americans to see the rich potential of political engagement as well as
the value of private pursuits, to acknowledge the importance of public delibera-
tion about the meanings of our shared standards of liberty and justice for all. The
time has come to proclaim again what James Madison termed the “necessary
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mand of theocrats and republicans that individual citizens can find fulfillment
only in, and thus must sacrifice themselves for, the good of the church or the state.
They conceived of the liberal polity, however, as a legal and moral order necessary
not only to protect them from each other and adjudicate their conflicts but also to
enable them to achieve their goals. The liberal polity could survive only through
the faithfulness of its citizens and their persistent loyalty to it—and to its proce-
dures of resolving disputes through persuasion rather than force—regardless
of the difficulties that might arise, which is the meaning of fortitude. Finally, lib-
erals elevated the rights of every citizen over the privileges and preferences of an
elite. They conceived of such rights, however, as bounded by the firm command
that individuals must render to God and to their neighbors what is their due, which
is the meaning of justice.

It would be possible to expand this list of inexact parallels by tracing other
standard liberal commitments to those central to the Judeo-Christian tradition.
The liberal virtues of law abidingness, honesty, and moderation, for example,
echo certain of the commandments handed down through Moses. The liberal vir-
tues of tolerance, respect, generosity, and benevolence likewise extend St. Paul’s
admonition to the Colossians that they should practice forbearance, patience,
kindness, and charity. One might argue that even the theological virtues of faith,
hope, and love, which Christians understand with reference to their deity, bear
more than a faint resemblance to the liberal virtues of trusting others, resolutely
resisting cynicism, and attempting to find ways to help others flourish. Of course
there are differences, since the desire to shield religious dissenters from perse-
cution helped launch liberalism in the first place, and those who long for religious
homogeneity will always be uneasy with the toleration of diversity that liberals
champion, But notwithstanding the protests of dogmatists on both sides of the
religious-secular divide, the discrepancies between their versions of virtue are
no more striking than the similarities,

Given the compatibility between Christian virtue ethics and the virtues of lib-
eralism, it is tempting to draw up a more elaborate or definitive list of liberal vir-
tues, to follow in the footsteps of earlier champions of virtue ethics such as Aris-
totle and Aquinas. Some philosophers and political theorists have done just that
in recent years.5 But resisting that temptation is essential to the purpose of this
book, both because this is not principally a prescriptive but a historical account
and because disagreement, deliberation, and experimentation are essential to lib-
eralism, not unfortunate accidents.

Overlooking the frequency and inevitability of discord and the importance of
reaching tentative, provisional accommodations between apparently irreconcil-
able points of view would be false to the history as well as the theory of liberal
democracy in America. The essays that follow examine and illustrate how the
virtues of liberalism have evolved and how their meanings have altered because
of dissent, conflict, and the changes of mind and heart that result, Conceived his-
torically, no static portrait or definition of liberalism would be accurate for all
times even in this one place. To cite just three examples, American liberals’ ideas
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about the desirability of religious and cultural diversity, about the rights and ap-
propriate spheres of activity of women and members of different racial and ethnic
groups, and about the role of government in regulating economic and social ac-
tivity have all developed as new experiences and understandings have trans-
formed old patterns of behavior and belief. That disposition to entertain criticism
and accept change, a defining characteristic of liberalism, is itself grounded in the
ancient Judeo-Christian virtue of humility.

The diverse and historically shifting virtues of American liberalism derive
from various sources, religious and non-religious; they have manifested them-
selves in complex and changing practices of cultural expression, politics, eco-
nomics, and social activity. Balancing commitments to popular sovereignty, reg-
ulated market exchange, and distinct cultural traditions, American liberals have
sought to mediate their differences and maintain their equilibrium with varying
degrees of success. The point of this volume is to make clear that, historically, the
reconciling and balancing of competing values, which seems so elusive in the po-
larized culture of the United States at the end of the twentieth century, has been
another defining feature of the liberal and democratic traditions in America.
These traditions have not reflected the false dichotomies of our current debates
but instead demonstrate the necessity and even the desirability of holding in sus-
pension, and deliberating about the meaning and implications of, values that may
seem incommensurable in theory but that inspire practices capable of sustaining
and enriching our lives. The principles we need are to be found right in front of
our eyes in the virtues of liberalism: in the deliberate and delicate balancing of
freedom against responsibility, of the desire for individual wealth and security
against the importance of social equality, and of the genuinely constitutive com-
mitments to religious traditions or other cultural ideals against the awareness of
the sometimes incompatible values of other Americans,

