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CHAPTER 1 
 

Preface 
The politics of radical populism have had a powerful and toxic effect on social life in 
Europe and the United States. It has proven all too easy for political leaders to turn 
to a rhetoric of division, polarization, and hate to build electoral support. We need 
to understand the dynamics of these developments in our democracies if we are to 
preserve the values of civility and tolerance that we care about most fundamentally. 

This volume is a collection of posts from Understanding Society on the topics of 
democracy, hate, and populism. Please visit the blog at http://understandingsoci-
ety.blogspot.com/ to see the original versions of these posts, as well as new material 
that has been introduced. The URL for each entry is provided at the beginning of 
the post. 
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Daniel Little is a philosopher of social science with a strong interest in Asia. He has 
written books on social explanation, Marx, late imperial China, the philosophy of 
history, and the ethics of economic development. Topics having to do with racial 
justice in the United States have become increasingly important to him in recent 
years. All these topics involve the complexities of social life and social change. He 
has come to see that understanding social processes is in many ways more difficult 
than understanding the natural world. Philosophers need to interact seriously and 
extensively with working social researchers, theorists, and policymakers if they are 
to be able to help achieve a better understanding the social world. 

Little is the author of a number of books, including A New Social Ontology of Gov-
ernment (2020), New Directions in the Philosophy of Social Science (2016), New 
Contributions to the Philosophy of History (2010), and The Paradox of Wealth and 
Poverty (2003), as well numerous journal articles and book chapters. Little received 
his PhD in philosophy at Harvard University in 1977, and he is professor of philoso-
phy at the University of Michigan-Dearborn and professor of sociology and public 
policy at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
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A Course on Democracy and Intoler-
ance 

 

 

 

March 22, 2020 
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I am teaching a brand new honors course at my university called “Democracy and 
the politics of division and hate”. The course focuses on the question of the relation-
ship between democracy and intolerance. As any reader of the world's news outlets 
knows, intolerance and bigotry have become ever-more prominent themes in the 
politics of Western democracies – France, the Netherlands, Germany, Greece, and – 
yes, the United States. These movements put the values of a liberal democracy to 
the test. 

Here is the course description: 

Democracy has been understood as a setting where equal citizens col-
lectively make decisions about law and public policy in an environ-
ment of equality, fairness, and mutual respect. Political theorists from 
Rousseau to JS Mill to Rawls have attempted to define the conditions 
that make a democratic civil society possible. Today the world’s 
democracies are challenged by powerful political movements based 
on intolerance and division. How should democratic theory respond 
to the challenge of hate-based political movements? The course reex-
amines classic ideas in democratic theory, current sociological re-
search on hate-based populism, and current strategies open to citizens 
in the twenty-first century to reclaim the values of tolerance and re-
spect in their democratic institutions. The course is intended to pro-
vide students with better intellectual resources for understanding the 
political developments currently transforming societies as diverse as 
the United States, Germany, the Netherlands, India, and Nigeria.  

The organizing idea is that democratic theorists have generally conceived of a 
democracy as a polity in which a sense of civic unity is cultivated that ensures a 
common commitment to the formal and substantive values of a democratic society -
- the equal worth and rights of all citizens, the rule of law, adherence to the constitu-
tion, and respect for the institutions of collective decision-making. (Josh Cohen 
provided an excellent analysis of Rousseau's core philosophical ideas about democ-
racy in Rousseau: A Free Community of Equals; link.) John Rawls captures this 
idea in Political Liberalism, where he introduces the idea of "political liberalism": 

A modern democratic society is characterized not simply by a plural-
ism of comprehensive religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines 
but by a pluralism of incompatible yet reasonable comprehensive doc-



trines.... Political liberalism assumes that, for political purposes, a 
plurality of reasonable yet incompatible comprehensive doctrines is 
the normal result of the exercise of human reason within the frame-
work of the free institutions of a constitutional democratic regime. Po-
litical liberalism also supposes that a reasonable comprehensive doc-
trine does not reject the essentials of a democratic regime. (xvi) 

This formulation is intended to capture the idea that a democracy always embraces 
groups of people who disagree about important things. These conflicting value 
frameworks are what he refers to as "comprehensive doctrines of the good", and a 
liberal democracy is neutral among reasonable comprehensive doctrines. 

So what is a "reasonable comprehensive doctrine"? Rawls's conception amounts to 
precisely this: all such doctrines maintain a commitment to "the essentials of a de-
mocratic regime". He refers to comprehensive doctrines that reject these commit-
ments to political justice as irrational and "mad": 

Of course, a society may also contain unreasonable and irrational, 
and even mad, comprehensive doctrines. In their case the problem is 
to contain them so that they do not undermine the unity and justice of 
society. (xvi) 

But here is an important point: Rawls seems to have a robust confidence in the idea 
that a society that satisfies the conditions of justice and political liberalism will 
evolve towards a greater degree of civic unity. This seems to imply that he believes 
that individuals and groups who adhere to their "unreasonable, irrational, and mad" 
comprehensive doctrines will be led to change their beliefs over time and will grad-
ually come to accept the democratic consensus. 

The problem that we consider in the course is that democratic societies seem to 
have evolved in the opposite direction: doctrines that reject the legitimacy of the 
fundamentals of liberal democracy (respect for the equality of all citizens and re-
spect for the rule of law) -- these doctrines appear to have rapidly gained ground in 
many democracies in Europe and now the United States. Instead of converging to-
wards a "democratic consensus" where everyone recognizes the legitimacy, equality, 
and rights of all other citizens, many democracies have developed powerful political 
movements that reject all these commitments. These are the political movements of 



division and hate -- or the movements of right-wing populism. Democracy depends 
fundamentally on the principle of tolerance of points of view different from our 
own. Does that mean that democracy must be "tolerant of the intolerant", with no 
effective means of protecting its values and institutions against groups that would 
subvert its most basic principles? 

So how do we take on this set of issues, which involve both political philosophy and 
the sociology of political mobilization and political psychology? 

The course begins by immersing the students in some of the values that define 
democracy.We begin with John Stuart Mill's short but influential 1859 book, On 
Liberty. Mill postulates the equal worth and liberties of all citizens, and argues that 
a good democracy involves rule by the majority while scrupulously protecting the 
equal rights and freedoms of all citizens. (Notice the close agreement between this 
theory and the US Constitution and the Bill of Rights, which we also read.) We then 
consider the theory of a liberal society put forward by John Rawls in Political Liber-
alism, where Rawls argues that a democracy depends fundamentally upon a culture 
of respect for the equal worth and equal rights and liberties of all citizens. This im-
plies that perhaps democracy cannot survive in the absence of such a culture.  

This is the positive theory of democracy, as several centuries of philosophers have 
developed it. 

Next we turn to the challenges these theories face in the contemporary world: the 
rise of hate-based populism in Europe and the United States, and the rising preva-
lence of racism, bigotry, and violence in many countries. And this is not just a West-
ern problem — think of India, the world’s largest democracy, and the governing par-
ty’s inculcation of hate and violence against Muslims. Anti-semitism, anti-Muslim 
bigotry, and white supremacy are on the rise. The Front Nationale in France, the 
Alternative for Germany, and the Party for Freedom in the Netherlands are all ex-
amples of political parties that have developed mass followings with appeals based 
on racism and division, and similar parties exist in most other European countries. 
And white supremacist organizations in the United States make the same appeals in 
our country as well. 

The hard question for us is this: can our liberal democracies find ways of coping 
with intolerance and hate? Can we reassert the values of civility and mutual respect 
in ways that build a greater consensus around the values of democracy? Does a 



democracy have the ability to defend itself against parties who reject the moral 
premises of democracy? 

The assigned readings in the course include several excellent and thought- provok-
ing books from philosophy, sociology, and political theory. We begin with Cas Mud-
de and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser's book Populism: A Very Short Introduction, 
which gives an excellent short overview of the phenomenon of rightwing populism 
in Europe and the United States, along with a good discussion of the challenge of 
defining the concept of populism. 

We then turn to two weeks on McAdam and Kloos, Deeply Divided: Racial Politics 
and Social Movements in Postwar America, along with a survey report from the 
Southern Poverty Law Center on the spread of racist and hate-based organizations 
in the United States. McAdam and Kloos provide an analysis of the evolution of the 
mainstream "conservative" political party since the Nixon presidency, and docu-
ment through survey data and other evidence from empirical political science the 
rapid increase in racial antagonism in the party's platforms and behavior when in 
office (link, link). They offer a convincing demonstration of the racism that under-
lies the activism of the Tea Party. 

The next readings are Justin Gest's The New Minority: White Working Class Poli-
tics in an Age of Immigration and Inequality (link) and Kathleen Blee's edited vol-
ume The New Minority: White Working Class Politics in an Age of Immigration 
and Inequality (link). These books provide an ethnographical perspective on the 
appeal of right-wing extremism in western democracies, deriving from rapid eco-
nomic change (deindustrialization) and demographic change (immigration and the 
rising percentage of populations of color in both Britain and the US). Blee's volume 
sheds much light on the role of gender in political mobilization by the right across 
the spectrum, with substantially more women involved in extremists groups in the 
US than in Europe. 

Next we turn to both longstanding and current strategies by the Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) in India to manage politics through antagonism against India's Mus-
lims. Paul Brass's book The Production Of Hindu-Muslim Violence In Contempo-
rary India is the primary source (link), and several good pieces of journalism about 
the current violence in India against Muslims help to fill in the details of the current 
situation (link, link, link). 



The course ends with a consideration of Robert Putnam's volume Better Together: 
Restoring the American Community, which makes the case for civic engagement 
and civic unity -- but in a voice that appears a decade behind events when it comes 
to the virulence of hate-based activism. 

This is a course that is entirely organized around an intensive and engaged student 
experience. Each session involves lively discussion and student presentations 
(which have been excellent), and the course aims at helping the students develop 
their own ideas and judgments. We all learn through open, honest, and respectful 
dialogue, and every session is engaging and valuable. Most importantly, we have all 
come to see that these issues of democracy, equality, and intolerance and bigotry 
are an enormous challenge for all of us in the twenty-first century that we must 
solve.  

(For the first session students are asked to view several relevant videos on YouTube: 

• John Rawls Lecture 1, Modern Political Philosophy 

• Hate Rising: White Supremacy in America 

• Robert Putnam on Immigration and Diversity 

• Cas Mudde on Right-wing Populism 

These videos set the stage for many of the topics raised throughout the course.) 



 

CHAPTER 2 
 

Theory 
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Fissioning Community 

 

Sunday, February 15, 2015 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2015/02/fissioning-community.html 

What is a community, and what forces exist to either preserve the strands of com-
munity or to erode those strands? 

To start, a community is a population within a defined geographical space. It is a 
group of people who have their own interests, identities, and affinities. It is a group 
of people who act in a variety of ways — work, garden, vote in elections, raise chil-
dren, join protest movements, support the government, steal cars, and attend public 
events. It is a group of people who are located within a space of social relationships 
— a set of social network graphs detailing their relations to family, friends, co-work-
ers, fellow worshippers, fellow members of sports teams and civic associations. It is 
a group of people who have strong ties and weak ties to a range of other people and 
organizations. And it is a group of individuals who have ideas about how society 
should work, what is fair, who benefits from current social and political arrange-
ments. 

What makes a collection of people into a community rather than a jumble of unre-
lated individuals? There needs to be something in common, something that ties in-
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dividuals together so they are to some degree willing to act in consideration of oth-
ers in the group—a set of values, a set of shared purposes, a set of shared commit-
ments to rules and laws of action in society. A strong community demonstrates a 
high degree of common respect for these values, rules, and laws. A weak community 
is the society that Hobbes feared—an agglomeration of self-interested actors com-
peting for power and wealth, in which life is nasty, brutish, and short. 

We might specify that sometimes a population embodies a plurality of sub-commu-
nities, each of which has a set of shared values and purposes—the Catholics and the 
Protestants, the Hindus and the Muslims, the bourgeois and the proles. Sub-groups 
may have very different cultural and religious beliefs, and they may also have very 
different positions in the social-property system and the political system. These 
sub-groups may have strong links among themselves but only weak links with indi-
viduals in the other sub-group. They may have strong adherence to a set of values 
and norms shared by their group but not across groups, and their norms may speci-
fy different behavior towards in-group and out-group individuals. 

Crucially, a population with nested sub-communities may also possess an overarch-
ing unifying identity. That is, a mixed society may contain sub-groups that have 
their own norms and affinities, but that also share higher-level norms and commit-
ments with other sub-groups. "We X’s live our lives differently from those Y’s; but 
we all accept the legitimacy of law and the freedom of worship." Those higher-level 
commitments might include items along these lines: 

•  recognition of the legitimacy of government 

•  commitment to the rule of law 

•  commitment to rights of association, speech, religion, movement 

•  commitment to the equal rights and worth of all members of the community 

•  a compassionate regard for the lives and flourishing of members of other 
communities 

It is very appealing in our multi-cultural world to conceive of a mixed community — 
a city or a region, say — as a harmonious and stable set of relationships among 
groups who differ in many important ways but who recognize the basic legitimacy 
and rights of the other groups, and who strive towards better inter-group under-



standing and cooperation. And we do in fact have good examples of such communi-
ties. 

But all too often this ideal of a tolerant and stable community embracing multiple 
racial and ethnic groups is broken on the rocks of inter-group mistrust and violence. 
Groups polarize, individuals in one group develop mistrust or animosity against 
members of other groups, isolated instances of disrespect or violence escalate into 
conflict or pogroms. The civility that existed in one period breaks down into hostili-
ty and violence in another period. 

It is important to understand the social mechanisms and strategies that exist in this 
arena in both directions: the strategies that exist for promoting mutual understand-
ing and peaceful cooperation, and the mechanisms that exist that have the potential 
for undermining peaceful relations among groups in a population. 

There are a number of familiar strategies and mechanisms that work in support of 
civility within a multi-ethnic or multi-religious community: organizations devoted 
to promoting inter-group understanding, institutions that encourage the formation 
of ties across group lines (like universities), leaders who promote the values of civili-
ty and mutual respect, effective law enforcement that quickly addresses violent ac-
tions by individuals in one group against those of another. The ways that these 
strategies work are also fairly plain. Equitable law enforcement enhances confi-
dence that everyone will be treated fairly, no matter what group they identify with. 
Good leadership is exerted to make salient the unifying collective commitments that 
extend across all groups, and these commitments become motivationally effective. 
Cross-group organizations create new ties among individuals from different groups 
which gives them resilience in resisting the impulse of hostility when conflicts arise. 

What are some of the mechanisms that come into play in multi-group populations 
that lead to instability and conflict? Here are some common factors that lead to the 
breakdown of community: mistrust, failures of assurance, political entrepreneur-
ship, media incitement, rumor, and conflicts of interest over property and political 
arrangements. Some groups and leaders have a political interest in elevating ten-
sions between groups. Rumors of bad actions by members of the other group lessen 
the resolve of group members to maintain their stance of solidarity. (Atul Kohli con-
siders some of these mechanisms in India in Democracy and Discontent: India's 
Growing Crisis of Governability.) 



It seems apparent that the mechanisms and impulses towards fission are perennial 
and need to be contained if a multi-ethnic or multi-religious community is to be 
sustained over time. Work by scholars like Donald Horowitz (Ethnic Groups in Con-
flict) and Ashu Varshney (Ethnic Conflict and Civic Life: Hindus and Muslims in 
India) illustrate the historical processes through which mixed communities have 
broken down into ethnic violence. It would be very interesting to attempt to use 
agent-based modeling to model the workings of pro- and anti-solidarity mecha-
nisms in a mixed population, along the lines of a public health simulation of disease, 
to evaluate the conditions that favor or disfavor the survival of community in a pop-
ulation incorporating a number of groups. 



SECTION 2 
 

Social Conflict and Group Mobilization  

 

Thursday, October 8, 2015 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2015/10/social-conflict-and-group-mobilization.html 

An earlier post drew attention to the fact that there are sometimes powerful forces 
leading to the disintegration of previously peaceful populations of people into vio-
lent opposition across groups (link). A population concentrated in a geographical 
space (city, region) almost always represents a variety of sources of differentiation 
across groups: racial differences, economic differences, and cultural and religious 
differences, to mention several important ones. And virtually any sources of group 
identity and group wellbeing can potentially be a source of conflict and opposition 
within the population. So the earlier post asked the question, what are the factors 
that lead these latent conflicts to break out into active conflict? What leads individ-
uals within a group to begin to mobilize together with the goal of resisting or attack-
ing members of other groups? 

Several factors are evident. First, there are multiple kinds of agents in play, both in-
dividual and collective. The cohesion-fission results are the complex consequence of 
the agency and strategies of these many agents and their strategic interactions. And 
there are agents working to secure cohesion at the same time as other agents work 
to bring about conflict across groups. Second, there are multiple sources of collec-
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tive grievance that may serve to provide the raw materials for mobilization -- fields 
over which groups have different levels of access to outcomes that they want to con-
trol. And third, there are a variety of structural factors that appear to be relevant to 
the dynamic processes of mobilization that may occur. Let's look at each of these. 

Agents 

Leaders. Leaders sometimes have an interest in using inter-group conflict as a ba-
sis for mobilization of supporters around them, for the purpose of extending their 
power and the resources they control. (This is often referred to as "political entre-
preneurship.") Political leaders can provoke polarization by giving particular 
salience to one set of group characteristics over another. Lies, distortions, and emo-
tional exhortation can provoke rank-and-file followers to increase their emotional 
level of commitment to the program of this group or that. The history of BJP in In-
dia as a provoker of Hindu-Muslim antagonism is a case in point (Atul Kohli, 
Democracy and Discontent: India's Growing Crisis of Governability). (A good illus-
tration is Sam Popkin's "Political entrepreneurs and peasant movements in Viet-
nam" in Michael Taylor, Rationality and Revolution.) Here is Popkin's description: 

This chapter examines the mobilization of peasants during the Viet-
namese revolution. It shows how, out of the rational choices of myriad 
individual, peasant society can be restructured and new institutions 
constructed. It shows in particular how peasant organizers, starting 
with limited material resources and using only their organizational 
skills, can "bootstrap" their organizations into existence and so "build 
something from nothing". Through small interventions in the patterns 
of daily life these political and religious organizers, here called politi-
cal entrepreneurs, build institutions which generate a "revolutionary 
surplus" or profit, and financed by this surplus they then use their lo-
cal bases to recruit people to a national struggle. (9)  

Organizations. Organizations have the ability to communicate with their mem-
bers; they can supply resources to support mobilization (lease buses to transport 
demonstrators to the capital city); and they can educate and indoctrinate followers 
into a particular social world view. There is a wide range of organizations that are 
relevant to mobilization in a social environment: 

• Community-based organizations 



• Youth and student organizations 

• Gangs and criminal organizations 

• Business and industry 

• Religious organizations and leaders 

Organizations also have the opportunity of building a high degree of emotional ad-
herence in their members. Michael Mann emphasizes each of these avenues of in-
fluence in his analysis of fascist paramilitary organizations in the 1930s (link).  

Ordinary rank-and-file actors. Most people at any given time are not actively 
engaged in protest or militant activity. So the success or failure of efforts to polarize 
a population depend on the ability of leaders and organizations to activate these or-
dinary actors. 

Grievances 

Now turn to the grievances that may lead actors to mobilize for action against an-
other group. The primary source of conflict among groups within Marxist theory is 
property. Class conflict is the primary social conflict. But much social conflict seems 
to arise from non-material factors -- 

•  Material conflict of interest across communities (property, wealth, income, 
jobs) 

•  Cultural and religious conflict of practice 

•  Conflict over political power within the state over resources 

•  Kinship relations and conflicts across kinship groups 

So there is a wide range of potential causes for polarization. However, at most times 
and places these potential grievances remain latent rather than expressed. Leaders 
and organizations can extend efforts towards mobilizing the emotions and adher-
ence of members of society for solidarity around one or another set of grievances. 

Influences on the spread of conflictual mobilization 

Proximity. The spatial distribution of people across a region influences the ease 
with which they communicate with each other. Neighbors are more likely to be in-
fluenced in their beliefs and motives for action than are strangers from widely sepa-



rated parts of the city. C. K. Lee points out the impact that dormitory-style living 
arrangements had for workers in "sunset" industries in China; rumors and calls to 
action flowed easily through the residential buildings (Against the Law: Labor 
Protests in China's Rustbelt and Sunbelt). 

Social networks of affiliation. Social networks create communications path-
ways; they also create differentiated networks of trust. The fact that Suneel's broth-
er-in-law Atul attends the same temple as Suneel gives Suneel elevated grounds for 
trusting and relying upon Atul when it comes to learning current information and in 
responding to calls for action conveyed by Atul. 

Incidents. Mobilization within a subcommunity is often triggered by an instigating 
incident -- a traffic accident, an incidence of police brutality, an ethnic slur, a rumor 
of bad behavior by a member of another subcommunity. The police raid on the 
blind pig in Detroit in 1967 unleashed a cycle of mobilization and counter-mobiliza-
tion within Detroit's population and the state and federal governments. 

Tools  

Broadcast media. As was evident in the Rwanda genocide (link), control of radio 
or television stations is a major advantage for organizations and leaders who are 
seeking to mobilize their followers for a given kind of action. 

Direct face-to-face mobilization. Organizations like labor unions, community-
based organizations, and industry associations often have substantial personnel on 
the ground -- cadres -- who serve to communicate with and motivate the rank-and-
file members and potential adherents. One important example is the GOTV efforts 
that various organizations are able to mount in times of elections. Another is the 
visibility and influence in urban neighborhoods that the Black Panthers created in 
the 1960s through their food programs. 

Social media. It is widely believed, especially since the rapid mobilizations asso-
ciated with the Arab Spring, that social media like Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram 
can serve as effective pathways of mobilization and activization. (link)  

We still haven't gotten to a clear answer to the question: under what conditions does 
a community begin to fission into conflicting components? But this analysis of the 
elements of the situation sheds some light on the facilitating or inhibiting factors 
that are relevant to such a process of fissioning. When leaders and organizations 



emerge who have a political interest in creating division (not an uncommon situa-
tion); when genuine underlying tensions exist (pertaining to resources or identity 
markers); and when features of proximity, interrelatedness, and weakness of polic-
ing permit the spread of divisive messages of faction; then fissioning is increasingly 
like. 



SECTION 3 
 

Why Does Unrest Spread? 

 

Monday, November 17, 2008 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2008/11/why-does-unrest-spread.html 

Why does unrest spread? This is a little bit of a trick question. It really implies three 
questions: What are the circumstances that make unrest in a population possible or 
likely? What circumstances need to occur in order to precipitate expressions of un-
rest in particular places? And what circumstances are conducive to spreading (or 
damping out) these local expressions? 

First, how might we define the concept of "unrest"? To my ear the concept involves 
grievance and activism. Grievance involves the situation where individuals and 
groups feel that they have been badly treated by someone. Activism implies a dispo-
sition to act visibly and politically to protest or alleviate this mistreatment. Griev-
ance can exist without activism, and there are instances of activism that stem from 
emotions other than grievance. But when these emotional and behavioral states 
come together we can refer to the resulting stew of behavior as "unrest". 