The desire to resolve those tensions, or to strike a permanent balance among
those conflicting ideals, has been a perennial feature of American culture, but it
is a desire we must learn to overcome or at least to keep under control. The yearn-
ing for resolution has often sprung from utopian reformers seeking social justice
through dramatic social or political transformation. But as the last two decades
have demonstrated, such yearnings can as easily emerge from free-market utopi-
ans whose dogmatic faith in capitalism leads them to distrust all public authority
and to dismiss all invocations of responsibility, equality, and justice as illegiti-
mate intrusions into the otherwise benign workings of the marketplace. The con-
sequences of such capitalist utopian fervor can be as ruinous as the consequences
of revolutionary egalitarian ideologies that have trampled individual rights, per-
sonal security, and religious faith, Liberalism and democracy go hand in hand,
not because they can carry us beyond ideology or beyond history but precisely
because the clear-eyed study of their connections in history can signal not only
the dangers of utopianisms left and right but also the fruitfulness of compromise
and the value of balance—together with the inevitable frustrations such moder-
ation brings along with it. As England and France both have demonstrated in re-
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cent years, alternatives to free-market panaceas no longer require formulaic re-
turns to rigid forms of socialist orthodoxy. The dissolution of the Soviet Union,
the transformation of Eastern Europe, and the end of the cold war can make pos-
sible new forms of liberalism and social democracy attuned to the necessity of
balancing commitments to liberty, equality, and fraternity with commitments to
rights, security, and religious traditions. Although not always, American liberal-
ism at its best has shown precisely those characteristics, along with the chastened
realization that choices among such values always exact a price. One of America’s
most perceptive liberal democrats, William James, observed that whenever we
must choose in practice between conflicting values, “some part of the ideal is
butchered.” Only through trial and error, experiment and evaluation, can our cul-
ture find ways to sustain with less butchery our commitments to different ideals.
We will never escape the necessity of choosing nor the tragic cost of the choice
itself.6

The virtues of liberalism in American history have been political, economic,
and social, which explains both their enduring appeal and the vulnerability of
contemporary liberalism to diverse forms of criticism. Liberal ideas are simulta-
neously attacked today by conservatives outside the university and by radicals in-
side it. These different critics ascribe to liberalism distinctly different meanings
that often rest on misunderstandings of the complex historical dynamics that
have shaped American politics and culture.

Liberalism today is under siege, assaulted by diverse enemies and abandoned
by many of its friends. William Jefferson Clinton, the first Democrat reelected
President since Franklin Delano Roosevelt, distanced himself from the liberal
traditions of his own party. Although reelected with an overwhelming majority in
the electoral college, Clinton nevertheless found himself facing a Congress under
conservative control: not only did Republicans constitute a majority in the U.S.
Senate, the election of 1996 marked the first time since 1930 that the Republi-
can Party enjoyed back-to-back majorities in the House of Representatives. In the
closing years of the twentieth century, fewer than 20 percent of American voters
identify themselves as liberals.

More often hurled as an epithet these days than waved as a banner, liberalism
attracts critics from all sides. Champions of both political parties, by contrast, en-
thusiastically sing the praises of virtue. From William Bennett’s The Book of Vir-
tues to Michael Lerner’s The Politics of Meaning, commentators from right to left
are trumpeting the importance of old-fashioned standards of moral excellence
and personal obligation.” With Democrats fleeing and Republicans demonizing
“liberal” ideas, with Jeremiahs competing to drum up support for individual re-
sponsibility by calling for personal “virtue,” it may seem perverse to speak of the
*“virtues of liberalism.” That is why it is necessary.