So let's start with the causes of grievance. Power relations create the emotions of 
grievance: excessive conscription or taxation, insufficient attention to the interests 
of an ethnic minority, abusive and disrespectful treatment by the police. When indi-
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viduals and groups believe they are being treated in ways that unfairly harm their 
interests or reduce their dignity, they are likely to feel aggrieved. 

Grievance is a propositional emotion; it involves a subject, a harm, and a perpetra-
tor. And this means that grievance is not simply a reaponse to suffering. Take a 
population that is experiencing dearth in the early stages of famine. Individuals and 
sub-groups may differ in their experience of grievance; they may hold different so-
cial actors responsible for their suffering (landlords, lenders, city people, the mili-
tary, or the state, for example). And these differences have implications for how and 
when these groups may be aroused to protest and action. 

What about "activism"? What kind of psycho-political state is this? It is a propensity 
to make the transition from political emotion to action -- to go from resentment of 
the state's behavior to the choice of joining a street demonstration; to go from anger 
about conscription to joining an anti-draft organization; to go from frustration 
about the landlord's unwillingness to restore the heat to joining with others in a rent 
strike. "Activism" appears to be a complex characteristic of individuals and groups. 
For one thing, it seems to have a substantial component of culture and tradition 
baked into it. Cultures seem to differ in their responses to mistreatment; some 
communities seem to have resources for activist mobilization that others lack. Sec-
ond, there appears to be a substantial degree of social learning through imitation 
involved in becoming "activist." So it is likely that there is a degree of positive feed-
back involved in the spread of activist psychology. 

So back to the original question: what causes the spread of unrest? There needs to 
be an issue that creates a grievance in a significant number of people. Something 
needs to happen to make this issue salient relative to other concerns. There needs to 
be a critical mass of people who share the grievance and possess the components of 
the social emotions of activism. And there needs to be a "spark" that allows activists 
to mobilize others. 

Consider a hypothetical example -- a company with dozens of factories in different 
parts of the country that is imposing a unilateral change in its contributions to 
worker retirement accounts. Suppose each factory has several thousand workers; 
and suppose that there is a range of responses to the retirement changes in the vari-
ous factories along these lines: 

• Quiescence and grudging acceptance 



• Widespread grousing but no organized action 

• Wildcat strikes 

What factors might account for these different responses to essentially the same 
event? 

Several possible explanations might be considered: 

• The presence/absence of effective rank-and-file leaders 

• The presence/absence of effective local managers' countermeasures (persua-
sion, cooptation, threats) 

• Strong/weak traditions of activism in different locations 

• Alternative narratives about what the changes mean ("inevitable in this busi-
ness climate", "better this than a lot of layoffs", "higher management is taking this 
opportunity to stiff us", ....) 

• High/low impact of the management changes on the interests of workers in 
each location 

• Strong/weak channels of communication among workers in different factories 

It is, of course, a matter for empirical investigation to determine whether some or 
all of these factors played a causal role. But we can give good theoretical reasons for 
thinking that these are socially possible mechanisms that may underlie the observed 
differences in behavior. 

We might speculate, then, that unrest is most likely to occur and spread when there 
is an abuse that affects a large number of people; there is a generally shared under-
standing of the nature of the abuse; there are effective local activists capable of 
arousing the indignation of the rank-and-file; there are accessible communication 
vehicles permitting the spreading of messages of dissent; the population has a tradi-
tion of activism; and the state's managers are ineffectual in damping down the oc-
currences of protest. These conditions appear most favorable for the dissemination 
of unrest. 



SECTION 4 
 

Microstructure of Strife 

 

Friday, May 29, 2009 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/05/microstructure-of-strife.html 

Let's work backwards in thinking about sustained inter-group violence, and begin 
by considering some of the street-level incidents that constitute a period of violence 
against or between groups. What factors are necessary to the occurrence of inter-
group violence in a region? And how can an understanding of these factors con-
tribute to better strategies of conflict reduction and prevention? 

I'm thinking here particularly of ethnic and sectarian violence, including examples 
like these -- periods of violence in Northern Ireland, upsurges of the Intifada, stone-
throwing against vehicles of another group, violent ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, vio-
lent settler resistance to resettlement in Israel, ultra-orthodox attacks on more secu-
lar Jews in Jerusalem, or Hindu violence against Muslim communities in India. A 
group of teenagers throw rocks at visible members of another religious group. A cell 
of young men place a fire bomb in a department store in a Protestant area. A mob 
rages through a Muslim neighborhood, attacking innocent households. A gang of 
toughs pressures a minority family to move from the majority neighborhood with 
threats and beatings. What motivates the participants to involve themselves in these 
violent actions? And what social factors are necessary in order to turn a few violent 
individuals into a major violent inter-group event? 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/05/microstructure-of-strife.html


Quite a few earlier postings are relevant to various aspects of these questions 
(thread). And, as has been frequently mentioned here, Charles Tilly's theories of 
contentious politics are crucial here (Dynamics of Contention, Contentious Perfor-
mances). Here my interest is in line with the idea of promoting peace: if we under-
stand the dynamics of contention better, perhaps we can do a better job of designing 
institutions and policies that minimize the occurrence of inter-group strife. 

We can begin to analyze these examples by providing some analytical questions: 
what are the contentious social groups?Are acts of violence spontaneous or orches-
trated? Are there contentious organizations providing a degree of stimulus and co-
ordination to the violent acts? Are participants "professionals" or ordinary members 
of civil society? What is the nature of the grievances that motivate typical partici-
pants and stimulate the incidents of violence? What role do media play in the etiol-
ogy of the outburst of violence? (For example, it is now well understood how radio 
broadcasts were used to spread ethnic killings in Rwanda.) 

Studies of contentious politics can perhaps be summarized along the lines of a small 
handful of causal components: 

•  motivation and mobilization of followers; 

•  actions and reach of organizations; 

•  availability of resources and opportunities; and 

•  existence of social networks. 

Who are the followers and what motivates them? What are the organizations that 
are working towards mobilization for acts of violence? What are the motivations 
and tactics of leaders of these actions? The role of political entrepreneurs and their 
private political interests appear to be important factors in the occurrence of ethnic 
and religious strife. (Atul Kohli offers this kind of analysis of Hindu violence against 
Muslims in India in Democracy and Discontent: India's Growing Crisis of Govern-
ability.) And finally, what networks of communication and mutual support exist 
among individuals, leaders, and organizations? (Mario Diani and Doug McAdam 
have a very interesting recent collection on the latter factor; Social Movements and 
Networks: Relational Approaches to Collective Action.) 

This broad analysis of the components of contention is useful for peace studies be-
cause it suggests a number of avenues of strategy and tactics for reducing inter-



group violence. Violence requires followers; so reducing the motivations and griev-
ances that ordinary people have to join a violent social group is obviously a positive 
step. (This pertains to the line of thought expressed in an earlier posting about the 
relationship between justice and peace.) Violent movements usually require organi-
zations to coordinate and stimulate attacks; so governments and security services 
can work to disrupt or contain violent organizations. (The multi-decade struggle in 
the United States against the Ku Klux Klan is an example.) And, symmetrically, 
people interested in peace can support organizations in the same terrain that reject 
violence -- thus reducing the appeal of violent organizations. Once the centrality of 
social networks is recognized in the mechanisms of stimulating, spreading, and es-
calating violence, security agencies can themselves undertake to map out the net-
works of violence that exist and disrupt them. And the crucial role that resources 
play in violent mobilization -- access to funds, weapons, or media, for example -- 
suggests a strategy of resource denial to the forces of order. The state and other 
agencies can work to reduce the availability of necessary resources to violent orga-
nizations. 

It seems apparent that if we are to succeed in reducing social conflict and violence, 
we need to have a good understanding of the social mechanisms through which 
these conditions arise. And fortunately, there is a very rich literature on social con-
tention that can be incorporated into the study of the structural conditions of peace. 



SECTION 5 
 

Social Psychology of Largescale Hate 

 

Wednesday, July 6, 2016 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/07/social-psychology-of-largescale-hate.html 

Many countries are facing a detestable resurgence of racism and ethnic hostility in 
the current political environment, catalyzed in complicated ways by the refugee cri-
sis in Europe, the Brexit vote in the UK, and the rise of trumpism in the United 
States. Animosity against black and brown people, immigrants, and Muslims is ris-
ing in many countries, and hate crimes and racist acts against excluded groups are 
on the rise as well. For many observers these developments are as surprising and as 
worrisome as the rise of virulent nationalism and anti-semitism in Germany in the 
1930s -- a new politics of cultural despair (link). We thought perhaps we had moved 
to a democratic consensus in advanced democracies, moving beyond hatred and na-
tivism, and we plainly have not. 

What are the social and psychological dynamics at work that have unleashed these 
dark forces within democracies? (Here is an earlier post on hate; link.) What roles 
are played in these processes by some of the likely influencers: broadcast and print 
media, social media, political entrepreneurs with a political interest in cultivating 
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hate and divisiveness, social networks, civic and anti-civic organizations, slow eco-
nomic growth and mobility for some groups, and the fear of Isis violence around the 
world? 

Some of these possible factors are external environmental conditions -- terrorism, 
economic crisis -- that influence individual political dispositions. Others are struc-
tural features of the societies we live in -- freedom of association for hate groups, 
dense social networks of like-minded people, information diffusion systems like 
media and transportation. And yet others are features of political intentionality -- 
leaders who deliberately foster fear, hate, and suspicion for their own political pur-
poses, organizations that mobilize their members around divisiveness and suspi-
cion.  

Underlying it all is a profound set of questions about identity and political psychol-
ogy. What are some key features of individual psychology that play into the dynam-
ics of division and hate within a modern society? Are there common human psycho-
logical dispositions that leave people vulnerable to the appeal of hate against other 
groups in society? Is there a profile of democratic resilience that makes some people 
more tolerant and positive about their fellow citizens? (This resilience seems to be 
one of the characteristics deliberately cultivated by architects of European identity; 
link.) And are there known mechanisms of persuasion and inculcation that play up 
hate and reduce the impulse to resilience and tolerance -- an effective fascist 
rhetoric? 

One such mechanism of social division seems apparent in contemporary events -- 
lies and aspersions against one group or another by leaders of divisive organizations 
(IKIP, the Trump campaign). And this in turn seems to reveal a central factor in the 
dynamics of hate in a mass society: the relative balance of trust and suspicion found 
in individuals and groups. Trust encourages tolerance and mutual respect; suspi-
cion and fear encourage retrenchment, opposition, and hate. So a leader or party in-
terested in bringing about a politics of hate will find it useful to raise suspicion 
about the target group. 

Another plausible mechanism is the idea that people's thoughts and behaviors are 
calibrated to "normal", and when public figures begin using more explicitly racist 
language, ordinary followers begin to drift in that direction as well. (It seems evi-
dent that conservatives' public denunciations of President Obama in disrespectful 
and racist terms since his election in 2008 have loosened a broader public willing-



ness to engage in racist speech as well.) There may be a positive feedback loop in 
which small racisms breed large racisms.  

A fairly compact narrative of the evolution of hate in a particular society might go 
along these lines, represented in the diagram above. Most individuals have a psy-
chology that is capable of both tolerance and hate. This psychology can be activated 
in one direction or the other by intentional political actors. Large-scale shift of atti-
tudes requires some external threat that can be exploited by the party of hate. Eco-
nomic crisis and terrorism can play this role. Hateful messages can be constructed 
by leaders through a variety of avenues, including public media, covert organiza-
tions, and political parties. Skill at framing messages of division and suspicion has 
the potential of activating latent grievances into active grievances. A few provocative 
incidents have the potential to create a widening cycle of suspicion, mistrust, and 
hate.  

It seems clear that these processes could be modeled using an agent-based model if 
we liked; they have much in common with the mechanisms of pandemic disease. 
The cognitive and emotional processes influencing social trust and social suspicion 
could be modeled fairly simply as well. 

The diagram above offers a simple view of a possible causal structure of the emer-
gence of hate in a population. The standing conditions change over time but influ-
ence the mindset and dispositions of individuals in the population in a period of 
time. Individuals are subject to mobilization appeals and messages from leaders and 
organizations, and they interact with each other. Depending on the contingent con-
test of messages in the middle of the diagram, a climate of either hate or harmony 
ensues.  

The diagram also gives a basis for a theory of a "public health policies for inclusive-
ness" -- a set of interventions that could make the emergence of widespread hate 
less likely. Reduce the footprint of the organizations of hate and intolerance; build 
confidence across communities in the trustworthiness of each community; under-
mine and challenge the messages of exclusion and suspicion that are the nuts and 
bolts of racist mobilization; discredit the leaders of the divisive movement. In a 
democracy there are clear limits that restrict each of these strategies, but there are 
certainly legitimate ways of proceeding.  

There is a surprising lack of attention to these kinds of social processes within soci-
ology today. Michael Mann's work on murderous ethnic cleansing in The Dark Side 



of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing is relevant, but the core of Mann's theo-
ry doesn't fit very well the situations of Europe or North America today. Moreover, 
Mann doesn't have a lot to say about the spread of ethnic hostility -- the mechanics 
of ethnic mobilization -- in the cases he considers in detail. He believes that ethnic 
cleansing is a modern development, linked with emerging democracies. But he 
doesn't appear to be interested in the questions of political and cultural psychology -
- the ways in which ordinary variations in personal attitudes and beliefs are some-
times transformed into rising levels of suspicion and animosity towards members of 
other groups in ambient society.  

So it seems as though a contemporary sociology of hate, nativism, and nationalism 
remains to be written. And it is urgent that we turn to that task, given the assaults 
on liberal, inclusive cosmopolitan communities currently underway in Britain, 
Western Europe, India, and the United States.  



SECTION 6 
 

Ideologies and Organizations as Caus-
es of Political Extremism 

 

Tuesday, July 19, 2016 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/07/ideologies-and-organizations-as-causes.html 

In a recent post I addressed the issue of the rise of mass intolerance and hate from 
the point of view of the public -- the processes through which sizable numbers of 
members of society come to be more intolerant in their attitudes and behaviors. 
This involves looking at the problem as being analogous to epidemiology -- the con-
tagion through a population of the social psychology of hate and intolerance. 

But this is only a part of the story. Right-wing political movements are fueled by 
ideologies and organizations, and when they come to power their success is at least 
partially attributable to these higher-level social factors. A movement can't succeed 
without gaining grassroots followers, to be sure. But it may be that the authoritarian 
and racist politics of a movement derive more from the higher-level factors of ideol-
ogy and organization than the retail racism and social psychology of the populace.  
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This is the heart of the approach taken by Fritz Stern in The Politics of Cultural De-
spair: A Study in the Rise of the Germanic Ideology, where he gives a careful and 
detailed accounting of the philosophies and mental frameworks that underlay the 
progress of reactionary and racist parties in Germany (link). It is also the approach 
taken by Janek Wasserman in Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 
1918-1938, where the ideas of conservative religious dogmas, anti-semitism, and a 
hatred of modern secularism fueled the rise of Austrofascism. Wasserman gives lit-
tle attention to the street-level politics of the struggles and mobilizations of left and 
right in Austria (unlike Arthur Koestler's gritty accounts of the mobilizations and 
street fighting of communists and fascists in Berlin; link). 

If we look at the problem from this point of view, then the rise of right-wing extrem-
ist movements needs to be analyzed in terms of the ideologies that lead them and 
the organizations through which they attempt to bring about their political ends. In 
the United States the ideology of the right has a number of leading values: religious 
fundamentalism, nativism, anti-government and anti-tax rhetoric, free market fun-
damentalism, suspicion, homophobia, and cultural conservativism. And these 
threads have been woven together into powerful and motivating narratives of Amer-
ican history and the political choices the country faces for tens of millions of Ameri-
cans.  

In this light the writings of Richard Hofstadter, discussed in an earlier post, are 
quite important. Hofstadter traces the specifics of a fairly distinctive conservative 
ideology in the United States, a worldview of society and politics that has persisted 
in the organs of public expression -- newspapers, activists, professors, clergy -- over 
a very long time. And these tropes in turn find expression in the activism and mobi-
lization of extremist groups like the armed groups who took over the Malheur Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge last winter. These ideological strands become currents of ex-
tremist values around which individual entrepreneurs organize their appeals to po-
tential followers. (Many of these themes are finding expression on the convention 
stage in Cleveland this week.) 

It is a very interesting question to consider how mass consciousness in a population 
maintains a "folk" political philosophy over generations. How have American na-
tivism and mistrust of government been sustained in the populace since 1900? Why 
does anti-semitism persist so strongly in some European countries where the Holo-
caust left almost no Jewish residents at all? What are the mechanisms of transmis-
sion and reproduction that make this possible? To what extent is this an organic 



process of popular transmission, and to what extent is it the result of ongoing ideo-
logical struggles? It is clear that ideologies have institutional embodiments. And it is 
an important task for political sociology to map out the ways these institutions 
work. Obviously newspapers, media, religious centers, and universities play key 
roles in the transmission of political frameworks to new generations of citizens; and 
the influence of family traditions and daily discussions of current events play a cru-
cial role in the transmission of values and frameworks as well. 

The organizations of the right include a range of configurations of groups in civil so-
ciety -- right-wing political parties, religious organizations, anti-government groups, 
and cause-based organizations (anti-gay marriage, pro-gun groups, business advo-
cacy groups, conservative student organizations). The hate groups tracked by the 
SPLC are the extreme fringe of this world. These kinds of organizations do their best 
to frame political choices and antagonisms around their core ideological tropes, and 
they do everything possible to stir up the emotions and angers of their followers and 
potential followers around these values. 

Ideologies and organizations are clearly intertwined. Organizations have purposive 
agendas; and one important mechanism for furthering their agendas is to influence 
the content and nature of prominent expressions of social worldviews. So funneling 
cash into right-leaning think tanks, enhancing the visibility and credibility of their 
spokesmen, and turning up the volume on extreme right-wing media outlets are all 
understandable strategies of ideological conflict. (Naomi Oreskes' and Eric Con-
way's important book Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured 
the Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming documents these 
strategies in the case of climate science; link.) But likewise, the currency of a bundle 
of ideological beliefs and values in a part of the population is a huge boost for the 
ability of an organization to finance itself, draw followers, and exercise influence. 

So we can look at the rise of large social movements, including those based on hate 
and suspicion, from two complementary perspectives. We can consider the micro-
level processes through which beliefs and activism spread through a population, 
and we can look at the higher-level factors of ideology and organization within 
which these political processes unfold. In reality, of course, the kinds of causation 
involved in both levels are always involved in political transformation, and it may 
not be productive to try to sort out which level has greater causal importance.  



SECTION 7 
 

Social Networks as Aggregators 

 

April 21, 2011 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2011/04/social-networks-as-aggregators.html 

We think of social phenomena as "relational" in some important respect. Individu-
als contribute to social outcomes through structured and dynamic relationships 
with other individuals. So outcomes are not just heaps of aggregated individual be-
havior; rather, they are the filigreed result of interlinked, coordinated, competitive 
and sometimes unintended actions of people who have intentional and structural 
relationships to each other. And we think of these relationships, often, in terms of 
the metaphors and analytics of social "networks." So it is worthwhile giving some 
thought to how the machinery of social network theory can help us in better under-
standing the ways that social processes unfold. Here is a nice passage from Mario 
Diani's introduction to Social Movements and Networks: Relational Approaches to 
Collective Action. 

It is difficult to grasp the nature of social movements. They cannot be 
reduced to specific insurrections or revolts, but rather resemble strings of 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2011/04/social-networks-as-aggregators.html


more or less connected events, scattered across time and space; they 
cannot be identified with any specific organization either, rather they 
consist of groups of organizations, with various levels of formalization, 
linked in patterns of interaction which run from the fairly centralized to 
the totally decentralized, from the cooperative to the explicitly hostile. 
Persons promoting and/or supporting their actions do so not as atomized 
individuals, possibly with similar values or social traits, but as actors 
linked to each other through complex webs of exchanges, either direct or 
mediated. Social movements are in other words, complex and highly 
heterogeneous network structures. (1) 

This passage emphasizes quite a few themes that have been important throughout 
UnderstandingSociety -- the heterogeneity of social phenomena, the difficulty of 
formulating a clear understanding of social ontology, and the challenge of repre-
senting the processes of aggregation through which individual social actions con-
tribute to mid- and large-scale social outcomes.  

So how do the analytical resources of network theory contribute to a better under-
standing of the ways that actions aggregate into outcomes?  Diani emphasizes sev-
eral ways in which network analysis has contributed to the study of contentious pol-
itics.  

Network analysis as it is best known developed with reference to a 'realist' 
view of social structure as networks which linked together concrete actors 
through specific ties, identifiable and measureable through reliable 
empirical instruments. This view represented an alternative to both views 
of social structures as macro forces largely independent from the control of 
the specific actors associated with them ...., and views of structure as 
aggregates of the individual actors sharing determinate specific traits (5). 

So if we take it as a plain fact about the social world that individuals have a range of 
meaningful and material relationships with other individuals, both proximate and 
distant, then it is plainly important to understand the effects that those relation-



ships have on their consciousness and behavior.  These causal relationships are like-
ly to extend in both directions -- from the network to the actor, and from the actor 
back into the network.  

What kinds of social relationships are most relevant to understanding social pro-
cesses like contentious movements?  Particularly important are "personal ties link-
ing prospective participants to current activists or dense counter-cultural networks 
affecting rates of mobilization in specific areas" (3).  Diani mentions "personal 
friends, relatives, colleagues, and neighbours; ... people who share with prospective 
participants in some kind of collective engagement, such as previous or current par-
ticipation in other movement activities, political or social organizations, and public 
bodies" (7).  To this list we might add membership and interaction within the kinds 
of civic and communal organizations that Robert Putnam emphasizes in Bowling 
Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. 

Here is the key point: different people find themselves in very different networks of 
social connections, and these relationships contribute to their social and political 
consciousness in diverse ways.  If we are interested in the spread of militant civil 
rights activism, as Doug McAdam is in Political Process and the Development of 
Black Insurgency, 1930-1970, or in the spread of fascist activism and mobilization 
in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s, as Michael Mann is in Fascists, it is highly rele-
vant to discover the relationships and organizations through which individuals 
come into contact with each other and with the ideas of the nascent movements.  
Likewise, if we are interested in the proliferation of support for the Deacons of De-
fense in the American South in the 1950s and 1960s, as Lance Hill is in The Deacons 
for Defense: Armed Resistance and the Civil Rights Movement, then it is important 
to identify the personal and organizational linkages through which ordinary people 
became aware of this response to white supremacy and violence.  Communication of 
ideas and political emotions requires a mechanism connecting the "signallers" and 
those to whom the messages eventually percolate, and this is not a depersonalized, 
homogeneous process. 

Recruitment and mobilization is one aspect of contentious politics where social 
networks are plainly important.  Relationships in the workplace, the neighborhood, 
or the church or mosque are a likely location for the diffusion of a range of socially 
relevant material -- news, gossip, indignation, shared views about politics.  And 
these relationships are a potential vector for the recruitment of followers and ac-
tivists for a range of new political ideas -- from civil rights to Tea Party to fascism.   