I use virtues in the plural for three reasons. First, I want to emphasize that
there is no singular standard of human excellence in liberalism; indeed, consid-
ered historically, there is no singular liberalism in America. Second, by calling
attention to the virtues of liberal ideas, I mean to stress the positive value of their
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diverse contributions to American culture as well as the attractiveness of virtue
ethics and their compatibility with liberalism, Despite the current barrage of crit-
icism directed against liberal ideas and political programs, they have widened the
political, economic, and cultural options available to Americans. Finally, I high-
light the multiple virtues of liberalism to signal the multiple dimensions of every
human life: in their families, community activities, worlds of work, and places
of worship no less than in their distinctly political participation, Americans have
sought and even occasionally achieved forms of moral excellence facilitated by
liberal institutions. Moreover, these different meanings can neither be collapsed
into each other nor separated neatly from each other. The abstract ideals associ-
ated with these spheres may be analytically distinct and perhaps even incompat-
ible, but in the lives of most persons at most times they have overlapped. The
virtues of liberalism have been embodied historically in forms of life that cannot
be described, let alone evaluated, on a single scale.

Such diversity makes clear why, conceived historically, the virtues of liberal-
ism cannot be adequately understood at the level of definition or abstract theory.
Only historical accounts can show how real people juggled, or balanced, or held
in suspension the sometimes seemingly incommensurable virtues of liberalism,
or, alternatively, how they struggled with, or were caught in the collisions be-
tween, the ideals of liberty, equality, and toleration that liberals have proclaimed.
Only historical analysis can reveal whether, or to what extent, the problems iden-
tified or the solutions proposed by political theorists have connected with the
lives people have led and the choices they have been forced or enabled to make.
American political thought has taken shape in the practice of politics in its largest
sense. America’s important liberal theorists have occupied themselves with the
writing of constitutions, laws, judicial decisions, and political commentaries, not
with the production of great systems of political philosophy. If we separate 1ib-
eral principles in America from their manifestations in American political dis-
course and practice, we will misunderstand their meanings and significance.

That insight is as old as the nation itself. On October 30, 1787, three days after
publication of the first essay in The Federalist, the most often cited statement of
American liberal political theory, James Madison recommended combining a his-
toricist commitment to the particularity of all vital political discourses, a prag-
matist commitment to testing the workability of political ideas in practice, and a
democratic commitment to deliberation as the method of resolving political dis-
putes. In a letter to Archibald Stuart, Madison expressed his belief that “if any
Constitution is to be established by deliberation and choice, it must be examined
with many allowances and must be compared, not with the theory which each in-
dividual may frame in his own mind, but with the systems which it is meant to
take the place of and with any other which there might be a probability of ob-
taining 8 Madison himself manifested the historical, pragmatist, and deliberative
sensibility he described. Those are among the principal characteristics of Amer-
ican liberalism as theory and practice to be examined in this book.

To most Americans today, by contrast, “liberalism” carries two distinct mean-
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ings. First, it refers to the New Deal- or later New Frontier- or Great Society—
inspired initiatives to bring about greater social equality through reliance on the
federal government. It comprises a set of programs championed in recent years
by politicians such as Hubert Humphrey, Walter Mondale, Edward Kennedy, and
Michael Dukakis, a string of aspirants to the presidency whose candidacies are
said to have foundered because the public identified them as “liberals.” Second,
most Americans associate “liberalism” with calls for greater personal freedom to
be secured through government intervention. These demands for greater tolerance
of diversity began with campaigns for abolition and women’s rights, reemerged in
the civil rights movement, and expanded into a broader agenda encompassing
challenges to the obstacles associated not only with race but also with gender,
sexuality, age, and physical or mental disability. Since the word liberal has long
meant both generosity and tolerance, the former since the fourteenth century, the
latter since the eighteenth, this common understanding of the dual meanings of
“liberalism” has a solid foundation.