Identifying coalitions of collective actors is another area of current research.  Once a 
topic has gained some degree of visibility and salience, it is likely enough that mul-
tiple groups will begin to focus on it.  Anti-tax activism is a good example -- dozens 
of "citizen-based" organizations emerged in California in the 1950s and 1960s with 
the overall goal of limiting property and income taxes in the state, and it is useful to 
track the emerging relationships that developed among these organizations and 
their activists. 

Diani also highlights the role that concrete social networks play in "framing and tac-
tical adaptation of action repertoires" (4).  Framing has to do with the ways that is-
sues are understood by the participants; so this topic unavoidably has to do with 
culture and social interpretation.  But the ways in which cultural frames are con-
veyed to people through a population are material processes that can be studied 
empirically.  And social networks play a key role in these processes.  As people in-
teract with their friends and associates, they develop their political and social repre-
sentations of the society around them.  These interactions are the direct embodi-
ment of their social networks.  Diani singles out "communitarian and subculture 
networks" for particular attention: "communitarian ties operate at a minimum to 
strengthen the identity and solidarity among movement activists and sympathizers. 
At the same time, though, they provide the specific locus of social conflict in those 
cases where the challenge is eminently on the symbolic side and where, in other 
words, the definition of identities and the preservation of opportunities for the en-
actment of alternative lifestyles are mainly at stake" (9).  These features of identity-
based mobilization, through networks of like-minded individuals, are important in 
Michael Mann's analysis of the rise of fascism in Fascists as well:  

The fascist core consisted everywhere of two successive generations of 
young men, coming of age between WorldWar I and the late 1930s. Their 
youth and idealism meant that fascist values were proclaimed as being 
distinctively “modern” and “moral.” They were especially transmitted 
through two institutions socializing young men: secondary and higher 
education, encouraging notions of moral progress, and the armed forces, 
encouraging militarism. Since the appeal was mainly to young men, it was 
also distinctly macho, encouraging an ethos of braggart, semi-disciplined 
violence, in peacetime encouraging militarism to mutate into 



paramilitarism. The character of fascism was set by young men socialized 
in institutions favorable to moralizing violence and eventually to murder. 
Yet the similarity of values between paramilitarism and militarism always 
gave fascism a capacity to appeal to armed forces themselves, not to the 
extent of inducing military rebellions but to the extent of generating 
sympathy there that at its most extreme could immobilize the army. (26) 

“Fascists” were not fully formed at the moment they entered the movement. 
People may formally sign up for a movement and yet possess only a 
rudimentary knowledge of it – sympathy for a few slogans, respect for a 
charismatic F¨uhrer or Duce, or simply following friends who have joined. 
Most recruits joined the movement young, unmarried, unformed, with 
little adult civilian experience. On them, fascist parties and paramilitaries 
were especially powerful socialization agencies. These movements were 
proudly elitist and authoritarian, enshrining a pronounced hierarchy of 
rank and an extreme cult of the leader. Orders were to be obeyed, 
discipline to be imposed. Above all, they imposed a requirement of 
activism. Thus militants experienced intense emotional comradeship. 
Where the movement was proscribed, clandestinity tightened it. Many 
activists lost their jobs or went into prison or exile. Though this deterred 
many of the more fainthearted, among those remaining active such 
constraints further tightened the movement. (28) 

The social processes that Mann describes here have to do with all three aspects -- 
recruitment, mobilization, and framing; and they depend on the networks of rela-
tionships through which the core fascist values and worldviews were transmitted to 
new recruits.  Institutions were key in this transmission -- the military, the work-
place, the youth organization -- and a large part of their influence was their ability 
to create a significant cohort of young men with a specific set of set of social rela-
tionships. 



The lens of social networks, in short, seems to be a very powerful tool for under-
standing the processes of aggregation -- upward, downward, and lateral -- through 
which ideas, grievances, and actors come together into major social upheavals and 
movements. 

What is perhaps more difficult to see, though, is how to engage in empirical re-
search on the concrete networks of social relationships that have important effects 
on outcomes we care about.  As the United States moved towards civil war in 1860 
and 1861, there were hundreds or thousands of individuals in the U.S. Army officer 
corps who had antecedently mixed loyalties -- Southern birth, family still residing in 
the South, but a tradition of education and service within the U.S. Army.  So what 
accounts for the choices that were made by various officers when they had to decide 
-- North or South? It is intuitively plausible that each officer's concrete social net-
work played an important role in his decision -- appeals from family and friends, 
business relationships in Virginia, long-standing relationships with senior Northern 
officers, an education and cohort at West Point.  But it is not entirely clear how to 
turn this plausible view into a feasible research plan. 

This is one reason why the Diani volume is such a worthwhile contribution.  Most of 
the contributors focus their work on specific empirical problems in the field of social 
contention.  Maryjane Osa looks at activist networks in the Polish People's Repub-
lic; Christopher Ansell looks at community activism in the San Francisco Bay envi-
ronmental movement; Jeff Broadbent looks at social networks in the Japanese envi-
ronmental movement; and Chuck Tilly and Lesley Wood look at networks in con-
tentious episodes in British history around 1828.  These are concrete, empirical-his-
torical efforts to take the guiding ideas of network analysis and discover some sub-
stantive insights into the specific ways that a variety of protest movements unfold-
ed.  And they give a better understanding of the contribution that social network 
analysis can offer to concrete historical research. 



SECTION 8 
 

Conflict as an Empirical-Practical 
Study 

 

May 26, 2009 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/05/conflict-as-empirical-practical-study.html 

Conflict and peace studies have been a part of academic research since at least the 
1970s. Many universities have created major research centers devoted to the study 
of the causes of conflict and possible pathways of conflict resolution. In some cases 
the focus of study is on particular zones of inter- and intra-state conflict: recurring 
civil conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa; the Middle East; Northern Ireland; Hindu-
Muslim conflict in South Asia; or US-Soviet conflict during the Cold War. And in 
other cases the focus is less regionally specific and more concerned about identify-
ing root causes and remedies for social conflict. 

Causes of large social conflict are widely varied: for example, disagreements about 
access to resources, including water; disagreements about the use of religious sites; 
direct military competition to secure hegemony in various regions; disagreements 
about physical borders between states; and the list can be extended. We can also 
speculate that there is a "social psychology" associated with conflict -- both as a 
cause and as an effect. Social conditions that create fear, uncertainty, or suspicion of 
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other social groups are surely relevant to the occurrence and duration of social con-
flict. In turn, an extended period of conflict and violence among groups within a 
population further undermines the potential basis for future trust and cooperation 
among members of these groups. And we can likewise explore the dynamics of the 
processes of political entrepreneurship through which some leaders seek to mobilize 
support around divisive identities and issues. 

It is apparent that the study of conflict inherently requires an interdisciplinary ap-
proach. It has sometimes seemed to tilt towards international relations theory, with 
its calculus of political interest and rational strategy. But the insights of anthropolo-
gists, sociologists, geographers, social psychologists, political scientists, and area 
specialists are all relevant to the key problems: arriving at applicable (and testable) 
theories of the causes of conflict in a variety of circumstances, and arriving at 
strategies for reducing the sources of conflict and defining pathways from "conflict-
ual" to "non-conflictual". We need to have fairly concrete sociological and ethno-
graphic understanding of the structures and mentalities that are associated with ex-
tended periods of social conflict, if we are to understand the mechanisms that cre-
ate, sustain, or inhibit these conflicts. 

Resolution of inter-state conflict (warfare) seems to be a special case, and in many 
ways an easier case, than resolution of intra-state or intra-regional conflict. Answer-
ing the question, "Why do inter-state wars occur?" is likely to be quite different 
from answering the question, "Why does inter-group violence occur along ethnic or 
religious lines?" Finding ways of establishing enduring co-existence between Hin-
dus and Muslims in India; finding ways of stabilizing relations between Protestant 
and Catholic communities and populations in Northern Ireland; resolving the caus-
es of ethnic conflict and violence in Kenya or Rwanda; or creating a basis for peace-
ful co-habitation among Palestinian and Jewish communities in Jerusalem -- each 
of these challenges seems different and more difficult than solving the Cold War or 
managing inter-state nuclear competition. 

What are the sources of this additional level of difficulty? There seem to be several 
reasons for this greater intractability. First is the fact that these conflicts involve 
mass populations that are only subject to minimal degrees of organizational or state 
control. So it is often difficult to resolve these sorts of conflicts through negotiations 
among a few powerful parties; instead, alleviating the causes of conflict needs to be 
pursued on a more disaggregated level. Second, the dialectic of action and reaction, 
affront and retaliation, seems to take on a life of its own that makes inter-group 



conflict and violence very difficult to damp down. One incident leads to several, 
with a spreading radius of conflict. 

So are there some basic hypotheses about reducing conflict that might be applied to 
a situation of conflict within a population in a specific region -- whether among reli-
gious groups, ethnic identities, or other grounds of division? Here are a couple of 
thoughts.  

•  First, remove the material causes of inter-personal and inter-group conflict -- 
unfair rules, practices of discrimination, limited access to resources such as 
schools or clean water, or barriers on mobility. 

•  Second, find ways of addressing past hatreds in the current generation. Some-
how work towards establishing an openness to sharing of the region peacefully 
that doesn't currently exist. 

•  Third, work vigorously to establish new pathways of opportunity for disad-
vantaged populations: schools, health, property ownership. 

•  Fourth, undertake a serious and goal-directed program of legislation and policy 
to correct past injustices. 

•  Fifth, pay close attention to the details of the issues that divide groups -- geog-
raphy, claims on property, grievances about unequal opportunities -- and be pre-
pared to address them in detail. 

•  Sixth, encourage the formation of organizations in civil society that see both 
sides, and that will work towards reducing objective and subjective causes of ha-
tred and conflict. 

These recommendations seem to amount to one basic point, almost Biblical in its 
simplicity: peace requires justice. So if we want to establish a peaceful regional or 
global society, we need to work very consistently and patiently towards establishing 
the conditions of just and equitable life circumstances for all people affected. Put 
the point the other way around, and you have a general hypothesis about the causes 
of conflict: pervasive, sustained injustice breeds violence and conflict.  

But here is the hard question: is there any evidence that measures like these will 
work? Can a population get past its old sources of bitterness and hatred? Are there 
practical strategies that India, Ireland, or Israel can pursue that will methodically 
reduce the volatility of intra-population conflict? What kinds of empirical studies 
are available to help evaluate the efficacy of these various measures? Are there stud-



ies within social psychology on religious, racial, or identity politics that shed light on 
conflict and its resolution? These are the kinds of questions that we most need the 
disciplines of peace and conflict studies to address. 



SECTION 9 
 

Is “Totalitarianism” a Thing? 

 

December 28, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/12/is-totalitarianism-thing.html 

Hannah Arendt's most important contribution to political theory was her book on 
totalitarianism, The Origins of Totalitarianism. Her models were Nazi Germany and 
the Stalinist Soviet Union; in fact, she writes that "up to now we know only two au-
thentic forms of totalitarian domination: the dictatorship of National Socialism af-
ter 1938, and the dictatorship of Bolshevism since 1930" (420). She wanted to un-
derstand how these regimes came to be, whether there were large historical forces 
that favored their emergence in the twentieth century, and the role that ideology, 
leadership, and power played in their execution. Her central idea was that totalitari-
anism is fundamentally an ideological system of thought adopted by a Leader and a 
network of "elite totalitarian organizations" who work single-mindedly to carry out 
the prescriptions of the ideology. In Nazi Germany the ideology was spelled out 
in Mein Kampf; in the Soviet Union it was Stalin's version of Bolshevism -- "social-
ism in one country" and the idea that every sacrifice is justified for the sake of future 
communist utopia. But Arendt remains surprisingly indefinite about how she con-
ceptualizes totalitarianism. Here is the most succinct description that she offers of 
totalitarianism, and it occurs in the final chapter: 
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In the preceding chapters we emphasized repeatedly that the means of total domination 
are not only more drastic but that totalitarianism differs essentially from other forms of 
political oppression known to us such as despotism, tyranny and dictatorship. Wherever it 
rose to power, it developed entirely new political institutions and destroyed all social, 
legal and political traditions of the country. No matter what the specifically national 
tradition or the particular spiritual source of its ideology, totalitarian government always 
transformed classes into masses, supplanted the party system, not by one-party 
dictatorships, but by a mass movement, shifted the center of power from the army to the 
police, and established a foreign policy openly directed toward world domination. (460) 

The features mentioned here are total domination, distinctness from other forms of 
despotism, entirely new political institutions, destruction of social, legal, and politi-
cal traditions of the country, mass movement, power in the hands of the secret po-
lice, and a foreign policy aimed at world domination. The Nazi and Soviet regimes 
are the central cases, so the reader is invited to understand that “totalitarianism is 
what regimes like these twentieth-century disasters share in common”. Racism, ter-
ror, propaganda, mass-politics, and ambitions of global conquest are mentioned by 
Arendt in the course of her narrative, but this falls short of a definition, and gives no 
idea about the political structure and mechanisms of the political systems she in-
tends to study. Arendt doesn’t provide a clear, diagrammatic definition or discus-
sion of totalitarianism as a functional political system.  

So what does "total domination" come down to? It involves the idea of erasing all 
individual differences and creating a new form of human nature -- SS man, Com-
munist man -- in which the individual's creativity and spontaneity -- freedom -- are 
erased, and the individual becomes the embodiment of the ideology. It involves the 
idea of fully implementing the details of a worldview, perhaps mythological, that 
can be impressed upon every human being. What is maximal about totalitarian 
regimes is their complete effort to quench human freedom and independence of 
mind and action. 

How does this domination take place? Through regulation, indoctrination, sur-
veillance, terror, coercion, and extermination. Arendt gives extended treatments of 
three features of Nazi and Soviet regimes: the prominence of party and "front" or-
ganizations; the prominence and ubiquity of the organs of the secret police; and the 
extermination and concentration camps which serve, beyond their function of ex-
termination, to extinguish the humanity of their inmates.  



Is this enough to constitute a theory of totalitarianism as a form of government? It 
is not. Absolutist monarchy in France in the sixteenth century too asserted unfet-
tered power and authority over its subjects, but of course this was a charade. The 
French crown lacked the tools of control and repression that would permit it to ex-
ercise unlimited dominion, and French society embodied social groups that pos-
sessed enough social and political power to insulate themselves from the unwel-
come demands of the king. The Catholic Church, the aristocracy and landed classes, 
the merchants, even the emerging urban population and their cousins in the coun-
tryside possessed meaningful mechanisms for securing themselves against capri-
cious or ruinous demands from the monarch. This isn’t to say that the French mon-
archs had little power, but it is to say they lacked the ability to completely dominate 
the rest of society.  

The aspirations of the National Socialist state in Germany and the Soviet state went 
vastly beyond these limits. Each state built the apparatus of surveillance and coer-
cion that was needed in order to exercise total control over society. And each state 
likewise built powerful and effective mechanisms of propaganda and thought con-
trol of their populations that made the challenges of social control easier to sur-
mount. The cult of the leader and the ideologies of nationalism, anti-Semitism, and 
Communist utopianism were designed to secure some measure of willing accep-
tance from their populations, just as the marches, music, and images of fascist Italy 
were designed to elicit support for the fascist government and Mussolini. The elabo-
ration of the apparatus of the bureaucracies of the secret police, the gathering of se-
cret files, and the terrifying knock in the night rounded out the picture of the bu-
reaucracy of total control. Orwell captured some aspects of this emerging system 
and Koestler articulated others (link). 

There is another perspective along which these questions might be posed that fo-
cuses not on "totalitarianism" but considers the wider range of authoritarian states 
that were involved in the conflicts of the twentieth century, including fascism, mili-
tary dictatorship, and authoritarian rule. Mussolini, Franco, and Tōjō Hideki all 
created authoritarian state apparatuses, each of which had both similarities with the 
Nazi German state and important differences. And, significantly, Spanish Fascism 
under Franco maintained a shaky neutrality in World War II. Arendt is quite defi-
nite that totalitarianism is different from authoritarian single-party rule, and it is 
distinct from fascism. Totalitarianism involves a radical upturning of society and 
politics that goes vastly beyond anything imagined by other tyrannies.  



After the first World War, a deeply antidemocratic, pro-dictatorial wave of semi-
totalitarian and totalitarian movements swept Europe; Fascist movements spread from 
Italy to nearly all Central and Eastern European countries (the Czech part of 
Czechoslovakia was one of the notable exceptions); yet even Mussolini, who was so fond of 
the term “totalitarian state,” did not attempt to establish a full-fledged totalitarian regime 
and contented himself with dictatorship and one-party rule. Similar non-totalitarian 
dictatorships sprang up in prewar Rumania, Poland, the Baltic states, Hungary, Portugal 
and Franco Spain. (310) 

How are these political forms distinct from totalitarianism? Here is Arendt's way of 
distinguishing them:  

Once a party dictatorship has come to power, it leaves the original power relationship 
between state and party intact; the government and the army exercise the same power as 
before, and the “revolution” consists only in the fact that all government positions are now 
occupied by party members. (420)  

A totalitarian regime, by contrast, refuses to merge with the apparatus of the state; 
instead, all real power is retained within the organizations of the movement (Nazi 
Party or Communist Party in the USSR).  

All real power is vested in the institutions of the movement, and outside the state and 
military apparatuses. It is inside the movement, which remains the center of action of the 
country, that all decisions are made; the official civil services are often not even informed 
of what is going on, and party members with the ambition to rise to the rank of ministers 
have in all cases paid for such “bourgeois” wishes with the loss of their influence on the 
movement and of the confidence of its leaders. (420) 

An important expert on totalitarianism in the past half century is Juan Linz, author 
of Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes (1974; republished with a new introduc-
tion 2000). An earlier paper, "An Authoritarian Regime: Spain" (1964) is a highly 
interesting and informative presentation of Linz's analytical framework (link). Re-
ferring to C. J. Friedrich's analysis of totalitarianism, Linz defines the concept of to-
talitarianism in terms of five key features: 



an official ideology ... , a single mass party unquestioningly dedicated to the ideology, 
near complete control of mass media, complete political control of the armed forces, and a 
system of terroristic police control not directed against demonstrable enemies only. In 
another version central control and direction of the economy is added. (296-297) 

In a review of Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes Ronald Francesco (link) 
suggests an additional set of questions to be posed about how authoritarian (or to-
talitarian) regimes actually work:  

What would we want to know about non-democratic regimes if we were completely 
ignorant of past research? One would argue that we would like to know how these regime 
sustain themselves, particularly in the presence of dissent. How much repression is 
enough to stifle dissent? Where is the point at which members and supporters of the state 
defect from it? What are the vulnerabilities of these regimes? How do they collapse? (186) 

These are the right questions to ask, and Arendt's book does not pose them at all. 
(Here is a prior post from 2008 that attempts to pose these kinds of questions about 
authoritarian power today.) 

So -- is totalitarianism a thing? It seems fairly clear that Arendt's concept of totali-
tarianism does not really serve as a theory of the political and governmental reali-
ties of authoritarianism in the twentieth century. It is more akin to an extended case 
study of two horrific examples. Linz is right in the article mentioned above, that we 
need to have a more developed treatment of authoritarianism as a regime type. So 
we might answer the guiding question here by stating that "totalitarianism is not a 
social kind", a recurring political regime type. But it is also evident that Arendt's 
book serves well to capture what was distinctive and singular about both Nazi Ger-
many and the Soviet Union -- the single-minded prominence of the political ideolo-
gy of the party in power, and the efforts by that party and its leader to impose the 
prescriptions of the ideology on the population and the world through the most 
murderous means imaginable. One might hope to incorporate Arendt's insights into 
a more general theory of authoritarian politics by paying attention to her insights 
into some of the specifics of the regimes she studies -- the ambition of promulgating 
a totalizing ideology throughout the whole population, the techniques of ideological 
propaganda, the use of mass terror, the creation of vast systems of secret-police 



surveillance and repression, and the creation of parallel systems of power between 
party and state apparatus.  

(Readers who want a more extensive discussion will find Peter Baehr's entry on "To-
talitarianism" in the New Dictionary of the History of Ideas to be a detailed and 
highly useful resource (link).) 

 



SECTION 10 
 

Theories of Authoritarian Personality 

 

October 14, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/10/theories-of-authoritarian-personality.html 

A key problem faced today by liberal democracies throughout the world is the fact 
that millions of citizens in those democracies seem to support parties and candi-
dates who are fundamentally anti-democratic. The authoritarian tendencies of 
Prime Minister Modi of India, President Erdoğan of Turkey, and President Trump 
of the United States are evident in their speeches and their actions, in varying ways 
and degrees. And each of these national leaders is supported by millions of citizens 
in their countries, who apparently endorse and support their inclination towards 
authoritarian rule and the suppression of the rights of minorities and critics. What 
explains the willingness of ordinary citizens to support these populist strongmen in 
their open contempt for the norms, values, and institutions of constitutional democ-
racy? 

John Dean and Bob Altemeyer have offered a summary of a theory of authoritarian 
psychology that has long roots in the discipline of personality psychology, extending 
back to efforts by psychologists to understand popular support for fascism and Nazi 
dictatorship in the 1930s and 1940s. Their book Authoritarian Nightmare: Trump 
and His Followers summarizes these theories and offers a warning: Trumpism will 
survive the presidency of Donald Trump. They argue that a very large number of 
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supporters of Trump's variety of populist authoritarianism score high on psycholog-
ical measures for intolerance (racism, xenophobia) and support for authoritarian 
leaders, and that these psychological characteristics account for the fervent and un-
wavering support that the President gains from his base. In a word, many men and 
women in Trump's base continue to support him because they appreciate his im-
pulses towards authoritarian language and action, and they approve of his apparent 
comfort with white supremacy and racism. Dean and Altemeyer propose a psycho-
logical theory of Trump's base and the base that supports other right-wing xeno-
phobic populists in other countries as well: a certain percentage of citizens have 
been subject to social, cultural, and familial circumstances that enhanced features of 
intolerance, hierarchy, and authoritarianism in their personality structure, and 
these individuals constitute ready ground for supporters of xenophobic authoritari-
an populism. And, very importantly, Dean and Altemeyer were able to make use of a 
highly reputable survey research organization (the Monmouth University Polling 
Institute Survey, Autumn 2019) to measure personality characteristics of a sample 
of voters (link). The surveys found that Trump supporters do indeed show high lev-
els of intolerance and prejudice, and high levels of authoritarian attitudes. 

There is an extensive field of research on the topic of personality characteristics of 
"liberals" and "conservatives". Carney, Jost, Gosling, and Potter (2008) review this 
literature and current developments in the field (link). They affirm that there are 
persistent differences in the personality characteristics of conservatives and liberals, 
writing that: 

We obtained consistent and converging evidence that personality differences between 
liberals and conservatives are robust, replicable, and behaviorally significant, especially 
with respect to social (vs. economic) dimensions of ideology. In general, liberals are more 
open-minded, creative, curious, and novelty seeking, whereas conservatives are more 
orderly, conventional, and better organized. (808) 

And they quote an important conclusion by Jost et al. (2003) (link): 

We regard political conservatism as an ideological belief system that is significantly (but 
not completely) related to motivational concerns having to do with the psychological 
management of uncertainty and fear.... Although resistance to change and support for 
inequality are conceptually distinguishable, we have argued that they are psychologically 



interrelated, in part because motives pertaining to uncertainty and threat are 
interrelated.... (814) 

The analysis offered in Authoritarian Nightmare is based on two distinct psycho-
metric measures developed by different traditions of social psychologists that have 
been used and refined over several decades. The first is a scale measuring "social 
dominance orientation" (SDO) and the second is a scale measuring "right-wing au-
thoritarianism" (RWA). Social dominance orientation is the psychological charac-
teristic of expecting and valuing inequalities of worth and status in society, manifest 
for example in racism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism, anti-homosexual attitudes, and 
anti-Muslim bigotry. The psychological characteristic identified in the measure of 
RWA is a willingness to accept a political system based on domination and one-per-
son or one-party rule, without institutional protections of the rights of minorities. 