Within the academy, “liberalism” usually has a different range of meanings
with an equally long lineage. These meanings derive from the tradition of politi-
cal theory originating with John Locke in the late seventeenth century; extending
through the Enlightenment to our own day thanks to the efforts of thinkers such
as James Madison, John Stuart Mill, and Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.; and culmi-
nating in the influential work of the contemporary American philosopher John
Rawls. For most academics who write on social and political theory, “liberalism™
is this rarefied discourse with its emphasis on individual rights, specifically prop-
erty rights, and its focus on protecting individuals from political schemes that
would limit their freedom, considered to be the value most prized by liberals.
Academics who are cultural radicals dismiss the pleas for toleration that most
Americans associate with liberals as a transparent rationalization of liberals’
deeper preference for a narrow ideal of rationality descended from the eighteenth-
century Enlightenment. Beneath liberals’ gestures toward tolerating diversity, ac-
cording to this critique, lie their abiding desires to preserve the prerogatives of
Eurocentric, white, male elites. Paradoxically, this way of understanding these
concepts emphasizes liberals’ purported efforts to shield the economic freedom
of individuals from the intrusiveness of state authority and their efforts to pre-
serve Western standards of order and rationality. Not only is this view of liberal-
ism distinct from, it is almost exactly opposite, that of most Americans outside
universities who excoriate liberals,

For the last thirty years at least, liberalism has thus been under attack simul-
taneously from the political Right and the academic Left. Republican Party loy-
alists accuse liberals of being overly interested in using government to achieve
equality and insufficiently sensitive to individual property rights. Academic radi-
cals accuse liberals of being insufficiently sensitive to egalitarian aspirations and
overly interested in protecting individual property rights. Conservative critics
charge liberals with glorifying diversity by celebrating toleration; critics in the
academy fault liberals for trivializing difference by pretending to tolerate forms
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of cultural diversity that they secretly wish to silence. Perhaps it is not surprising
that with enemies like these, liberalism at the end of the twentieth century seems
to have few friends.

That is unfortunate, The essays collected in this volume—essays written for
a variety of purposes—establish why the critiques of both the Republican Party
and the academic Left rest on misunderstandings of the multiple roles played by
liberal ideas in American history. American liberals have been guilty of the sins
of omission and commission that enrage contemporary critics. As dissidents from
the left have made clear, centuries passed before the ranks of decision makers ex-
panded to include nonwhites, women, and the poor. As conservatives have made
equally clear, some champions of liberalism have exaggerated the capacity of rea-
son, which can be thin and brittle, and the ability of self-righteous reformers, who
can be blind and deaf, to solve social problems by empowering themselves. But
the resources for responding to those critiques are to be found within liberalism
itself. Liberalism is neither essentially exclusionary nor essentially naive. When
critics have challenged liberals’ broad-mindedness and hard-headedness, they
have invoked virtues that liberals themselves should cherish; expanding the reach
of democracy and evaluating the effectiveness of government policies should be
obsessions of American liberals. Only when radicals or conservatives claim that
liberalism lacks the depth to answer their charges do legitimate critiques become
caricatures, exaggerated portraits of liberalism that conveniently overlook crucial
aspects of the ideas being targeted for scorn.

These essays recover the multidimensional nature of the political ideals and
programs often described as “liberal,” which stretch back into colonial America
and continue into the present, The multiple theories and practices of liberalism
have been inspired and informed by, and carry forward, too-seldom understood
conceptions of virtue that are less distant from the current concerns of either Re-
publican Party loyalists or cultural radicals in the academy than the rhetoric of ei-
ther group would suggest. American history, in short, reveals dimensions of Amer-
ican political thought and activity that have been conveniently forgotten, ignored,
or misrepresented by conservative and radical critics: the virtues of liberalism.

These essays emphatically do not attempt to rehabilitate, or refine, the account
of American history advanced by Louis Hartz in The American Liberal Tradition
(1955), an exceedingly influential book that was mistaken in its general argument
about American consensus and in almost every one of its particular arguments as
well.9 Hartz claimed, with impressive energy and dazzling allusive brilliance,
that because America lacked a feudal tradition, and because Americans had the
good fortune to enjoy a large measure of equality, their shared commitment to the
primacy of individual freedom kept them from worrying about the questions of
equality and social justice that have convulsed European nations since the eigh-
teenth century. Hartz’s account, despite its appeal to champions and critics of
American politics from the Right and the Left, misses almost everything impor-
tant about the social and political conflicts that have racked American history. It
helped spawn mirror-image mythological misunderstandings of America that