Bob Altemeyer is a respected and accomplished academic psychologist who is one of 
the founders of RWA theory. He spent his career (in Canada) studying the emotion-
al and motivational characteristics of authoritarian citizens, and was the author 
of Right-Wing Authoritarianism in 1986. Through his research Altemeyer devel-
oped an instrument for measuring an individual's propensity for authoritarian 
thoughts and actions. This is the RWA scale, and the method has received wide-
spread adoption and use. Saunders and Ngo provide a brief explanation of Altemey-
er's construction of the scale in "The Right-Wing Authoritarianism Scale" in Ency-
clopedia of Personality and Individual Differences (link). 

The right-wing authoritarianism scale measures the degree to which people defer to 
established authorities, show aggression toward out-groups when authorities sanction 
that aggression, and support traditional values endorsed by authorities. (1) 

Saunders and Ngo note that this line of research derived from studies of "the au-
thoritarian personality" initiated by Adorno et al, The Authoritarian 
Personality (1950). Here is their summary of the RWA scale: 

Right-wing authoritarianism, as currently measured by the RWA scale (Altemeyer 1981, 
1988, 2006), is an individual difference variable that assesses attitudes concerning three 
covarying facets derived from Adorno et al.’s (1950) nine original dimensions: 
Authoritarian submission, authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism. In other 



words, RWA measures the degree to which people defer to established authorities (i.e., 
authoritarian submission), show aggression toward out-groups when authorities 
sanction that aggression (i.e., authoritarian aggression), and support traditional values, 
particularly those endorsed by authorities (i.e., conventionalism). (2) 

The "social dominance orientation" (SDO) scale was introduced by James Sidanius 
and colleagues in the 1990s, and is presented in a research article entitled "Social 
dominance orientation: A personality variable predicting social and political atti-
tudes" (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, Malle, 1994; link). Here is the abstract to the 
article: 

Social dominance orientation (SDO), one's degree of preference for inequality among 
social groups, is introduced. On the basis of social dominance theory, it is shown that (a) 
men are more social dominance-oriented than women, (b) high-SDO people seek 
hierarchy-enhancing professional roles and low-SDO people seek hierarchy-attenuating 
roles, (c) SDO was related to beliefs in a large number of social and political ideologies 
that support group-based hierarchy (e.g., meritocracy and racism) and to support for 
policies that have implications for intergroup relations (e.g., war, civil rights, and social 
programs), including new policies. SDO was distinguished from interpersonal dominance, 
conservatism, and authoritarianism. SDO was negatively correlated with empathy, 
tolerance, communality, and altruism. The ramifications of SDO in social context are 
discussed. 

They explain the central idea of social dominance ideology in these terms: 

The theory postulates that societies minimize group conflict by creating consensus on 
ideologies that promote the superiority of one group over others (see also Sidanius, 
Pratto, Martin, & Stallworth, 1991). Ideologies that promote or maintain group inequality 
are the tools that legitimize discrimination. To work smoothly, these ideologies must be 
widely accepted within a society, appearing as self-apparent truths; hence we call them 
hierarchy-legitimizing myth.... For example, the ideology of anti-Black racism has been 
instantiated in personal acts of discrimination, but also in institutional discrimination 
against African-Americans by banks, public transit authorities, schools, churches, 
marriage laws, and the penal system . (741) 



Saunders and Ngo observe that the RWA scale and the SDO scale are often used to-
gether to predict the political affinities and behavior of different groups, and that 
the two measures are correlated with each other. 

What appears to be left unexplained in the psychometric literature on the SDO and 
RWA measures is the developmental question: why do different individuals develop 
in such a way as to manifest important differences on each of these scales? Why do 
some individuals become intolerant and authoritarian adults, whereas other adults 
are tolerant and democratic? Are these two aspects of personality linked, or are they 
independent from each other? What facts of social context, family relations, educa-
tion, and other social and political factors are most important for giving rise to the 
social psychology of social dominance and right-wing authoritarianism? The most 
plausible theory mentioned by Saunders and Ngo is a social-cognitive theory (moti-
vated social cognition) derived from Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, and Sulloway (link): 
"people adopt RWA attitudes to meet psychological needs such as the reduction of 
fear (i.e., existential needs), uncertainty and loss (i.e., epistemic needs), as well as 
meeting related needs for structure and cognitive closure." Jost et al summarize 
their approach in these terms in the abstract to this article: "Analyzing political con-
servatism as motivated social cognition integrates theories of personality (authori-
tarianism, dogmatism-intolerance of ambiguity), epistemic and existential needs 
(for closure, regulatory focus, terror management), and ideological rationalization 
(social dominance, system justification)." On this approach, conditions of insecuri-
ty, fear, and threat are thought to encourage the personality psychology of intoler-
ance and authoritarianism.  
 
The developmental question is important, but the empirical fact is alarming 
enough: tens of millions of American citizens rank highly on both scales, and these 
individuals tend to support right-wing populists with xenophobic and racist inclina-
tions. And the two scales are correlated. "In large adult and student samples, for ex-
ample, right-wing authoritarianism positively predicts anti-Black prejudice and did 
so more strongly than several other correlates of prejudice" (Saunders and Ngo 
2017:4). 

In Deeply Divided: Racial Politics and Social Movements in Postwar 
America Doug McAdam and Karina Kloos make use of this body of theory and re-
search in their analysis of the influence of racism within grassroots conservative 
movements in the United States, including the Tea Party movement. In particular, 



they make use of survey research to assess the level of Social Dominance Orienta-
tion in different voting groups. 

Abamowitz’s analyses of the 2010 ANES data yield results that are very consistent with 
the Parker/Barreto findings. In particular, Abamowitz finds three variables to be 
especially strong predictors of attitudinal support for the Tea Party. Two of the three—
“dislike of Obama” and “racial resentment”—essentially mirror the first two variables in 
the Parker/Barreto study. Abramowitz’s conclusion echoes that of Parker and Barreto: 
“these results clearly show that the rise of the Tea Party movement was a direct result of 
the growing racial and ideological polarization of the American electorate. The Tea Party 
drew its support very disproportionately from Republican identifiers who were white, 
conservative, and very upset about the presence of a black man in the White House.” 
Support for the Tea Party is thus decidedly not the same thing as conventional 
conservatism or traditional partisan identification with the Republican Party. Above all 
else, it is race and racism that runs through and links all three variables discussed here. 
Whatever else is motivating supporters, racial resentment must be seen as central to the 
Tea Party and, by extension, to the GOP as well in view of the movement’s significant 
influence within the party. (p. 353) 

It seems, then, that researchers in personality psychology have developed theories 
and measurement tools that contribute to answering part of the anti-democratic 
populism puzzle. The prevalence in a significant percentage of citizens of the per-
sonality attributes of social dominance orientation and right-wing authoritarianism 
may explain the dramatic and surprising upsurge of support that anti-democratic 
populist politicians are able to draw upon. The difficult questions of "why now?", 
"why in this generation?" are as yet unanswered, though the cognitive theory of per-
sonality formation above may give the clue. The precariousness of certain parts of 
the populations in Western Europe and North America -- terrorism, fear of shifting 
demographic balance, fear of the consequences of globalization -- may be all it takes 
to trigger this toxic and intolerant form of personality in an extensive proportion of 
the population of these countries. This suggests that the theories of authoritarian 
personality at the individual level and political entrepreneurship at the political lev-
el -- in an environment of rapid change and perceived threats to various groups -- 
may go a long way to explaining the scope and depth of right-wing populism in lib-
eral democracies today. 



 



 

CHAPTER 3 
 

Populism 



SECTION 1 
 

Sociology of Trumpism 

 

January 10, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/01/sociology-of-trumpism.html 

What does sociology have to offer when it comes to understanding the political phe-
nomenon of Donald Trump as president? It seems that there are a number of differ-
ent kinds of questions that sociologists ought to consider (link). 

Ideology and culture 

A political movement needs to mobilize a significant population of followers around 
a set of ideas and values, and a narrative of blame and praise for the current situa-
tion (link). There are meaningful themes of communication that help to convey a 
political movement to the public. There are also pervasive cultural elements that are 
invoked by a movement -- images, sounds, bits of music and video -- that convey its 
values in less direct and cognitive ways. It is important to probe those ideological 
and cultural themes in detail. 

As a candidate Donald Trump put forward a hodgepodge of themes and tropes -- 
birtherism, hateful slanders about immigrants, the need for a strong leader, in-
flammatory language about race ("What do you have to lose?"), anti-Muslim slurs, 
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and international bellicosity, hostility to "political correctness", and antagonism to 
women's rights. This really is a dog's breakfast of ideas, failing to add up to a coher-
ent ideology. But as a collection of emotional red flags for various groups of disaf-
fected people, it worked pretty well. And it did appear to succeed in creating a 
movement of true believers. These true believers are not a majority of American 
voters, but they appear to be a firmly committed political force. 

We need a twenty-first century equivalent to Fritz Stern with his masterful analysis 
of The Politics of Cultural Despair: A Study in the Rise of the Germanic Ideology as 
an attempt to account for the rise of National Socialism in Weimar Germany (link). 
Some of that work is being done by scholars who are trying to get to the heart of 
right-wing populism (link). 

Parallels with European populist extreme right parties 

There is a high degree of consistency of the Trump rhetoric and ideology, with the 
xenophobic, anti-immigrant ideology of extreme right parties in various European 
countries. Even though Trump may seem like a sui generis American extremist, his 
vision and rhetoric have strong resonance with the extreme right in Europe. Sociol-
ogists need to examine the substantial degree of parallel that exists between Trump-
ism and the far right in Europe. This is work for which comparative historical social 
scientists are very well prepared. (Here are a few prior discussions of this point; 
link, link, link.) 

It is evident that there is a great deal of similarity across the ideologies of these var-
ious extreme-right movements. What accounts for the diffusion and mobilization 
impact of these kinds of ideologies? Jorg Flecker's collection on the socioeconomic 
factors influencing right-wing mobilization, Changing Working Life and the Appeal 
of the Extreme Right (first published in 2007), is a useful resource. Mileti and 
Plomb provide an excellent review essay, "Addressing the link between socio-eco-
nomic change and right-wing populism and extremism: A critical review of the Eu-
ropean literature". They usefully distinguish between the "conditions of emergence" 
and the "conditions of success" (quoting Mazzoleni). Significantly, the work de-
scribed in this volume was written long before Donald Trump was a serious political 
figure -- suggesting clearly that Trumpism is not a singular American phenomenon.  

The mobilization strategies and mechanisms of hate 



We cannot underestimate the contagious nature of hate and hateful behavior and 
speech. Hateful mobilization is powerful and rapid. Better understanding of the 
mechanisms of social networks, fake news, big lies, and manipulation of belief 
through right-wing channels like talk radio, Fox News, white supremacist YouTube 
channels, and targeted FaceBook advertising needs intensive investigation. It is 
clear today that social media platforms were weaponized by interested political 
groups, including right-wing extremist organizations, and that these efforts contin-
ue. The unwillingness of Facebook to address this problem is indicative of a serious 
problem of corporate values and corporate responsibility on the part of this multi-
billion member social media platform. This failure represents a serious threat to our 
democracy. 

We need to achieve a better and more sophisticated understanding of the mecha-
nisms through which hate spreads in a population, and the means that are deliber-
ately employed by hate-based groups to gain support for their positions (link, link).  

The alt-right and white supremacy 

A key ideological asset of this oppositional, divisive program for political mobiliza-
tion is the aggressive propaganda machine of the alt-right. Publications like Breit-
bart have created a space of legitimacy for racism, anti-Muslim bigotry, anti-Semi-
tism, and white supremacy that is a crucial part of the mobilization of the Trump 
constituency. And with the appointment of Steve Bannon as chief strategist for new-
ly-elected President Trump, these hateful currents came directly into the White 
House itself. 

International aggressivity 

Also essential to Trump's vision is a bellicose, aggressive approach to international 
relations. He threatens China with naval power, he bullies Mexico, he denigrates 
Merkel (a key linchpin in a unified Europe), and he speaks carelessly about the use 
of nuclear weapons. His message of "America first" promises a reckless, bullying 
approach to international relations that bodes ill for a peaceful future. What role 
does this bellicosity play? It seems to be a key part of his message to his core con-
stituency: I am strong, I don't care about the rest of the world, I will make them ac-
cept my demands. This obviously will fail. But it may lead to reckless use of military 
force by the logic of Trump's own statements. He has painted himself into a box of 
bellicosity, at great risk to all of us.  



The material causes of a propensity for responding to these messages 

Observers right and left have tried to understand the Trump constituency in terms 
of the "forgotten white lower middle class", with few of the gains of growth of recent 
decades flowing to these men and women. Shrinking job prospects, hourly wages 
declining, and other material forces make this group psychologically ripe for anti-
establishment, xenophobic, racist, resentful mobilization. Trump panders to this 
constituency; he will inevitably disappoint them. It is a theme that Justin Gest ex-
plores in The New Minority: White Working Class Politics in an Age of Immigra-
tion and Inequality (link). It is a fair question to ask whether this picture is accu-
rate, or whether the social causes of the rise of extremism lie elsewhere.  

Trump's real agenda has proven to be fundamentally at odds with the desires of this 
group. He has made wild promises, he has denigrated the groups these individuals 
blame, and he has promised populist and nationalist change. But simultaneously he 
has appointed a room full of multi-millionaires to his cabinet whose economic in-
terests are patently clear. The economic and tax policies that emanate from the 
Trump administration are demonstrably ones that favor the one percent. And the 
first steps the administration undertook concerning health care bore this out. At-
tacking the Affordable Care Act hurts only lower middle-class people, with the like-
lihood of eliminating great numbers of people from health insurance and materially 
shortening their lives. 

The inevitable disappointment 

So where does our country go when Trumpism fails? One possibility is that the De-
mocratic party in opposition can rebuild its policy platform in a way that realistical-
ly works to level the playing field for all Americans. A genuinely progressive plan 
can create avenues of opportunity that drain a different swamp -- the swamp of re-
sentful, racist neo-fascist groups who brought this strongman to power. But the 
other possibility exists as well: the resentments and hatreds stoked very deliberately 
by the Trump political machine have nowhere else to go except into greater extrem-
ism. And the politics of hatred, division, and resentment gain even greater support. 
Cas Mudde's recent The Far Right Today provides a basis for thinking about our fu-
ture in light of these political currents, and his conclusions are not entirely encour-
aging. 

The far right is here to stay. This even applies to the extreme right, 
which also survived the repressive aftermath of the 1945 defeat of the 



fascist movements and regimes that originally inspired it. To be clear, 
there are few indications that extreme right parties or politicians are 
returning to political power. Even in Greece, which probably resem-
bles Weimar Germany more than any other democracy, the neo-Nazi 
XA is remarkably stable at roughly 5–7 percent of the vote. That said, 
extreme right actors and ideas have recently been praised by two of 
the most powerful men in the world, Brazilian president Bolsonaro 
(military dictatorship) and US president Trump (“ alt-right” demon-
strators in Charlottesville). Moreover, antisemitism and racism have 
returned to the center of the political debate, be it more implicitly in 
traditional media or more explicitly on social media. (The Far Right 
Today, 174) 

...  

The ultimate goal of all responses to the far right should be the 
strengthening of liberal democracy. Put simply, only fighting the far 
right does not necessarily strengthen liberal democracy, but strength-
ening liberal democracy will, by definition, weaken the far right. That 
the two do not always go hand in hand is not always acknowledged. 
Limiting free speech or the right to demonstrate not only infringes on 
the democratic rights of far-right activists, it undermines these rights 
in general, and thereby the liberal democratic regime. This is not even 
to speak of the tendency for repressive measures aimed at one group 
to be later applied to other groups, including some that are neither 
radical nor right. (178) 

We have our work cut out for us. 



SECTION 2 
 

Trumpism 

 

Sunday, January 29, 2017 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/01/trumpism.html 

What kind of political movement does the Trump administration represent? How 
did we get here? And what will be needed to defeat this divisive and anti-democratic 
political agenda? 

There is a tendency to see the 2016 election as a bolt out of the blue, an anomaly -- 
an extraordinary showman who somehow conned just enough voters to gain him 
the Republican nomination and then to prevail as a minority vote getter with an 
electoral college majority. But now that we've had a few months to reflect on the 
election, it seems a little more clear that the president represents something differ-
ent and even more worrisome. His presidency is more like an American version of a 
global phenomenon -- a populist ultra-rightist who has come to power on the 
strength of a political program of xenophobia, hatred of immigrants, and racism. 

The extreme right has made sizable gains in Europe in the past forty years. Pippa 
Norris provides a summary statistic on the rise of the radical right in Western Eu-
rope. 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/01/trumpism.html


This graph documents the substantial increase in the electoral strength of the ex-
treme right, more than tripling as a share of the total electorate since 1980. (It is in-
teresting to note that the share of the extreme right declined after 2000.) Populist 
extreme right parties have become powerful in almost every European country. 

The parallels between the president’s most outlandish political messages as an un-
orthodox campaigner and the political ideology of the European extreme right par-
ties are exact and uncanny. Take first his right-wing populism. Cas Mudde attempt-
ed to distill the "populist zeitgeist" of the European extreme right in a 2004 article 
(link), based on his long study of the extreme right parties of Europe. The match 
with the Trump campaign is exact. Populism is anti-elitist, and its leaders marshal 
resentment against "corrupt elites". Mudde writes: 

I define populism as an ideology that considers society to be ultimately 
separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure 
people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be 
an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people. 
Populism, so defined, has two opposites: elitism and pluralism. (543) 

Moreover, populism is fundamentally divisive between "us" and "them": 

Opponents are not just people with different priorities and values, they are 
evil! Consequently, compromise is impossible, as it ‘corrupts’ the purity. 
(544) 

The visceral antagonism whipped up against the Clintons during the campaign illus-
trate this theme. 

So who are the "people" of the populist right? They are the people of the imaginary 
"heartland": 

The concept of the heartland helps to emphasize that the people in the 
populist propaganda are neither real nor all-inclusive, but are in fact a 
mythical and constructed sub-set of the whole population. In other words, 



the people of the populists are an ‘imagined community’, much like the 
nation of the nationalists. (546) 

 

source: Pippa Norris, The Rise of the Radical Right: Parties and electoral competi-
tion in postindustrial societies 

Further, as Mudde documents for European far-right parties, populist politicians 
are frequently antagonistic to the media -- with the right-wing populist view that the 
media serves the interests of the elites, not the heartland. This line of thought has 
an extensive research literature as well -- for example, Mazzoleni et al, The Media 
and Neo-Populism: A Contemporary Comparative Analysis. "In the populist mind, 
the elite are the henchmen of 'special interests'" (561) -- a line of heartland thinking 



that plays into dark conspiratorial theories and anti-Semitism. (Recall the closing 
political ad sponsored by the campaign with its strong implications of anti-Semitic 
innuendo; link.) 

Piero Ignazi offered a detailed analysis of extreme right parties based on their core 
ideologies in 1995 (link). He refers to the summary offered by H.G. Betz: 

Betz (1993) has introduced the category of “populist extreme right” on the 
basis of four elements: a) radical opposition to the cultural and socio-
political system, without an overt attack to the system as such; b) the 
refusal of individual and social equality; c) the defence of the “common 
man”; d) the emphasis on “common sense”; all these populist parties share 
racist, authoritarian, anti-women and law and order attitudes. (3)  

These are parties "which appeal to resentments, prejudices and traditional 
values and offer simplistic and unrealistic solutions to the socio-political 
problems" (4). 

And, as Ignazi observes for European extreme right politicians, much of their 
rhetoric is directed against traditional political parties themselves (recalling 
Trump's own war with the GOP establishment during the campaign). 

Dissatisfaction towards institutions, parties, the way in which democracy 
works, the traditional channels of participation and the output of the 
system in relation to identity and security tend inevitably to feed 
opposition and/or anti-system parties and, in particular, the extreme 
right. In fact, only ERPs indicate, while quite vaguely, a new way of 
channelling of the demands based on populist style. Only ERPs distrust 
parties as such (even if they build up strong organizations for their own) 
because they divide the “people” and they pervert the “general will”. Only 
ERPs offer the electorate a right wing radical alternative to the 
establishment’s political discourse. (8) 



Here again it is impossible to miss the strong parallels that exist between these cur-
rents and the rhetoric of the incumbent’s machine. 

And, of course, there is racism, xenophobia, and bigotry. Thomas Greven empha-
sizes the central role played in right-wing populism in Europe in his Friedrich Ebert 
Stiftung study (link). (Here is a summary of research on the racism underlying the 
European right; link.) The rise of the extreme right parties in Europe has been dri-
ven by nationalism and antagonism to minority groups and immigrants; and the 
rhetoric of these parties has in turn increased the volume and intensity of popular 
racism. Racism is normalized. 

Group-focused enmity is widespread in Europe. It is weakest in the Netherlands, 
and strongest in Poland and Hungary. With respect to anti-immigrant attitudes, 
anti-Muslim attitudes and racism there are only minor differences between the 
countries, while differences in the extent of anti-Semitism, sexism and homophobia 
are much more marked. (Intolerance, Prejudice and Discrimination: A European 
Report; link) 

These themes are all too evident in the president’s political agenda, most recently 
with this week's stunning restrictions on Muslim visitors and refugees and the de-
liberate choice not to refer to Jewish victims in the annual White House statement 
commemorating the Holocaust (link). 

So we might say that American populism is a familiar kind of political movement af-
ter all. It is right-wing populism, mobilizing its constituents around racism and big-
otry combined with resentment of immigrants, with a pounding message of antago-
nism towards the institutions and personages of the status quo, including especially 
the media and government. The white nationalism of Steve Bannon and his intimate 
role within the current administration makes perfect sense. 



SECTION 3 
 

Trumpism and Hannah Arendt’s Re-
flections on Totalitarianism 

 

December 30, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/12/trumpism-and-hannah-arendts-reflections.html 

In a recent post I considered Hannah Arendt's reflections on what she termed the 
totalitarianism of Nazi Germany and the Soviet reflUnion. Her observations in The 
Origins of Totalitarianism amount to less than a developed theory of a political sys-
tem, and more of a case study of two unusual political regimes that did their ugliest 
work at roughly the same time in history. Are there any themes in Arendt's observa-
tions that seem relevant to the current day, and the political experience of the last 
four years of the presidency of Donald Trump? 

Plainly the United States did not become a dictatorship during the Trump years; it 
did not witness mass violence against "potential enemies of the state"; it did not re-
sult in the wholesale transformation of Federal police agencies into the private se-
cret police of the Leader. The term "totalitarian" cannot be applied to the United 
States in 2020. The rule of law was repeatedly flouted by Trump and his administra-
tion, but in the end Trump did not prevail in his most authoritarian impulses. 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/12/trumpism-and-hannah-arendts-reflections.html


And yet there are a number of worrisome parallels between Arendt's diagnosis of 
the workings of the National Socialist and Soviet regimes and the political develop-
ments we have witnessed in the United States since 2017. Here are several that 
seem salient. 

Orientation of politics towards an all-encompassing ideology or world-view, often 
involving racism and social division. It is Arendt's view that totalitarianism is de-
fined by ideology, whether left or right, secular or religious, coherent or incoherent. 
Hitler's commitment to world hegemony and his profound program of anti-Semi-
tism constituted an ideological system which governed virtually all actions of the 
Nazi regime, according to Arendt. Likewise, the Soviet Union was guided by a mish-
mash theory of communism that it pursued at all costs. It is plain that Trumpism 
possesses an ideology and a worldview, and that this ideology has substantial com-
ponents of racism, division, and hate. Moreover, Trump's coterie has included ideo-
logues like Steve Bannon and Stephen Miller who actively worked within the admin-
istration to turn the details of that ideology into policies and actions. It hasn't 
seemed to matter that the premises of this worldview are odious to the majority of 
Americans, or that the policies that emanate from this worldview are objectively 
harmful to US economic and international interests; the ideology drives the actions 
of this administration. And it is quite clear that Trump's base of supporters -- per-
haps 40% of voters -- have bought into the ideology, thanks to the persistent propa-
ganda offered by right-wing social media, YouTube conspiracy videos, Fox News, 
and Trump's own Twitter feed.  

Consistent and sustained efforts at destroying liberal political institutions. Arendt 
documents the consistent strategies used by Hitler and Stalin to destroy institution-
al and legal obstacles to their will. Trump's obvious and continuing contempt for the 
institutions of law, the processes of elections, and the judiciary makes plain his de-
sire to cripple or destroy the institutions and practices of liberal democracy that in-
terfere with his exercise of personal will. His willingness to assault the judiciary 
when it fails to support him and his relentless attacks on the press illustrate the 
same impulse. 

Use of violence-prone paramilitaries to further political objectives. Arendt docu-
ments the crucial role that violent paramilitary organizations played in the rise of 
Hitler to power, and to his continuing exercise of power. This appeal to illegal vio-
lent actions was subsequently incorporated into the workings of elite secret police 
groups like the SS. Trump's unwillingness to denounce the violent behavior of white 



supremacist groups who use violence and the threat of violence to press for Trump-
ideology policies is well known. It seems evident that he welcomes threatening 
demonstrations by armed groups like the Proud Boys in support of his groundless 
claims of "election fraud". And his administration's appalling use of armed and 
anonymous Federal officers in unmarked vans to quell protests during the months 
of Black Lives Matter protests is very reminiscent of both Germany and the USSR 
during the worst times. 

Fundamental deference to the Leader. Arendt argues that the totalitarian regimes 
of Germany and the USSR differed from other dictatorships in the extreme power 
and voice they created for the Leader -- Hitler or Stalin. In Arendt's view, both 
Hitler and Stalin were highly adept at preventing the emergence of possible coali-
tions of policy-makers, generals, or bureaucrats who could oppose their will; in-
stead, the ultimate authority was in the hands of the Leader, and subordinates were 
subject to constant suspicion and threat of dismissal, arrest, or death. Trump hasn't 
locked up his subordinates for perceived disloyalty; but he has taken consistent 
steps to take away the power of agencies (EPA, CDC, State Department, Interior, 
Voice of America), to appoint loyalists in every possible position, and to remove 
subordinates who failed to show the required level of deference to his Twitter pref-
erences. His plain view is that he is "the decider" and that every office of govern-
ment needs to follow his will. 

Persistent use of lies and fabrications. Arendt refers to the worldview of the Nazis 
or the Stalinists as a false reality, a fake world, and the whole force of the propagan-
da tools of the party and state is devoted to making people believe the false narra-
tive rather than the obvious truth. This is highly resonant with the experience of 
politics under Trump's direction over the past four years. How many lies have 
Trump and his many spokespersons and advocates told since January 2017, begin-
ning with lies about the size of the Inauguration crowd? The number is astounding. 
Some of the lies are laughable -- crowd size, for example; and others are seriously 
dangerous to our democracy -- lies about fraud in the 2020 election. Lying and fab-
rication are regarded as perfectly legitimate political tools by the Trumpist party, 
and the lies are believed by "true-believer" followers. 

Intimidation and cooptation of legislators and political leaders. What about the 
other powerful actors in society -- in the Weimar Republic during Hitler's rise, or 
within the Communist Party before Stalin's absolute hegemony was established? 
These independent sources of political power could not be tolerated by the Leader -- 



Hitler or Stalin. They needed to be coopted, or they needed to be eliminated. Hitler 
and Stalin used both strategies. Trump has only needed the strategy of cooptation 
and intimidation; he has succeeded in threatening, intimidating, and coopting the 
members of his party to provide almost unconditional support for his most outra-
geous demands. This has been most evident during the period since November 3, 
when any honest observer will recognize that a fair election took place and Trump 
lost; whereas the vast majority of GOP legislators and other leaders have fallen in 
step behind Trump's groundless claims about election fraud. (Here is an earlier dis-
cussion of the phenomenon of "collective abdication" in times of political 
crisis; link.) 

Fellow-traveler organizations. Arendt maintains that Nazi and Soviet dictatorships 
differed from other forms of authoritarian states in their efforts to cultivate and 
convey power through "fellow traveler" organizations -- social and political organi-
zations that were not part of the Nazi Party or the Communist Party, that were not 
visibly committed to the most extreme ideological positions of the party, and yet 
that were supportive of its ideological goals and positions. Arendt believes that this 
was a key mechanism through which these parties gained mass following -- even 
when their actions were contrary to the interests of many of the men and women 
who supported the "fellow-traveler" organizations. This feature seems relevant to 
our current circumstances when one considers the common view, "I don't support 
all of the President's wildest views, but I like his style." 

So it turns out that Arendt's analysis of the totalitarianism of the 1930s and 1940s 
highlights a number of important features that are familiar from the political strate-
gies of Trumpism. Trump's presidency has involved a mass-based movement mobi-
lized around a unified ideology that is profoundly contemptuous of existing political 
institutions and that embraces the symbols and reality of political violence. Further, 
this movement is organized around a provocative and boundary-smashing 
Leader who promotes lies and fabrications as basic tools of political advancement, 
and who makes racist antagonism against a part of the population a central theme 
of mobilization. And we have the phenomenon of moral abdication by other leaders 
and political power-holders in the face of the Leader's will -- perverse and anti-de-
mocratic as it may be. Thus Arendt's inventory of totalitarian methods shines a 
bright light on the perils Donald Trump has created for our democratic institutions, 
practices, and values. Donald Trump did not create a totalitarian state in America. 
But he and his collaborators embodied many of the techniques and practices that 



resulted in anti-democratic, authoritarian regimes in other countries in the last cen-
tury, and they have created genuine risks for the future of our own institutions of 
liberal democracy.  

Hannah Arendt was writing about other countries, and she wrote over fifty years 
ago about events that took place as long as eighty years ago. So maybe her observa-
tions are historically irrelevant to the politics of the present day. But recall Steven 
Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt's contemporary fears for the trajectory and fate of Amer-
ican democracy in How Democracies Die: 

But now we find ourselves turning to our own country. Over the past two years, we have 
watched politicians say and do things that are unprecedented in the United States—but 
that we recognize as having been the precursors of democratic crisis in other places. We 
feel dread, as do so many other Americans, even as we try to reassure ourselves that 
things can’t really be that bad here. After all, even though we know democracies are 
always fragile, the one in which we live has somehow managed to defy gravity. Our 
Constitution, our national creed of freedom and equality, our historically robust middle 
class, our high levels of wealth and education, and our large, diversified private sector—
all these should inoculate us from the kind of democratic breakdown that has occurred 
elsewhere.  

Yet, we worry. American politicians now treat their rivals as enemies, intimidate the free 
press, and threaten to reject the results of elections. They try to weaken the institutional 
buffers of our democracy, including the courts, intelligence services, and ethics offices. 
American states, which were once praised by the great jurist Louis Brandeis as 
“laboratories of democracy,” are in danger of becoming laboratories of authoritarianism 
as those in power rewrite electoral rules, redraw constituencies, and even rescind voting 
rights to ensure that they do not lose. And in 2016, for the first time in U.S. history, a man 
with no experience in public office, little observable commitment to constitutional rights, 
and clear authoritarian tendencies was elected president. (1) 

Here is Robert Paxton's definition of fascism in his very good book on the origin and 
dynamics of twentieth-century fascism, The Anatomy of Fascism: 

A form of political behavior marked by obsessive preoccupation with community decline, 
humiliation or victimhood and by compensatory cults of unity, energy and purity, in 
which a mass-based party of committed nationalist militants, working in uneasy but 



effective collaboration with traditional elites, abandons democratic liberties and pursues 
with redemptive violence and without ethical or legal restraints goals of internal 
cleansing and external expansion. (218) 

Paxton's analysis is drawn from the history of Italian and German dictatorships; but 
the terms of this definition are disturbingly contemporary. Only the goal of "exter-
nal expansion" finds no real counterpart in Trumpism; it is replaced by an aggres-
sive doctrine of "America First!" as the keystone of international policy. 

Now is a good time to re-read Tim Snyder's observations and advice in On Tyran-
ny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century. Here are five observations 
from On Tyranny that seem especially pertinent. 

1 Do not obey in advance. Most of the power of authoritarianism is freely given. In 
times like these, individuals think ahead about what a more repressive govern-
ment will want, and then offer themselves without being asked. A citizen who 
adapts in this way is teaching power what it can do. 

2 Defend institutions. It is institutions that help us to preserve decency. They need 
our help as well. Do not speak of “our institutions” unless you make them yours by 
acting on their behalf. Institutions do not protect themselves. They fall one after 
the other unless each is defended from the beginning. So choose an institution you 
care about—a court, a newspaper, a law, a labor union—and take its side. 

3 Beware the one-party state. The parties that remade states and suppressed ri-
vals were not omnipotent from the start. They exploited a historic moment to 
make political life impossible for their opponents. So support the multi-party sys-
tem and defend the rules of democratic elections. Vote in local and state elections 
while you can. Consider running for office. 

6 Be wary of paramilitaries. When the men with guns who have always claimed to 
be against the system start wearing uniforms and marching with torches and pic-
tures of a leader, the end is nigh. When the pro-leader paramilitary and the offi-
cial police and military intermingle, the end has come. 

20 Be as courageous as you can. If none of us is prepared to die for freedom, then 
all of us will die under tyranny. 



SECTION 4 
 

Astounding Assault on Democracy 

 

November 20, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/11/astounding-assault-on-democracy.html 

Donald Trump's attack on the electoral system has gone far beyond normal and evi-
dence-based legal challenges to details about the election and the vote counting. 
There is nothing normal or inconsequential about the president's current tactics or 
the support he receives from influential Republican officials. Trump and his sup-
porters are now undertaking to reverse the election results in several states by en-
couraging elected officials to "throw out" the voting results from their states and 
send a slate of electoral representatives to the Electoral College who will vote for 
Donald Trump and Mike Pence rather than Joe Biden and Kamala Harris, the win-
ners of the popular vote in their states. Senator Lindsay Graham has been accused 
by Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger of suggesting that he should throw 
out votes from certain areas. (Citizens everywhere, not just in Georgia, owe Raf-
fensperger deep gratitude for his integrity in the performance of his duties.) Donald 
Trump himself is pressuring legislators and local officials in Michigan to throw out 
the vote from Wayne County and to send Trump electoral representatives to the 
Electoral College. Shameful, and racist! 

This is a truly horrifying, public, and shameless assault on the most fundamental in-
stitutions and values of a democracy: the voters decide the outcomes of elections. 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/11/astounding-assault-on-democracy.html


The fact that Trump would act in this shameful way is unsurprising, because he has 
a lifelong record of immoral and unprincipled behavior. He plainly cares nothing 
about our country's values, institutions, or citizens; he cares only about his own 
power and self-image. The fact that Republican elected officials fail to rise up and 
express -- clearly, strongly, and courageously -- their unwavering and unqualified 
support for our democratic electoral institutions is simply nauseating. They bring 
lasting shame upon themselves, and upon their party. Senators Ben Sasse (R-Ne-
braska) and Mitt Romney (R-Utah), thank you for your integrity and patriotism in 
publicly rejecting the president's effort at seizing authoritarian power. Your Repub-
lican colleagues in the Senate must join you. 

In the state of Michigan, our most senior legislators -- House Speaker Lee Chatfield 
and Senate Majority Leader Mike Shirkey -- have been invited to the White House 
to be influenced by the president in their conduct of their sworn duties in 
Michigan. Speaker Chatfield and Majority Leader Shirkey, the citizens of your state 
demand that you reject this overture and clearly express the plain truth: Michigan 
voted decisively in favor of Joe Biden over Donald Trump, and the process will be 
governed by that fact. This is your duty. Anything less will be a permanent and un-
forgettable stain on your character.  
 
Let's be clear. None of the president's claims about voter fraud or fraudulent prac-
tices in vote counting have been supported by evidence. The legal cases have almost 
entirely collapsed; they were withdrawn in Michigan; they were meritless. Earlier 
this week the president's lawyer, Rudy Giuliani, disgraced and humiliated himself in 
Federal court in Pennsylvania by making wild and unsupported claims that reflect-
ed mental confusion about the facts of his own case. He showed himself to be a dan-
gerous, unprincipled clown. 

The argument that some Republican politicians are making today, that Trump's ef-
forts are certain to fail and that he is simply thrashing around like an enraged five-
year-old child, completely misses the point. Attempting a coup is horrible and un-
forgivable, whether or not it is successful. And our leaders need to stand up and 
forcefully "pledge allegiance" to our institutions and explicitly reject the president's 
authoritarian power grab. 

This is the time for all citizens and elected officials to declare themselves unam-
biguously. Do we support our democracy? Will we resist and refuse any effort to 
negate the results of the 2020 election? Will we express rock-solid support for the 



integrity of the vote that occurred and the equal weight of all votes -- black, brown, 
white, rich, poor, conservative, and liberal? Do we honor our constitution and our 
democratic freedoms? 

As citizens, we must face a crucial reality: our democracy is under terrible threat. If 
any votes are cancelled or overridden by Republican-dominated legislatures -- in 
Georgia, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Michigan, or any other state -- we must soberly 
realize that we have passed the point of letter-writing and quiet disapproval. Only 
massive civil disobedience, pro-democracy demonstrations, and courage and persis-
tence will do. The citizens of Belarus and Thailand have shown the way; we must 
follow their example. The president's current efforts at reversing the votes in key 
states must be firmly rejected; and, if he were to succeed in retaining power, we 
must steel ourselves for a very long period of non-violent civil protest and disobedi-
ence. 



SECTION 5 
 

Slipping Towards Authoritarianism 

 

October 28, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/10/slipping-towards-authoritarianism.html 

Many observers have raised concerns about the direction that American politics has 
taken in the past decade, and especially since the election of 2016. The concern is 
that conservatives in the United States, included elected officials and GOP leaders, 
have increasingly shown disregard for fundamental democratic values: the inde-
pendence of the judiciary, the inviolable role in a democracy of a free press, the 
right of citizens to peacefully protest, and the right of all citizens to exercise their 
right to vote.  

A recent study by the V-Dem Institute at the University of Gothenberg in Sweden 
(link) has given these concerns new urgency. V-Dem is a collaborative academic 
project involving a multinational group of social scientists, that is devoted to arriv-
ing at evidence-based assessments of the state of democracy in the world. Here is 
the V-Dem mission statement: 

Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) is a new approach to conceptualizing and measuring 
democracy. We provide a multidimensional and disaggregated dataset that reflects the 
complexity of the concept of democracy as a system of rule that goes beyond the simple 
presence of elections. The V-Dem project distinguishes between five high-level principles of 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/10/slipping-towards-authoritarianism.html


democracy: electoral, liberal, participatory, deliberative, and egalitarian, and collects 
data to measure these principles.  

The Institute has released an important and evidence-based briefing paper report-
ing "New Global Data on Political Parties" (link) along with an annual report on the 
global status of democracy (link). The briefing paper provides very striking data 
about the transformation of US politics over the past several decades, and the find-
ings are highly disturbing. Here are the summary findings: 

 • V-Party’s Illiberalism Index shows that the Republican party in the US has 
retreated from upholding democratic norms in recent years. Its rhetoric is closer to 
authoritarian parties, such as AKP in Turkey and Fidesz in Hungary. Conversely, 
the Democratic party has retained a commitment to longstanding democratic stan-
dards. 

 • This is a global trend: The median governing party in democracies has be-
come more illiberal in recent decades. This means that more parties show lower 
commitment to political pluralism, demonization of political opponents, disrespect 
for fundamental minority rights and encouragement of political violence. (1) 

Here is how the report defines the "illiberalism index": 

The Illiberalism Index gauges the extent of commitment to democratic norms that a party 
exhibits before an election. It is the first comparative measure of the “litmus test” for the 
loyalty to democracy, which the famous political scientist Juan Linz developed in 1978, 
and Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt have propagated in their 2018 book on “How 
Democracies Die”. Indicators comprising the Illiberalism Index are low commitment to 
political pluralism, demonization of political opponents, disrespect for fundamental 
minority rights and encouragement of political violence. (1) 

Notice the features that are measured in this index: low commitment to political 
pluralism, demonization of political opponents, disrespect for fundamental minori-
ty rights, and encouragement of political violence. These are the factors that are giv-
en greatest attention by Levitsky and Ziblatt in their analysis of the decline of 
democracies. Each of these features has been prominent in the Trump presidential 
election campaign -- including rallies and campaign stops in the state of Michigan, 



where a right-wing extremist plot to kidnap and harm the governor of the state was 
recently uncovered. 

 

The graph represents the positions of a dozen or so parties in Europe and North 
America, on a Left-Right scale on the X-axis and the Illiberalism measure on the Y-
axis. There are many important things to notice on this graph, but the most impor-
tant is the progression of the Republican Party up the scale of Illiberalism between 
2004 and 2018. This is a steady march towards anti-democratic values on the part 
of one of the major parties in the US democracy. By contract, the Democratic Party 
has a substantially lower Illiberalism value, and a score that has not changed appre-
ciably. The Democratic Party shows a continuing support for democratic institu-
tions and values, and the Republican Party does not. As the report notes, "the Re-
publican Party scores much higher than almost all parties in democracies on almost 
all of these indicators" (1). 

The features of the Illiberalism index are broken out in Figure 2 of the report: 



 

Here again the data are unsurprising for anyone who follows the discourse of the 
Democratic and Republican parties in the United States. These measures show a 
massive change in Republican Party language with regard to "disrespects oppo-
nents", "encourages violence", "anti-immigration", and "espouses cultural superiori-
ty", and a substantial difference between the two parties on all the other measures 
as well. 

(The data underlying these calculations of Illiberalism are available from the V-Dem 
institute.) 

This report -- and the many books that have been published in the past few years 
about the decline of democracy -- forces us to ask several pointed questions. 

First, why are senior elected officials (senators, congressmen and women, and the 
president and the vice president of the United States) willing to sacrifice these irre-
placeable values and institutions of our democracy for short-term political expedi-
ency? Do they in fact care nothing for the values and institutions of our constitu-
tional democracy? Do they not understand the terrible harm they are producing? 
Has Trumpism so completely corrupted the culture of the Republican Party that its 
leaders no longer stand for anything but their own power? 

Second, what can be done to reverse these trends within the political culture of the 
United States? The situation is not beyond repair, and a variety of smart defenders 
of democracy have sought to imagine effective ways for citizens and social move-



ments to defend our democracy and our institutions. One such effort is The Democ-
racy Playbook: Preventing and Reversing Democratic Backsliding (link), published 
in 2019 by the Brookings Institution. Here is a good description by the authors of 
the anti-democratic process of erosion of democratic institutions and values: 

Once in power, illiberal governments capitalize on popular support to deploy a discernible 
toolkit and a loosely predictable sequence to chip away at democracy and build an 
illiberal state. As argued in a related Brookings report, The Anatomy of Illiberal States, 
“Liberal principles—political ideas that espouse the importance of individual liberties, 
minority rights, and the separation of power across levers of government—and 
democratic institutions—processes that translate popular will into public policy through 
legitimate elections—are being pulled apart.” At times, their efforts extend beyond attacks 
on liberal principles to include delegitimizing political opposition, diminishing 
fundamental political rights to free speech, assembly and media plural- ism, and 
clamping down on civil society—all of which are indispensable for a functioning 
democracy. (9) 

To resist this process of right-wing populist authoritarianism, the authors suggest 
these ideas: 

 • Be prepared for and invest in protecting against internal and external in-
terference in elections. Elections are the foundation of a democracy yet advances 
in digital technology have rendered elections increasingly complex and vulnerable 
to interference. Governments should have a proactive and comprehensive deter-
rence strategy—with responsible actors in clearly defined roles—that will appro-
priately punish nations who interfere in democratic elections. Governments and 
political parties should invest in the people and systems necessary for the techno-
logical security of election counting, voter registration machines, and political 
campaign networks. 

 • Enact policies that promote and protect broad access to the vote, such as 
automatic or same-day voting. 

 • Regulate the role of money in politics to retain trust in the democratic 
system through the creation of such mechanisms as public financing of campaigns, 
disclosure requirements for donations, and limits on the amount of campaign do-
nations. 



 • Uphold institutional obligations and use their political power responsibly 
through “institutional forbearance” (i.e., politicians should refrain from using the 
full breadth and scope of their politically allocated power) and through “mutual 
toleration” (i.e., opposing sides regarding one another as legitimate rivals, but not 
enemies.) When these norms break down and authoritarian challenges emerge, 
further legal mechanisms should be considered to sanction extreme behavior. 

 • Defend the independence of the judiciary by establishing public proce-
dures for the selection, appointment, and promotion of judges, for the allocation of 
cases to judges, as well as codes of ethical behavior that protect the integrity of the 
judicial decision-making process from undue political pressure, intimidation, and 
attacks. 

 • Implement judicial transparency mechanisms (e.g., opening up court-
rooms, producing publicly available transcriptions of proceedings, and placing 
cameras in courtrooms). 

What is alarming in reading these recommendations from 2018-2019 is that the 
Republican Party and the Trump presidential campaign seem already to have 
jumped over many of them. "Judicial independence" is now deeply compromised, 
given the highly partisan Federal judges who have been appointed in the past four 
years through an entirely partisan process; policies ensuring broad access to the 
vote are both crippled and discredited by Republican officials (including the presi-
dent's all-out assault on mail-in ballots); and the idea that Republican senators 
would "uphold institutional obligations to use their political power responsibly" is 
now entirely laughable. Senate Majority Leader McConnell shows no such restraint. 
And the very believable threat made by the president that he would have to "wait 
and see" whether he would accept electoral defeat is the most anti-democratic dec-
laration of all. If we can't count on candidates accepting the outcomes of elections, 
where is our democracy? 



SECTION 6 
 

Even Worse Than We Thought ... 

 

January 10, 2021 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2021/01/even-worse-than-we-thought.html 

We have understood for quite a while that there are dangerous anti-democratic 
forces in America today — hate-based organizations, right-wing militias, anti-gov-
ernment extremists, white suprematists, Proud Boys and Boogaloo provocateurs, 
and Republican politicians who care only about maintaining their political positions 
and power. And of course, we have a president who has complete contempt and dis-
dain for the values and institutions of a functioning democracy. But up until now 
we’ve had a certain degree of confidence in the “guard rails” of our democracy -- 
right up until January 6.  

On January 6 it became clear that our democracy is even more at risk than all of this 
suggests. These risks are of course with us every day, and have worsened steadily 
since 2016. But on January 6 it became clear that there is a much larger army of 
shock troops ready for the call by the Leader to attack every aspect of our democracy 
they can reach. There are the extremist groups monitored by organizations like the 
Southern Poverty Law Center -- the Three Percenters, the militia groups, the Oath 
Keepers, the white supremacists. They have not changed their attitudes or purposes, 
though they have become more bold and visible about their intentions. The insane 
conspiracy to kidnap and harm the Governor of Michigan seemed vicious but safely 
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on the fringe. Now it seems that these few extremists were just the tip of the iceberg. 
What has apparently changed is the political world of very large numbers of "ordi-
nary" voters in almost all parts of America.  

This seems almost like a form of collective psychosis -- like a witch craze on a mas-
sive scale, immune from normal reality checks. People interviewed at the Capitol af-
ter the insurrection -- even people who did not enter the building and probably 
would not have done so -- continue to defend the "revolution" they see underway in 
the hands of these white supremacists and violent extremists. The sight of many 
thousands of angry, shouting Trump-ites in their MAGA caps demanding the an-
nulment of an entirely honest election, and seeing the power of this mob to breach 
and desecrate the US Capitol — and to see the sinister men in the Capitol chambers 
in military gear and zip ties evidently hunting for high-value hostages — this is to 
see the threat to our democracy in a wholly different light. This transforms the vio-
lent rhetoric of right-wing social media from theatre to script. And there seem to be 
tens of millions of Americans who are sympathetic to and supportive of these ac-
tions. 

We know who is responsible for this vast catastrophe: the president’s lies and repe-
tition of unfounded conspiracies, the members of the GOP who have supported and 
confirmed these lies, the social media platforms that have turned right wing con-
spiracies into an infectious disease, and media personalities who have built their ca-
reers on this kind of conspiracy mongering. And the result is a very sizable part of 
our citizenry who are entirely disaffected from the values of our democracy and the 
legitimacy of our government. 

It is clear that the role of the police in maintaining order will be critical in the near 
future. To say that a democracy depends on the security of a system of law is a tru-
ism, and when individuals and groups resort to violence in pursuit of their political 
goals, it is crucial that there should be effective, controlled, and properly managed 
police to restrain them. It is a fundamental government responsibility to preserve 
the safety of the public, including in particular the safety of likely targets of terrorist 
violence. This means that government buildings — state houses, the Capitol, gov-
ernment office buildings —must be protected. It is therefore astounding that legisla-
tors in states like Michigan have so far been incapable of summoning the political 
will to ban weapons from the Michigan state house — creating the possibility that 
the next invasion of the state house in Lansing will lead to bloodshed by men armed 
with semi-automatic rifles. When armed groups threaten to use violence against 



other citizens, against the representatives of the state, and against our political in-
stitutions, it is inescapable that a democracy requires the ability to use police force 
to defeat that violence. And it goes without saying -- a democracy requires a proper-
ly regulated system of policing that assures lawful exercise of force, neutral and un-
biased enforcement of the law, and an effective and vigilant commitment through-
out the policing hierarchy to controlling the misuse of force by police officers. 

This also means appropriate use of intelligence gathering about violent groups and 
their intentions: when groups announce their intention to attack officials, citizens, 
or locations, it is a responsibility of law enforcement agencies to gather and assess 
information about these indications of plans for future action. Here too a democracy 
requires legal constraints -- which we have in the US system of constitution and law 
-- but it is frankly incomprehensible that Federal and local police authorities were 
unaware of threats of violence in the weeks preceding January 6 that were fully visi-
ble to a number of domestic terrorism research centers around the country. 

Effective policing is a necessary condition for social stability; but it is only a begin-
ning. It is crucial for our country -- leaders, organizations, parties, and citizens -- to 
regain our footing in a commitment to truth rather than lies, evidence-based as-
sessments rather than conspiracy theories, and a level of toleration and trust that 
should be the starting point for the great majority of our population. At the moment 
neither condition is satisfied: the Trump movement is driven by conspiracy theories 
and lies, and its followers have essentially zero levels of toleration and trust for the 
other members of our society -- both political leaders and ordinary citizens -- who 
do not share their worldview. It is crucial to reverse this reality -- and yet it is very 
hard to see how that is going to happen, when the far right continues to maintain 
the same lies about corruption, election theft, and betrayal that produced this level 
of disaffection in the first place. 

A very good start would be a breakup of the Republican Party between those Repub-
licans who believe in the conservative values of the GOP and those who wish to con-
tinue to espouse far-right, white supremacist and extremist political views. There 
are clearly a good number of elected Republican officials who would be ready to fol-
low such an initiative towards a re-establishment of a sane conservative political 
party. Let them stand for their political and social values, and let them speak hon-
estly about the values of our constitutional democracy and the crucial priority of 
truth in political speech. Conservativism should not be the same as hate, it should 



not endorse racism, and it should support rather than undermine the values of our 
constitutional democracy. 

A second valuable step would be election reforms that increase voter access and par-
ticipation, decrease gerrymandering, and institute voting systems that work to de-
crease the importance of party affiliation and the primary process. Alaska's newly 
implemented rank-choice voting system is a good example. It is well recognized that 
our current system of primaries -- within the setting of gerrymandered districts -- 
favors extreme candidates over more moderate candidates. 

There is the deeper question still to be answered: what are the circumstances in the 
United States over the past several decades that have led to such a dissolution of 
support and adherence to democratic norms and values within much of our popula-
tion? Any observer is likely to identify many of the same factors: the facts of our 
multi-ethnic, multi-racial society; growing economic insecurity and inequality for 
large numbers of people; and the rise of unprincipled politicians on the right who 
have been willing to use hate-based appeals to generate support for their own politi-
cal fortunes. It is crucial to rebuild mass support for our multi-ethnic and multi-
racial democracy, and increasing economic opportunity and justice is one important 
pathway for doing so. 



Explaining GOP Behavior 

 

If only Chuck Tilly were still with us ... I'd give a lot to hear his interpretation of the 
behavior of GOP officials throughout large swaths of the country, in state govern-
ments and in Congress. But I'd like to hear from Cicero, Machiavelli, and Hannah 
Arendt as well. Perhaps only theorists who have witnessed the collapse of a republic 
can find the words necessary to describe our current condition when it comes to the 
behavior of our GOP politicians. What has become of a simple and principled dedi-
cation to the principles of democracy? What has become of politicians who care 
more about the wellbeing of our country than about their own political fortunes? 
What has become of integrity? 

Think of the range of extremism from the right to which our country is now subject: 
extremist elected officials like Marjorie Taylor Greene, Matt Gaetz, Josh Hawley, 
and other seemingly unhinged political voices channeling QAnon; servile compli-
ance with the lies and authoritarian impulses of Donald Trump by establishment 
politicians like Mitch McConnell, Lindsay Graham, and Kevin McCarthy; and the 
concerted efforts by Republican majorities in Red states to restrict access to the 
right to vote, aimed at communities of color. These seem to be separate manifesta-
tions of a broad impulse towards raging, irrational authoritarianism on the part of 
virtually all segments of GOP leaders and rank and file politicians. There are the 
small number of anti-Trump Republican leaders like Liz Cheney, Mitt Romney, Ben 
Sasse, and others. But they seem to be almost invisible embers in the conflagration 
of our current crisis.  



So how should we understand the motivations of these various players? The first 
group seem easiest to understand. These are the political entrepreneurs selling their 
snake-oil to the extremist fringe, the base, of ideologically disaffected people on the 
extreme right. They both pander to these emotions of suspicion, distrust, antago-
nism, and hatred, and they fan them. This is the right wing extremism that Cas 
Mudde dissects in his books and writings about right wing populism (for 
example, The Far Right Today and (with Cristobal Rovira Kaltwasser) Populism: A 
Very Short Introduction). 

The second group seems to fall in the obvious category of cynical, unprincipled, and 
craven politicians who have no commitments beyond their calculations about re-
taining their offices and keeping a majority of voters in their districts. His history 
makes it apparent that Mitch McConnell is nothing more than a cynical political op-
erative in the strict Machiavellian sense. Manipulating outcomes in support of his 
party and his own personal political fortunes is his entire story. The Twitter hash-
tag #ProfilesinCowardice is entirely descriptive of this group. 

GOP figures in the third group -- elected officials holding majorities in legislatures 
in North Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Texas, Arkansas, ... -- are also unprincipled, but 
their motives are clear and goal-directed. They are looking to change the rules of the 
game, through gerrymandering, voter suppression, and new restrictions aimed at 
reducing the votes going to their Democratic rivals. This effort has been underway 
for decades and has accelerated in the past two years. Their efforts aren't about ide-
ology or rhetoric, but instead aimed at securing a permanent grip on power. They 
are blatantly anti-democratic; they care nothing about the sanctity of the vote and 
the right to vote for everyone, irrespective of race, wealth, or political preferences. 
They care only about their own party's ability to dominate their state's legislature. 
And there is a sub-text: the shifting demographics of the US population towards 
greater diversity is profoundly unsettling to these politicians, and they are doing 
what they can to stave off the political changes that these shifts seem to imply. (For 
extended analysis, see Kloos and McAdam, Deeply Divided: Racial Politics and So-
cial Movements in Postwar America.) 
 
The themes that cut across all three groups are insidious: white supremacy, xeno-
phobia, rejection of the legitimacy of government, and a willingness to believe even 
the most absurd conspiracy theories. These themes contribute to a potent and toxic 
mix -- witness the fantastically unconstitutional effort to enact legislation banning 
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"Critical Race Studies" from schools and universities (link). How can such an effort 
be understood as anything but a totalitarian effort at imposing thought control on 
teachers and students? What became of our liberal conviction that independence of 
mind is a cherished part of a democratic citizen? 

What is most worrying about these separate threads is how they converge on a 
broad and powerful assault on our democracy. And they come together as well in 
contributing to a broad anti-democratic constituency drawing large numbers of vot-
ers.  

Our democracy is at risk, and people of integrity need to speak up for our basic val-
ues: the rule of law, the fundamental equality of all, the inviolability of our rights 
and liberties, and the crucial requirement of neutrality of state institutions across 
persons and parties. Recall Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt's fears for the trajec-
tory and fate of contemporary American democracy in How Democracies Die: 

But now we find ourselves turning to our own country. Over the past two years, 
we have watched politicians say and do things that are unprecedented in the Unit-
ed States—but that we recognize as having been the precursors of democratic cri-
sis in other places. We feel dread, as do so many other Americans, even as we try 
to reassure ourselves that things can’t really be that bad here. After all, even 
though we know democracies are always fragile, the one in which we live has 
somehow managed to defy gravity. Our Constitution, our national creed of free-
dom and equality, our historically robust middle class, our high levels of wealth 
and education, and our large, diversified private sector—all these should inoculate 
us from the kind of democratic breakdown that has occurred elsewhere. 

Yet, we worry. American politicians now treat their rivals as enemies, intimidate 
the free press, and threaten to reject the results of elections. They try to weaken the 
institutional buffers of our democracy, including the courts, intelligence services, 
and ethics offices. American states, which were once praised by the great jurist 
Louis Brandeis as “laboratories of democracy,” are in danger of becoming labora-
tories of authoritarianism as those in power rewrite electoral rules, redraw con-
stituencies, and even rescind voting rights to ensure that they do not lose. And in 
2016, for the first time in U.S. history, a man with no experience in public office, 
little observable commitment to constitutional rights, and clear authoritarian ten-
dencies was elected president. (1) 
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How can we find our way back to a shared social understanding -- a social compact -
- about the framework of our democratic society and its crucial importance for the 
future of our country? How can political leaders and followers alike be helped to see 
that a democracy depends upon trust, upon dedication to the integrity of our politi-
cal institutions, and a degree of good will by all for all? How can we reclaim our 
democracy from those who seem determined to destroy it? 



The Great Threat to our Democracy 

 

Democracies have fallen to strongmen, tyrants-in-waiting, bullies, thugs, spewers-
of-bombast. But these powerful personalities are not the greatest threat to democ-
racy today. The greatest threat is a loss of trust in the institutions and offices of a 
democratic society, on the part of the citizens of the democracy. And what are these 
institutions? Courts, judges, police; legislatures, representatives, agencies; election 
officials and procedures; tax authorities; presidents and governors.   

Here is a recent Pew survey on trust in government that provides disturbing reading 
(link). 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2021/05/17/public-trust-in-government-1958-2021/


As the report emphasizes, the current period is a low point in public confidence in 
government since the 1950s, with over 75% of the public expressing trust and confi-
dence in government during the Johnson administration and under 30% expressing 
trust in government during the Trump administration. (At present only 9% of Re-
publican and Republican-leaning voters express trust in government.) Here is a 
similar report from the OECD reflecting 2019 data (link), indicating a similar but 
less drastic fall in trust in European democracies as well. 

In 2014 John Tierney undertook to analyze variations in trust in government across 
the states of the United States (link). The variation across the states is striking, from 
North Dakota and Wyoming showing levels of trust in excess of 75% and Illinois at 
about 28%. And Tierney tries to identify some of the factors that would help explain 
this variation. (It would be very interesting to re-examine Tierney's analysis and the 
Gallup data for the past several years; it would seem likely that the data will have 
changed substantially since 2014.) 

Why has there been such a precipitous decline in trust in our democratic institu-
tions? This is not a mystery. Right-wing media, cynical politicians, lying youtubers, 
passionate conspiracy theorists ... anti-democratic activists and opportunists have 
taken every opportunity to undermine, discredit, and subvert our political institu-
tions. Right-wing politicians, cable news pundits, and social media voices actively 
seek to further their own careers and fortunes by actively generating suspicion, 
doubt, and mistrust of virtually everyone they can. Tucker Carlson is only the most 
visible example of this cynical and dishonest approach. 

Why is the odious and deliberate strategy of cultivating mistrust so invidious to the 
future of democracy? Because our democracy depends crucially on the endurance 
and fairness of our institutions; but it is clear that institutions have no underlying, 
enduring source of stability. There is no solid granite underlying the judiciary or the 
system of voting; an institution lacks a "skeleton". Unlike a towering modern build-
ing which maintains its integrity of steel girders long after its external architectural 
elements have degraded, an institution is more like a collective but real illusion. 
When we stop believing in the institution, it immediately begins to die. Institutions 
depend upon the continuing support and adherence of the individuals who fall with-
in their scope. In a sense, institutions have more in common with the social reality 
of "money" than with that of a coral reef. In order for a paycheck for $1,000 to be 
real for me, I must also believe and understand that it is also real for other people -- 
and that 1/100 of that check will buy a meal for two at Wendy's and 1/4 of it will be 
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accepted by my landlord as payment for a week's rent. Without that collective ongo-
ing belief in money, the currency has no social reality whatsoever. But likewise -- 
citizens will engage in a system of voting only if they believe that the votes will be 
counted honestly and the candidate with the most votes will be sworn into office.  

What does it take to sustain trust in an institution? One favorable feature support-
ing trust is institutional transparency. "Blind" trust is hard to sustain; trust is more 
stable when it is based on a continuing ability for participants to see how the insti-
tution is functioning, how its actions and outcomes are brought about, how its offi-
cials and staffers conduct their work. This is the reason for "sunshine" laws about 
public institutions. And the less gap there is between private and public reasons for 
action, the more reasonable citizens will have confidence in their government. 

A related feature of a trustworthy institution is the reputation for integrity pos-
sessed by its officers. If most citizens in a state have a fairly direct personal relation-
ship with a handful of legislators, and if they believe, based on their acquaintance, 
that these legislators are honest and committed to the public good, then they are 
more likely to have confidence in the institution as well. (This is one of the argu-
ments made by Tierney in the 2014 Atlantic article mentioned above.) Conversely, if 
legislators engage in behavior that makes the citizen doubt their integrity (corrup-
tion, lying, conflict of interest), then citizens' trust in the institution is likely to fall. 

A third feature of governments that instills trust in their citizens (highlighted by the 
OECD report above) is competence and effectiveness by government in performing 
the tasks needed to secure the common good. The OECD report summarizes its rec-
ommendations in these terms:  

OECD evidence shows that government’s values, such as high levels of integrity, 
fairness and openness of institutions are strong predictors of public trust. Similar-
ly, government’s competence - its responsiveness and reliability in delivering pub-
lic services and anticipating new needs - are crucial for boosting trust in institu-
tions. 

When governments fail in crucial tasks affecting the health and safety of large 
numbers of citizens -- for example in managing COVID vaccination programs, or 
administering disaster relief after natural disasters -- it is understandable that 
public trust in government would fall. 



Several earlier posts (link, link, link) have explored the "moral emotions of democ-
racy" and how to enhance them. Plainly, cultivating trust in our democratic institu-
tions is an urgent need if our democracy is to survive. And, like a house of cards or a 
carefully balanced pile of field stones, our institutions will only be stable if there is a 
persistent pattern of mutual reinforcement among institutional rules, official behav-
ior, and citizen awareness and trust in government. 

(Pew has also done some important survey work on the challenge of regaining trust 
in democracy; link. Also of interest is a very interesting 2011 research conference 
paper by Juan Castillo, Daniel Miranda, and Pablo Torres exploring the connections 
that appear to exist between Social Dominance Orientation, Right-Wing Authoritar-
ian Personality, and the level of trust individuals have in government; link. SDO and 
WRW are explored in an earlier post.) 

(See Paul Krugman's very ominous diagnosis of the state of our democracy; link.) 
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https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/07/22/americans-solutions-for-trust-related-problems/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236157105_Authoritarianism_social_dominance_and_trust_in_public_institutions
https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/10/theories-of-authoritarian-personality.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/24/opinion/republicans-donald-trump-loyalty.html


SECTION 7 
 

New Understandings of Populism 

 

Sunday, April 23, 2017 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/04/new-understandings-of-populism.html 

It is apparent, on this first round of the presidential elections in France, that we ur-
gently need to understand better the dynamics and causes of radical populism in 
democratic polities. What is populism? Why does it have such virulence in the cur-
rent moment as a political movement? What roles do racism, xenophobia, resent-
ment, and economic fear play in the readiness of ordinary citizens in Europe and 
America to support radical populist candidates and platforms? 

The topic has been the subject of research by very talented investigators over the 
past twenty years. Several recent books are especially relevant in the current mo-
ment. Particularly relevant are Cas Mudde and Cristobal Rovira Kaltwasser's Pop-
ulism: A Very Short Introduction; Jan-Werner Muller's What Is Populism?; and a 
recent collection by Social Europe edited by Henning Meyer, Understanding the 
Populist Revolt. Taken together, the three sources provide an excellent basis for 
thinking further about the nature of radical populism. 

Mudde and Kaltwasser argue that populism differs from other political umbrella 
terms (socialism, fascism) in one important respect: it is less specific in identifying a 
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well defined ideological program. It is, in their words, "an essentially contested con-
cept". Here are a few of their central ideas: 

A more recent approach considers populism, first and foremost, as a 
political strategy employed by a specific type of leader who seeks to 
govern based on direct and unmediated support from their followers. 
It is particularly popular among students of Latin American and non-
Western societies. The approach emphasizes that populism implies the 
emergence of a strong and charismatic figure, who concentrates pow-
er and maintains a direct connection with the masses. (kl 677-680) 

Beyond the lack of scholarly agreement on the defining attributes of 
populism, agreement is general that all forms of populism include 
some kind of appeal to “the people” and a denunciation of “the elite.” 
Accordingly, it is not overly contentious to state that populism always 
involves a critique of the establishment and an adulation of the com-
mon people. More concretely, we define populism as a thin-centered 
ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two 
homogeneous and antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the 
corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression 
of the volonté générale (general will) of the people. (kl 700-705) 

This means that populism can take very different shapes, which are 
contingent on the ways in which the core concepts of populism appear 
to be related to other concepts, forming interpretative frames that 
might be more or less appealing to different societies. Seen in this 
light, populism must be understood as a kind of mental map through 
which individuals analyze and comprehend political reality. It is not 
so much a coherent ideological tradition as a set of ideas that, in the 
real world, appears in combination with quite different, and some-
times contradictory, ideologies. (kl 713-717) 

A common thread of populist rhetoric is that the movement is "anti-elitist" and that 
it speaks on behalf of "the people". Elites, according to populist leaders, have domi-
nated policy and captured the benefits of society; "the people" have been left behind 
by elites who care nothing for their wellbeing. These tropes make perfect interpre-



tive sense of Trumpism -- the campaign's attack on the media, scientists, politicians, 
and universities, its virulent personal attacks against Hillary Clinton, and its efforts 
to divide "the real Americans" from others -- immigrants, Mexicans, Muslims, Jews, 
and urban dwellers. And this is the most important point: by claiming to speak 
uniquely for "the people", there is an implicit openness to authoritarianism in pop-
ulist politics. 

So what is "not-Populism"? What is a political ideology and movement that falls 
outside the populist rubric? They identify pluralism as the main rival: 

Pluralism is the direct opposite of the dualist perspective of both pop-
ulism and elitism, instead holding that society is divided into a broad 
variety of partly overlapping social groups with different ideas and 
interests. Within pluralism diversity is seen as a strength rather than 
a weakness. Pluralists believe that a society should have many centers 
of power and that politics, through compromise and consensus, 
should reflect the interests and values of as many different groups as 
possible. Thus, the main idea is that power is supposed to be dis-
tributed throughout society in order to avoid specific groups— be they 
men; ethnic communities; economic, intellectual, military or political 
cadres, etc.— acquiring the capacity to impose their will upon the oth-
ers. (kl 733-738) 

Mudde and Kaltwasser pay close attention to what seems like the most important 
current problem: mobilization around populist political agendas. 

By mobilization we mean the engagement of a wide range of individ-
uals to raise awareness of a particular problem, leading them to act 
collectively to support their cause. Overall, three types of populist mo-
bilization can be identified: personalist leadership, social movement, 
and political party. (kl 1246-1248) 

They highlight three kinds of mechanisms of mobilization: social movements, 
charismatic leaders, and local grassroots organizations. (See an earlier post on work 
by McAdam and Kloos on racialized social movements in the United States; link.) 

What factors lead to success in populist mobilization? 



For any political actor to be successful, there has to be a demand for 
her message. Most populist actors combine populism with one or 
more so-called host ideologies, such as some form of nationalism or 
socialism. Although populism is often noted as a reason for their suc-
cess, many electoral studies instead focus exclusively on the accompa-
nying features, such as xenophobia in western Europe or socioeco-
nomic support for disadvantaged groups in Latin America. This is in 
part a consequence of the lack of available data at the mass level. Em-
pirical studies of populist attitudes are still in their infancy, but they 
do show that populist attitudes are quite widespread among popula-
tions in countries with relevant populist parties (e.g., Netherlands) 
and social movements (e.g., the United States) as well as in countries 
with no relevant populist actors (e.g., Chile). (Kindle Locations 
2063-2069) 

This passage highlights some of the kinds of messages that populists have deployed 
to support mobilization -- xenophobia and its cousins, and "nation first!" appeals 
for economic improvement for "the people". Mudde and Kaltwasser highlight the 
use of mistrust as a political theme -- "elites" are abusing "the people's" interests 
and needs, the elites cannot be trusted.  Appeals by populist leaders to fear, mis-
trust, and resentment of others have proven widespread and durable in numerous 
countries, including the recent presidential campaign in the United States. 

A crucially important question before us is why racist and xenophobic attitudes ap-
pear to be becoming more common and more readily mobilized, in Europe and in 
the United States. Why is the rhetoric of division and hate so powerful in today's 
politics? Mudde and Kaltwasser do not shed much light on this question; indeed, 
they barely confront the topic. The terms "hate" and "race" do not appear in the 
book at all. They address the topic of xenophobia more generally (largely in the con-
text of immigration issues). But they do not consider the more basic question: why 
is hate such a powerful political theme in the politics of extremist populism? 

The other two books mentioned above provide more insight into this question, and I 
will return to them in a subsequent post. 

*     *     * 



There is today a little bit of good news for everyone concerned about the ascendancy 
of extremist populist politics in modern democracies. It appears that political novice 
and moderate candidate Emmanuel Macron has slightly bested far-right populist 
Marine Le Pen in today's French election results (23.7% vs. 21.8%, with 96% of polls 
reported). So the final round will involve a run-off election between the two leading 
candidates, and almost all commentators agree that the advantage in the second 
round will go to Macron. So the anxiety felt by many around the world that France 
would follow Great Britain (Brexit) and the United States (Trump) with an unex-
pected victory for the extreme right populist position is now much abated. 



SECTION 8 
 

Populism’s Base 

 

January 15, 2018 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2018/01/populisms-base.html 

Steve Bannon may have lost his perch in the White House and Breitbart; but the 
themes of white supremacy, intolerance, bigotry, and anti-government extremism 
that drive radical nationalist populism survive his fall. In The New Minority: White 
Working Class Politics in an Age of Immigration and Inequality Justin Gest at-
tempts to explain how this movement has been able to draw support from white 
working class men and women -- often in support of policies that are objectively 
harmful to them. Here is how he describes his central concern: 

In this book, I suggest that these trends [towards polarization] intensify an under-
lying demographic phenomenon: the communities of white working class people 
who once occupied the political middle have decreased in size and moved to the 
fringes, and American and European societies are scrambling to recalibrate how 
they might rebuild the centrist coalitions that engender progress. 

The book makes use of both ethnographic and survey research to attempt to under-
stand the political psychology of these populations of men and women in Western 
Europe and the United States -- low-skilled workers with limited education beyond 
secondary school, and with shrinking opportunities in the economies of the 2000s. 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2018/01/populisms-base.html


A particularly interesting feature of the book is the ethnographic attempt Gest 
makes to understand the mechanisms and content of this migration of political 
identity. Gest conducted open-ended interviews with working class men and women 
in East London and Youngstown, Ohio in the United States -- both cities that were 
devastated by the loss of industrial jobs and the weakening of the social safety net in 
the 1970s and 1980s. He calls these "post-traumatic cities" (7). He addresses the 
fact that white working class people in those cities and elsewhere now portray 
themselves as a disadvantaged minority. 

There and elsewhere, the white working class populations I consider are con-
sumed by a nostalgia that expresses bitter resentment toward the big companies 
that abandoned their city, a government that did little to stop them from leaving, 
and a growing share of visible minorities who are altering their neighborhoods’ 
complexion. (10) 

The political psychology of resentment plays a large role in the populations he stud-
ies -- resentment of government that fails to deliver, resentment of immigrants, re-
sentment of affirmative action for racial minorities. The other large idea that Gest 
turns to is marginality -- the idea that these groups have that their voices will not be 
heard and that the powerful agents in society do not care about their fates. 

Rather, this is to say that—across the postindustrial regions of Western Europe 
and North America—white working class people sense that they have been demot-
ed from the center of their country’s consciousness to its fringe. And many feel 
powerless in their attempts to do something about it. (15) 

And resentment and marginality lead for some individuals to a political stance of 
resistance: 

Unimpressed with Labour’s priorities, profoundly distrustful of government, and 
unwilling to join forces with working class immigrants, Barking and Dagenham’s 
working class whites are now engaged in a largely unstructured, alternative form 
of minority politics. They tend to be focused on local affairs, fighting for scarce 
public resources and wary of institutionalized discrimination against them. The 
difficulty has been having their claims heard, and taken seriously. (71) 

The resentments and expressions of marginality in Youngstown are similar, with an 
added measure of mistrust of large corporations like the steel companies that aban-



doned the city and a recognition of the pervasive corruption that permeates the city. 
Here is Evelyn on the everyday realities of political corruption in Youngstown: 

The more I saw, the more I realized that money can buy your way out of anything. 
Then you see your sheriff get indicted, your congressman dishonored, our prose-
cutor in prison, and a mayoral nominee with a cloud over his head. The Valley has 
been embroiled in political corruption for a long time, and people just look out for 
themselves. It makes you sick. You don’t see it firsthand, the corruption, but you 
know it’s there. (128) 

The overriding impression gained from these interviews and Gest's narrative is one 
of hopelessness. These men and women of Youngstown don't seem to see any way 
out for themselves or their children. The pathway of upward mobility through post-
secondary education does not come up at all in these conversations. And, as Case 
and Deaton argue from US mortality statistics (link), social despair is associated 
with life-ending behaviors such as opioids, alcohol abuse, and suicide. 

Gest's book lays the ground for thinking about a post-traumatic democratic politics 
-- a politics that is capable of drawing together the segments of American or British 
society who genuinely need progressive change and more egalitarian policies if they 
are to benefit from economic progress in the future. But given the cultural and polit-
ical realities that Gest identifies among this "new minority", it is hard to avoid the 
conclusion that crafting such a political platform will be challenging. 



SECTION 9 
 

Hate as a Social Demographic 

 

Saturday, December 18, 2010 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2010/12/hate-as-social-demographic.html 

Every democracy I can think of has a meaningful (though usually small) proportion 
of citizens who fall on the extreme right by any standard: racist, White supremacist, 
hateful, anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic, anti-Muslim, nativist, nationalist, or violently 
anti-government individuals and groups. In the United States we have many, many 
organizations that are basically racist and potentially violent hate groups. They pro-
vide a basis for cultivating, recruiting and mobilizing like-minded followers, and 
they are sometimes co-opted by opportunistic politicians for their own narrow pur-
poses. The Southern Poverty Law Center (link) and the Anti-Defamation League 
(link) do a great job and a needed service in tracking many of these organizations. 
(For example, SPL monitors 26 hate groups in the state of Michigan; link.)  The 
umbrella term for these organizations and individuals is "hate groups" -- individuals 
and organizations who organize their views of the social world around intolerance of 
other groups and a motivation to harm or subordinate those other people. 

A recent report by the Institute for Research and Education on Human Rights (link) 
provides a detailed snapshot of how some of these racist groups have shown up in 
the Tea Party movement (link). The NAACP made a very careful statement about 
racist statements and provocations that had occurred at Tea Party protests in 2009 
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and 2010 (link), including the egregious incident that occurred in Washington in 
which Representatives Emanuel Cleaver, John Lewis, and Barney Frank were show-
ered with vitriol. And this temperate and careful statement was derided by Tea Par-
ty leaders. The IREHR study goes a long way to document the concerns raised in the 
NAACP statement. 

The maps of Tea Party membership are genuinely interesting. Here is an aggregate 
map including six factions of Tea Party organizations around the country (p. 14): 

Here is a summary finding from the IREHR report: 

Tea Party organizations have given platforms to anti-Semites, racists, and 
bigots. Further, hard-core white nationalists have been attracted to these 
protests, looking for potential recruits and hoping to push these (white) 
protestors towards a more self-conscious and ideological white supremacy. 
One temperature gauge of these events is the fact that longtime national 
socialist David Duke is hoping to find money and support enough in the 



Tea Party ranks to launch yet another electoral campaign in the 2012 
Republican primaries. (7) 

What I find really worth considering is the question of the fact of the very existence 
of these pockets of virulent racists and anti-semites in our society. I'm not thinking 
here of garden-variety racial stereotyping and prejudice, which is surely much more 
widespread, but of a kind of racism that extends to overt hostility and sometimes 
violence against the other group. It is hard to estimate the percentage of our society 
that falls in this category, though there are some public opinion surveys that help us 
make a crude estimate (Howard Schuman, Charlotte Steeh, Lawrence Bobo, Racial 
Attitudes in America: Trends and Interpretations, Revised Edition and Schuman 
and Bobo, "Survey-Based Experiments on White Racial Attitudes towards Residen-
tial Integration" (link); Pew Research Center, "Race, Ethnicity & Campaign 
'08" (link)). 

But here is the important question: why do a certain number of people in modern 
societies have these attitudes in the first place? Is it just a sort of basic fact about 
our population that a certain percentage of us fall in this mindset? Are there specific 
features of our informal system of acculturation that creates this minority of hate-
disposed people? Are these the result of a sort of sub-culture of militia encamp-
ments, prison gangs, and biker groups who are somehow able to promulgate their 
hatred to new recruits? Is it ignorance, disaffection, and economic uncertainty that 
brings out these qualities in otherwise decent people? In short -- is it the organiza-
tions that produce the hate in some people, or is it the hateful individuals who cre-
ate the organizations? 

Michael Mann's The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing is one 
kind of empirical study of a related question, the occurrence of murderous ethnic 
cleansing. Here are a few of his hypotheses. 

Murderous cleansing is modern, because it is the dark side of democracy. 
Let me make clear at the outset that I do not claim that democracies 
routinely commit murderous cleansing. Very few have done so. Nor do I 
reject democracy as an ideal – I endorse that ideal.Yet democracy has 
always carried with it the possibility that the majority might tyrannize 



minorities, and this possibility carries more ominous consequences in 
certain types of multiethnic environments. (2) 

Ethnic hostility rises where ethnicity trumps class as the main form of 
social stratification, in the process capturing and channeling class-like 
sentiments toward ethnonationalism. 

The danger zone of murderous cleansing is reached when (a) movements 
claiming to represent two fairly old ethnic groups both lay claim to their 
own state over all or part of the same territory and (b) this claim seems to 
them to have substantial legitimacy and some plausible chance of being 
implemented. (2-9) 

These are political-structural theories of the conditions that stimulate outbreaks of 
hate-based mobilization and murderous ethnic cleansing.  But actually, Mann never 
addresses my question head-on: what accounts for the existence of a certain small 
percentage of haters in a given society.  Mann is interested rather in the behavior 
and the occurrence of mass mobilization for ethnic violence in certain times and 
places -- the involvement of thousands of citizens in acts of violence and murder 
against their fellow citizens. And he doesn't believe that the actors are exceptional; 
rather, the circumstances elicit the terrible violence from people much like all of us. 
Here is how he categorizes the perpetrators: 

There are three main levels of perpetrator: (a) radical elites running 
party-states; (b) bands of militants forming violent paramilitaries; and (c) 
core constituencies providing mass though not majority popular support. 
(9) 

And he doesn't think there is anything distinctive about the third group: 



Finally, ordinary people are brought by normal social structures into 
committing murderous ethnic cleansing, and their motives are much more 
mundane. To understand ethnic cleansing, we need a sociology of power 
more than a special psychology of perpetrators as disturbed or psychotic 
people – though some may be. (9) 

This "ordinary people as killers" theory (c) doesn't really seem to do justice to the 
problem at issue here. And the political opportunists who play the hate card aren't 
too hard to understand (a). It's really the people Mann includes under (b) that are of 
concern to me -- the true believers, the extremist White supremacists or virulent 
anti-Semites who become the local activists and paramilitaries that I'd like to un-
derstand better. And this population seems to be defined by the attitudes, motives, 
and ideologies that they bring with them, rather than the inter-group dynamics and 
political opportunism that Mann focuses on. So, once again, where does this men-
tality or psychology of activist hatred come from in our society (or in other contem-
porary societies)? 

The easy answers are ready to hand. We might postulate a strand of political culture 
and thought in American society that reproduces hate and racism in some of the 
young people who are exposed to it. (Hate on the Internet falls in this category.)  Or 
we might postulate a recessive "racist personality" type that is a portion of the hu-
man psyche (along the lines of the theory of the authoritarian personality). Or we 
might postulate that lack of opportunity and an enduring situation of defeated ex-
pectations pushes some young people into hate (skinheads in Britain or Germany). 

But I don't find any of the theories very convincing by itself.  So we seem to have an 
important theoretical issue here that is unresolved: where does "hate" come from? 



SECTION 10 
 

Divided ... 

 

Thursday, February 23, 2017 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/02/divided.html 

Why is part of the American electoral system so susceptible to right-wing populist 
appeals, often highlighting themes of racism and intergroup hostility? Doug 
McAdam and Karina Kloos address the causes of the radical swing to the right of the 
Republican Party in Deeply Divided: Racial Politics and Social Movements in 
Postwar America. Here is the key issue the book attempts to resolve: 

If the general public does not share the extreme partisan views of the 
political elites and party activists and, more to the point, is increasingly 
dismayed and disgusted by the resulting polarization and institutional 
paralysis that have followed from those views, how has the GOP managed 
to move so far to the right without being punished by the voters? Our 
answer — already telegraphed above — is that over the past half century 
social movements have increasingly challenged, and occasionally 
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supplanted, parties as the dominant mobilizing logic and organizing 
vehicle of American politics. (Kindle location 303-307).  

Not surprisingly given McAdam's long history in the social movements research 
field, McAdam and Kloos argue that social movements are commonly relevant to 
electoral and party politics; they suggest that the period of relatively high consensus 
around the moderate middle (1940s and 1950s) was exceptional precisely because 
of the absence of powerful social movements during these decades. But during more 
typical periods, national electoral politics are influenced by both political parties 
and diffuse social movements; and the dynamics of the latter can have complex ef-
fects on the behavior and orientation of the former. 

McAdam and Kloos argue that the social movements associated with the 1960s Civil 
Rights movement and its opposite, the white segregationist movement, put in mo-
tion a political dynamic that pushed each party off of its “median voter” platform, 
with the Republican Party moving increasingly in the direction of white supremacy 
and preservation of white privilege. 

More accurately, it is the story of not one, but two parallel movements, the 
revitalized civil rights movement of the early 1960s and the powerful 
segregationist countermovement, that quickly developed in response to the 
black freedom struggle. (lc 1220) 

The dynamics of grassroots social movements are thought to explain how positions 
that are unpalatable to the broad electorate nonetheless become committed plat-
forms within the parties. (This also seems to explain the GOP preoccupation with 
“voter fraud” and their efforts at restricting voting rights for people of color.) The 
primary processes adopted by the parties after the 1968 Democratic convention 
gave a powerful advantage to highly committed social activists, even if they do not 
represent the majority of a party's members. 

This historical analysis gives an indication of an even more basic political factor in 
American politics: the polarizing issues that surround race and the struggle for 
racial equality. The Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s was a widespread 
mobilization of large numbers of ordinary citizens in support of equal rights for 



African Americans in terms of voting, residence, occupation, and education. Lead-
ers like Ralph Abernathy or Julian Bond (or of course, Martin Luther King, Jr.) and 
organizations like the NAACP and SNCC were effective in their call to action for or-
dinary people to take visible actions to support greater equality through legal 
means. This movement had some success in pushing the Democratic Party towards 
greater advocacy of reforms promoting racial justice. And the political backlash 
against the Democratic Party following the enactment of civil rights legislation 
spawned its own grassroots mobilizations of people and associations who objected 
to these forms of racial progress. And lest we imagine that progressive steps in the 
struggle for racial justice largely derived from the Democratic Party, the authors 
remind us that a great deal of the support that civil rights legislation came from lib-
eral Republicans: 

The textbook account also errs in typically depicting the Democrats as the 
movement’s staunch ally. What is missed in this account is the lengths to 
which all Democratic presidents—at least from Roosevelt to Kennedy—
went to placate the white South and accommodate the party’s Dixiecrat 
wing. (kl 411) 

The important point is that as long as the progressive racial views of 
northern liberal Democrats were held in check and tacit support for Jim 
Crow remained the guiding—if unofficial—policy of the party, the South 
remained solidly and reliably in the Democratic column. (lc 1301) 

So M&K are right -- issues and interests provide a basis for mobilization within so-
cial movements, and social movements in turn influence the evolution of party poli-
tics. 

But their account suggests a more complicated causal story of the evolution of 
American electoral politics as well. M&K make the point convincingly that the dy-
namics of party competition by themselves do not suffice to explain the evolution of 
US politics to the right, towards a more and more polarized relationship between a 
divided electorate. They succeed in showing that social movements of varying 
stripes played a key causal role in shaping party politics themselves. So explaining 



American electoral politics requires analysis of both parties and movements. But 
they also inadvertently make another point as well: that there are underlying struc-
tural features of American political psychology that explain much of the dynamics of 
both movements and parties, and these are the facts of racial division and the in-
creasingly steep inequalities of income and wealth that divide Americans. So struc-
tural facts about race and class in American society play the most fundamental role 
in explaining the movements and alliances that have led us to our current situation. 
Social movements are an important intervening variable, but pervasive features of 
inequality in American society are even more fundamental. 

Or to put the point more simply: we are divided politically because we are divided 
structurally by inequalities of access, property, opportunity, and outcome; and the 
mechanisms of electoral politics are mobilized to challenge and defend the systems 
that maintain these inequalities. 



SECTION 11 
 

Polarization 

 

Friday, October 18, 2013 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2013/10/polarization.html 

Suppose a country had come to the brink of financial catastrophe because the two 
parties in its legislature were unable to find compromises in the public interest. 
Suppose further that the discourse in that country had evolved towards a highly tox-
ic and hateful stream of anathemas by one party against the other. And suppose that 
one party projects an unprecedented amount of vitriol and hatred towards the 
leader of the other party, the president of the country. How would we describe this 
state of affairs? And what hypotheses might we consider to explain how this state of 
affairs came to be? 

First, description. This seems like a society on the brink of political breakdown. It is 
riven by hard hatreds, with almost no strands of civility and shared values to hold it 
together. One side portrays the other in extreme terms, with few voices that insist 
on the basic decency of the other party. (There is one maverick voice, perhaps, who 
breaks ranks with the extremists of his party, and who expresses a decent respect 
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for his political foes. He is accused of being too soft -- perhaps a secret ally of the 
opposition.) 

Here is how the point is put in a recent piece in the Washington Post: 

Today there is a New Confederacy, an insurgent political force that has captured 
the Republican Party and is taking up where the Old Confederacy left off in its ef-
forts to bring down the federal government. (link) 

Consider this map of the distribution and density of slaveholding in the South that 
Abraham Lincoln found very useful in the run-up to the Civil War; link. 

 

 Compare this to a map presented by Richard Florida in the Atlantic link: 



 

There is a pretty strong alignment between the two maps. 

So where does the extremism come from? There is a fairly direct hypothesis that 
comes to mind: racism and racial resentment. We are facing a real inversion of the 
white-black power relation that this country has so often embraced. Perhaps this is 
just very hard for the president's opponents to accept. Perhaps it creates a curdling 
sense of resentment that is difficult to handle. This is certainly the impression cre-
ated by the recent incident involving the waving of a confederate flag in front of the 
White House, an act not so different from a cross-burning in front of the home of a 
black family. And in fact, there is a pretty striking correlation between the heart of 
this anti-government activism and the distribution of slaveholding in the United 
States before the Civil War that is revealed in the two maps above. 

Another possibility is that it's really and truly about ideology. The right really hates 
the president because they think he advocates an extreme left set of policies. The 
problem with this idea is that the President is in fact quite moderate and centrist. 
The health care reforms he spearheaded were themselves advocated by conservative 
think tanks only a few years earlier; the President's agenda has not given much at-
tention to poverty; and the President has avoided serious efforts at redistribution 
through more progressive taxation. So in fact the President represents the center, 
not the left, on most economic policies. 

So where do these trends seem to be taking us? I used the word "polarization" to de-
scribe the situation, but perhaps that is not quite accurate. The percentage of the 
electorate represented by the extremist faction is small -- nothing like a plurality, let 



alone majority, of the population. So the extremism in our politics is being driven by 
a fairly small segment of our society. Because of the extreme degree of gerryman-
dering that exists in many Congressional districts, though, these legislators are se-
cure in their home districts. So we can't have a lot of hope in the idea that their own 
electorates will turn them out. 

Maybe this society will cycle back to a more moderate set of voices and values. 
Maybe the public will express its displeasure with the extremist voices, and like 
good political entrepreneurs they will adapt. Maybe. But we don't seem to see the 
signs of thaw yet. 



SECTION 12 
 

Polarization of American Politics 

 

Saturday, July 7, 2012 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2012/07/polarization-of-american-politics.html 

If anything seems self-evident about recent American politics, it is the fact that our 
discourse and policy debates have become more polarized. Commentators and 
politicians seem to have moved to more extreme positions over time so that biparti-
sanship and compromise are all but impossible. As for rational, honest and fact-
based debate about policies like taxes, healthcare, or Social Security in the Congress 
-- forget it. Instead we have strident conspiracy theories, ignorant birthers with 
funny hair, and hateful shrieking about the President -- all intended, presumably, to 
whip up the faithful. 

That's how things look to us as participants in the American scene. Is it possible to 
study this question with some degree of scientific objectivity and clarity? Can we 
measure polarization? Somewhat surprisingly (to me anyway) it is possible, and po-
litical scientists Nolan McCarty, Keith Poole, and Howard Rosenthal present their 
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often surprising findings in Polarized America: The Dance of Ideology and Un-
equal Riches (Walras-Pareto Lectures). 

The biggest surprise in the research for me is that it is possible to create an instru-
ment for "measuring" the political positions taken by legislators over their elected 
careers based on the totality of their voting records. It is then possible to observe 
the process of separation and polarization of individuals, groups, and parties over 
time. Along with other researchers in the field, the authors have applied a compre-
hensive statistical measure of relative positions on one (or two) dimensions, based 
on a complete set of roll call votes. Using roll call data, they compute an "ideal 
point" for each legislator along a scale of -1.0-1.0. This approach is a powerful one 
that permits calculation of a legislator's score from liberal to conservative. This 
permits comparison of the liberalness / conservativeness of legislators, including 
those whose careers did not overlap, and it allows an aggregate assessment of the 
relative positions of the parties over time.  

A second dimension of political ideology they consider is race and civil rights issues. 
They find that adding this dimension increases the classification success of the sys-
tem -- but only by a few percent. The salience of the race dimension peaked in the 
late 1960s, adding 6% and 8% classification success for the House and Senate re-
spectively in 1965, but then declined sharply to under 1% for both houses by 2005.  

Their results are very striking. Here are a couple of graphs that tell the main story of 
their results. The first graph measures the standard deviations of the Chamber, the 
Democrats, and the Republicans. The graph demonstrates the widening separation 
of the Chamber as a whole and the narrowing of division within the parties, culmi-
nating a process of separation that began in the seventies. The parties become more 
unified and the Chamber becomes more sharply divided between them. And the 
second graph demonstrates the complete separation between the parties on ideolog-
ical grounds. There are no cross-over politicians. 

Once the authors have worked out a measure of political ideology for each legislator 
and party, they are also interested in assessing causes. Why has the ideological dis-
tance between the parties increased so dramatically since the 1970s? The most im-
portant cause they consider over time is degree of income stratification present at a 
point in time (national inequalities). 

The results are genuinely striking. Through a series of graphs they demonstrate a 
very high degree of correlation between polarization and inequalities. And they ar-



gue that this is causal: politics has become more polarized as the stakes rise for 
those at the upper part of the distribution. 

They also argue strongly that the polarization of politics tracks relative income lev-
els: more conservative policies are supported by higher-income voters and more re-
distributive policies are supported by lower-income voters. More bluntly: the higher 
the income of the voter the greater the likelihood of conservative voting behavior. 

Policy appears not to have followed this logic, given that median income has fallen 
in recent years as inequalities have ramped up. In chapter 4 they argue that this has 
to do with the increasing numbers of poor non-citizens. Non-citizens can't vote, and 
therefore their interests are not reflected in policy competition between members of 
Congress. So immigration has an unexpected consequence for policy: though the 
percent of poor people in the country increases, policy becomes more anti-poor. 

The book is a remarkable and complex argument in which the authors use sophisti-
cated statistical tools to tease out connections between their core data set -- the ide-
ological scores of virtually all national-level legislators since the 1870s -- and other 
factors (constituency characteristics, party, personal characteristics, etc.). They suc-
ceed in cutting through the seemingly crazed rhetoric of conservative extremists in 
and out of Congress and reveal what it's really all about: protecting the economic in-
terests of the wealthy. For all its quiet restrained tone, it's an important contribu-
tion to the Occupy argument.  

What is really interesting about this analysis is that it implies that the sizzling 
rhetoric coming from the right -- personal attacks on the President, anti-gay rants, 
renewed heat around abortion and contraception -- is just window dressing. By the 
evidence of voting records, what the right really cares about is economic issues fa-
voring the affluent -- tax cuts, reduced social spending, reduced regulation of busi-
ness activity, and estate taxes. This isn't to say that the enraged cultural commenta-
tors aren't sincere about their personal belief -- who knows? But the policies of their 
party are very consistent, in the analysis offered here. Maybe the best way of under-
standing the extremist pundits is as a class of well-paid entertainers, riffing on 
themes of hatred and cultural fundamentalism that have nothing to do with the real 
goals of their party. 



SECTION 13 
 

Right-Wing Extremism and the Covid-
19 Crisis 

 

Saturday, May 2, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/05/right-wing-extremism-and-covid-19-crisis.html 

No one needs to be brought up to date on the devastation already wrought by Covid-
19, in the United States, in Europe, and in other parts of the world, and more is al-
most certain to come in the next two years. The virus is highly contagious in social 
settings -- not as contagious as measles, but more so than other viral diseases. It has 
a high mortality rate for older individuals, but it kills patients of every age. It can be 
spread by persons who do not yet show symptoms -- perhaps even by people who 
will never develop symptoms. The disease has the great potential of overwhelming 
health systems in regions where it strikes hardest -- northern Italy, New York City, 
Britain, Detroit. There is no effective treatment for severe cases of the disease, and 
there is no vaccine currently available. This is the pandemic that sane governments 
have feared and prepared for, for many years. Ali Khan, an experienced and long-
serving leader on infectious disease at the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, provides vivid descriptions of the background scientific and public health in-
frastructure needed to contain viral outbreaks like ebola, monkeypox, MERS, and 
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SARS (The Next Pandemic: On the Front Lines Against Humankind's Gravest 
Dangers). (Here is a list of possible global virus threats by the World Health Orga-
nization (link). 

It is therefore plain to any sensible person that government-enforced public health 
measures are required in order to slow the spread of this disease. Countries that 
were slow to take the pandemic seriously and establish strong measures designed to 
slow the infection rate -- like the United States and Great Britain -- have reaped the 
whirlwind; the United States now has the highest number of Covid-19 cases in the 
world (link). And the stakes are incredibly high. The 1918 Spanish flu, for example, 
hit the city of Philadelphia with savage effect because the mayor decided not to can-
cel the Liberty Loan parade on September 28, 1918 (link); whereas cities like St. 
Louis made different decisions about public gatherings and had much lower levels 
of influenza. 

The governors of most states in the United States have enacted physical distancing 
orders mandating "stay-at-home" requirements, business closures, closures of pub-
lic places, and restrictions on public gatherings. And these measures have worked, 
on the whole. The governor of Michigan, my home state, for example, has assem-
bled a world-class team of scientific and health advisers concerning the details of 
the shut-down orders, and a highly respected committee of business and health sys-
tem leaders to work on developing a strategy for reopening the state in a way that 
does the best job possible of protecting the health of our ten million citizens. And 
the curve has flattened. 

But now we come to the right-wing protests that have occurred in Lansing and other 
state capitals around the country (link, link). Guns, extremist placards, threatening 
behavior, and an armed invasion of the floor of the Michigan state house -- what in 
the world is going on here? Protest of government policy is one of the fundamental 
rights of citizenship -- of course. But why heavily armed protesters? Why racist, 
white-supremacist groups in the crowd? Why the hateful, vitriolic language towards 
elected officials? What are the underlying political motivations -- and organizational 
resources -- of these protests? 

Cas Mudde has a perceptive analysis in the Guardian (link). His recent book The 
Far Right Today provides the broader context. Mudde sees the anti-lockdown 
demonstrations as being largely about Donald Trump's increasingly desperate ef-
forts to win reelection. Mudde calls out the financial ties that exist between these 



demonstrations and well-funded not-for-profit Republican organizations linked to 
Betsy DeVos (link). 

And indeed, these protests look a lot like Trump campaign rallies, calling the faith-
ful in "battleground" states. The hats, slogans, and behavior make it clear that these 
protesters are making a political statement in favor of their president. And the pres-
ident has returned the compliment, describing these protests as reasonable, and en-
couraging more. The president's behavior is, as usual, horrible. The idea that the 
president of the United States is actively seeking to interfere with the performance 
of the governors of many states in their duties of preserving the health and safety of 
their citizens, after himself failing abysmally to prepare or respond to the pandemic, 
is something out of a dystopian novel. Here is how Mudde describes the political 
strategy underlying this approach: 

For Trump, the anti-lockdown protests provide him with visible popular support for his 
Covid-19 strategy. For the sake of his re-election, he is keen to move discussion from public 
health to the economy. Given that a clear majority of Americans support the stay-at-home 
policies, Trump needs the momentum to shift. The protests can help him, by taking his 
struggle from the White House to the streets, and thereby to the media. (link) 

Where does the gun-toting extremism come into this political activism? One obvi-
ous strand of this "movement" is the extremist anti-government ideology that 
brought world attention to the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge takeover in 2016. 
These are radical militia adherents, rejecting the authority of the Federal govern-
ment in all of its actions, and willing to overtly threaten the lives of others in their 
activism. Brandishing semi-automatic weapons is not political theatre; it is not 
“simply an assertion of second amendment rights”; it is a deliberate effort to intimi-
date and frighten the rest of society. And it is hard to avoid the question — what if 
these were anarchist protesters in black masks carrying semi-automatic weapons? 
Or Black Panthers? And what if the venue were the entrance to the White House, or 
the entrance to the Capitol Building in Washington? How would conservative Re-
publicans react to these scenarios? 

Another stream, not entirely distinct from the first, is the persistent and growing 
white supremacist movement in the right wing of conservative politics. Their in-
volvement in these protests is opportunistic, but their potentially violent opposition 
to democratically elected government is in common. Here is a report by the South-



ern Poverty Law Center about involvement by extremist nationalist group the Proud 
Boys in the anti-lockdown demonstrations; link. Here is a snippet from the SPLC 
report: 

Even though the Proud Boys weren’t behind efforts to get the protests off the ground, they 
quickly realized their value. They are the perfect platform for the proto-fascist group to 
make the case that the will of a small minority of Americans – the hyper-individualistic 
“patriots” who attend these rallies – should supersede democratic processes, and that 
individual desires should trump the collective public good. The protests also provide other 
benefits: the chance to launch their ideas into wider right-wing circles, further cement 
their status as core members of the Trump coalition, build relationships with local 
politicians and gain attention from outlets like Fox News. 

(Neil MacFarquhar and Adam Goldman's coverage in the New York Times of the 
white-supremacist terrorist organization, the Base, is sobering reading; link.) 

It is certainly true that the pandemic is creating huge economic suffering for mil-
lions of Americans (and Europeans, Indians, Brazilians, ...). People are suffering, 
and some much more than others. Poor people, hourly workers, small farmers, gig 
workers, and people of color are disproportionately victims to the economic reces-
sion, and people of color are vastly over-represented among the infected population 
and the death rolls of the disease. Closures of businesses have led to vast numbers 
of unemployed men and women. But notably, these demonstrations in Lansing and 
elsewhere don't seem to be supported by the constituencies most at risk in the eco-
nomic shutdown; the participants who show up to flaunt their guns and their reck-
less disregard for social distancing seem to be mostly angry activists pursuing their 
own agendas. 

So an answer to the fundamental question here -- why are we seeing this surge of 
right-wing extremist protests to pandemic policies? -- seems to involve three related 
factors: political supporters of Donald Trump (President Trump's efforts to normal-
ize the pandemic and attack Democratic governors who are doing something about 
it); anti-government extremists who object to any exercise of the appropriate pow-
ers of the state; and opportunistic efforts by white supremacist organizations to cap-
ture the moment. Add to that the understandable concerns that citizens have about 
their immediate economic futures, and you have a combustible mixture. And the is-
sue of trust in the institutions of government, raised in a recent post, is plainly rele-



vant here as well; these extremist organizations are working very hard to undermine 
the trust that ordinary citizens have in the intentions, competence, and legitimacy of 
their elected officials. 

Yes, the economic consequences of the pandemic are enormous. But the alternative 
is undoubtedly worse. Do nothing about physical distancing and the virus will 
sweep every state, every county, and every town. Experts believe that the unchecked 
virus would infect 20-60% of the globe's population. And a conservative estimate of 
the mortality rate associated with the disease is on the order of 1%. Thomas Tsai, 
Benjamin Jacobson, and Ashish Jha do the math in Health Affairs (link), assuming 
a 40% infection rate. For the United States that implies an infected population with-
in about eighteen months of about 98.9 million victims, 20.6 million hospitaliza-
tions, and 4.4 million patients needing treatment in ICUs. Both hospitalization rates 
and ICU demand greatly exceed the total stock available in the United States. Tsai et 
al do not provide a mortality estimate, but at a 1% mortality rate, this would amount 
to about a million deaths. It goes without saying that the health system, the food 
supply system, and virtually every aspect of our "normal" economy would collapse. 
So the only choice we have is rigorous physical distancing, a sound public health 
plan for cautiously restarting economic activity, massive increase in testing capaci-
ty, aggressive search for treatments and vaccine, and generous programs of Federal 
assistance to help our whole population make it through the hard times that are 
coming. And generosity needs to come from all of us -- contributions to local funds 
for food and social assistance can make a big difference. 



SECTION 14 
 

Democracy and the Politics of Intoler-
ance 

 

May 24, 2017 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/05/democracy-and-politics-of-intolerance.html 

A democracy allows government to reflect the will of the people. Or does it? Here I 
would like to understand a bit better the dynamics through which radical right pop-
ulism has come to have influence, even dominance, in a number of western democ-
racies -- even when the percentage of citizens with radical right populist attitudes 
generally falls below the range of 35% of the electorate. 

There are well known bugs in the ways that real democracies work, leading to dis-
crepancies between policy outcomes and public preferences. In the United States, 
for example, we find: 

•  Gerrymandered Congressional districts that favor Republican incumbents 

•  Over-representation of rural voters in the composition of the Senate (Utah has 
as many senators as California) 

•  Organized efforts to suppress voting by poor and minority voters 
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•  The vast influence of corporate and private money in shaping elections and 
public attitudes 

•  An electoral-college system that easily permits the candidate winning fewer 
votes to nonetheless win the Presidency 

So it is evident that the system of electoral democracy institutionalized in the Unit-
ed States is far from a neutral, formal system conveying citizen preferences onto 
outcomes in a fair and equal way. The rules as well as the choices are objects of con-
tention. 

But to understand the ascendancy of the far right in US politics we need to go be-
yond these defects. We need to understand the processes through which citizens ac-
quire their political attitudes -- thereby explaining their likelihood of mobilization 
for one party or candidate or another. And we need to understand the mechanisms 
through which elected representatives are pushed to the extreme positions that are 
favored by only a minority of their own supporters. 

First, what are the mechanisms that lead to the formation of political attitudes and 
beliefs in individual citizens? That is, of course, a huge question. People have reli-
gious values, civic values, family values, personal aspirations, bits of historical 
knowledge, and so on, all of which come into play in a wide range of settings 
through personal development. And all of these value tags may serve as a basis for 
mobilization by candidates and parties. That is the rationale for "dog-whistle" poli-
tics -- to craft messages that resonate with small groups of voters without being no-
ticed by larger groups with different values. So let's narrow it a bit: what mecha-
nisms exist through which activist organizations and leaders can promote specific 
hateful beliefs and attitudes within a population with a range of existing attitudes, 
beliefs, and values? In particular, how can radical-right populist organizations and 
parties increase the appeal of their programs of intolerance to voters who are not 
otherwise pre-disposed to the extremes of populism? 

Here the potency of appeals to division, intolerance, and hate is of particular rele-
vance. Populism has almost always depended on a simplistic division between "us" 
and "them". The rhetoric and themes of nationalism and racism represent powerful 
tools in the arsenal of populist mobilization, preying upon suspicion, resentment, 
and mistrust of "others" in order to gain adherents to a party that promises to take 
advantages away from those others. The right-wing media play an enormous role in 
promulgating these messages of division and intolerance in many countries. The 



conspiracy theories and false narratives conveyed by right-wing media and com-
mentators are powerfully persuasive in setting the terms of political consciousness 
for millions of people. Fox News set the agenda for a large piece of the American 
electorate. And the experience of having been left out of a fair share of economic ad-
vantages leaves some segments of the population particularly vulnerable to these 
kinds of appeals. Finally, the under-currents of racism and prejudice are of continu-
ing importance in the political and social identities of many citizens -- again leaving 
them vulnerable to appeals that cater to these prejudices. This is how Breitbart 
News works. (An earlier post treated this factor; link.) 

Let's next consider the institutional mechanisms through which activist advocacy 
can be turned into disproportionate effects in legislation. Suppose Representative 
Smith has been elected on the Republican ticket in a close contest over his Democ-
rat opponent with 51% of the vote. And suppose his constituency includes 15% ex-
treme right voters, 20% moderate right voters, and 16% conservative-leaning inde-
pendents. Why does Smith go on to support the agenda of the far right, who are af-
ter all only less than a third of his own supporters in his district? This results from a 
mechanism that political scientists seem to understand; it involves the dynamics of 
the primary system. The extreme right is highly activated, while the center is signifi-
cantly less so. A candidate who moves to the center is in danger of losing his seat in 
the next primary to a far-right candidate who can depend upon the support of his or 
her activist base to defeat Smith. So the 15% of extreme-right voters determine the 
behavior of the representative. (McAdam and Kloos consider these dynamics in 
Deeply Divided: Racial Politics and Social Movements in Postwar America; link.) 

Gerrymandering plays an important role in these dynamics as well. Smith doesn't 
have to moderate his policy choices out of concern that he will lose the general elec-
tion to a more moderate Democrat, because the Republican legislature in his state 
has ensured that this is a safe seat for the candidate chosen by the party.  

So here we are -- in a nation governed by an extreme-right party in control of both 
House and Senate, with a President espousing xenophobic and anti-immigrant in-
tentions and a budget that severely cuts back on the social safety net, and dozens of 
state governments dominated by the same forces. And yet the President is pro-
foundly unpopular, confidence in Congress is at an abysmal low point, and the ma-
jority of Americans favor a more progressive set of policies on women's health, 
health policy, immigration, and international security than the governing party is 
proposing. How did democratic processes bring us to this paradoxical point? 



In 1991 political scientist Sam Popkin published a short book called The Reasoning 
Voter: Communication and Persuasion in Presidential Campaigns. The title cap-
tures Popkin's central hypothesis: that voters make choices on the basis of rational 
assessment of available evidence. What he adds to this old theory of democratic be-
havior is the proviso that often the principle of reasoning in question is what he 
calls "low-information rationality". Unlike traditional rational-choice theories of po-
litical behavior, Popkin proposes to make use of empirical results from cognitive 
psychology -- insights into how real people make practical decisions of importance. 
It is striking how much the environment of political behavior has changed since 
Popkin's reflections in the 1980s and 1990s. "Most Americans watch some network 
television news and scan newspapers several times every week" (25). In a 2015 New 
Yorker piece on the populism of Donald Trump Evan Osnos quotes Popkin again -- 
but this time in a way that emphasizes emotions rather than evidence-based ratio-
nality (link). The passage is worth quoting: 

“The more complicated the problem, the simpler the demands 
become,” Samuel Popkin, a political scientist at the University of Cali-
fornia in San Diego, told me. “When people get frustrated and irritat-
ed, they want to cut the Gordian knot.”  

Trump has succeeded in unleashing an old gene in American politics—the crude 
tribalism that Richard Hofstadter named “the paranoid style”—and, over the sum-
mer, it replicated like a runaway mutation. Whenever Americans have confronted 
the reshuffling of status and influence—the Great Migration, the end of Jim Crow, 
the end of a white majority—we succumb to the anti-democratic politics of abso-
lutism, of a “conflict between absolute good and absolute evil,” in which, Hofstadter 
wrote, “the quality needed is not a willingness to compromise but the will to fight 
things out to a finish. Nothing but complete victory will do.” Trump was born to the 
part. “I’ll do nearly anything within legal bounds to win,” he wrote, in “The Art of 
the Deal.” “Sometimes, part of making a deal is denigrating your competition.” 
Trump, who long ago mastered the behavioral nudges that could herd the public 
into his casinos and onto his golf courses, looked so playful when he gave out Lind-
sey Graham’s cell-phone number that it was easy to miss just how malicious a ges-
ture it truly was. It expressed the knowledge that, with a single utterance, he could 
subject an enemy to that most savage weapon of all: us. (link) 



The gist is pretty clear: populism is not primarily about rational consideration of 
costs and benefits, but rather the political emotions of mistrust, intolerance, and 
fear. 



SECTION 15 
 

The Assault on Democracy by the 
Right 

 

March 13, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/03/the-assault-on-democracy-by-right.html 

A democracy depends crucially upon a core set of normative commitments that are 
accepted on all sides -- political parties, citizens, government officials, judges, legis-
lators. Central among these is the idea of the political equality of all citizens and the 
crucial importance of maintaining equality in the availability of access to formal po-
litical involvement in democratic processes. In particular, the right to vote must be 
inviolate for every citizen, without regard to region, religion, gender, race, national 
origin, or any other criterion. John Rawls encapsulates these commitments within 
his conception of the political values of a just society in Political Liberalism. 

The third feature of a political conception of justice is that its content 
is expressed in terms of certain fundamental ideas seen as implicit in 
the public political culture of a democratic society. This public culture 
comprises the political institutions of a constitutional regime and the 
public traditions of their interpretation (including those of the judicia-

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/03/the-assault-on-democracy-by-right.html


ry), as well as historic texts and documents that are common knowl-
edge. (13) … A sense of justice is the capacity to understand, to apply, 
and to act from the public conception of justice which characterizes 
the fair terms of social cooperation. Given the nature of the political 
conception as specifying a public basis of justification, a sense of jus-
tice also expresses a willingness, if not the desire, to act in relation to 
others on terms that they also can publicly endorse. (18) 

The Voting Rights Act in 1965 was an important step in the development of racial 
equality in the United States for a number of reasons; but most important was the 
clear statement it made guaranteeing voting rights to African-American citizens, 
and the judicial remedies it established for addressing efforts made in various states 
or localities to limit or block the exercise of those rights. The act prohibited literacy 
tests for voting rights and other practices that inhibited or prevented voter registra-
tion and voter participation in elections. 

However, the Supreme Court decision in 2013 (Shelby County v Holder) eliminated 
the fundamental force of the 1965 act by removing the foundation of the require-
ment of pre-clearance of changes in voting procedures in certain states and jurisdic-
tions. This action appears to have had the effect of allowing states to take steps that 
reduce participation in elections by under-served minorities (link). 

Also important is the idea that the formal decisions within a democracy should de-
pend upon citizens' preferences, not the expenditure of money in favor of or against 
a given candidate or act of legislation. The Supreme Court's decision in 2010 in the 
case of Citizens United v Federal Election Commission found the 2002 Bipartisan 
Campaign Reform Act to be unconstitutional because it restricted the freedom of 
speech of legal persons (corporations and unions). This ruling gave essentially un-
limited rights to corporations to provide financial support to candidate and legisla-
tive initiatives; this decision in one stroke diminished the political voice of ordinary 
voters to a vanishing level. Big money in politics became the decisive factor in de-
termining the outcomes of political disagreements within our democracy. (Here is a 
summary from the Washington Post on the effects of Citizens United on campaign 
spending; link.) 

The 2014 book by Doug McAdam and Karina Kloos, Deeply Divided: Racial Politics 
and Social Movements in Postwar America, is profoundly alarming for a number of 



reasons. They make clear the pivotal role that the politics of race have played in 
American electoral politics since the Nixon presidency. Most recently, the Tea Party 
social movement appears to be substantially motivated by racism. 

The question is: where did this upsurge in “old-fashioned racism” 
come from? Based on the best survey data on support for the Tea Par-
ty, it seems reasonable to credit the movement for at least some of the 
infusion of more extreme racial views and actions into American poli-
tics. We begin by considering the racial attitudes of Tea Party sup-
porters and what that suggests about the animating racial politics of 
the movement wing of the Republican Party. In this, we rely on two 
sources of data: the multi-state surveys of support for the Tea Party 
conducted by Parker and Barreto in 2010 and 2011 and Abramowitz’s 
analysis of the October 2010 wave of the American National Election 
Studies. (KL 5008) 

Based on this survey data, they conclude: 

Support for the Tea Party is thus decidedly not the same thing as con-
ventional conservatism or traditional partisan identification with the 
Republican Party. Above all else, it is race and racism that runs 
through and links all three variables discussed here. Whatever else is 
motivating supporters, racial resentment must be seen as central to 
the Tea Party and, by extension, to the GOP as well in view of the 
movement’s significant influence within the party. (KL 5053) 

Most alarming is the evidence McAdam and Kloos offer of a deliberate, widespread 
effort to suppress the voting rights of specific groups. Voter suppression occurs 
through restrictions on the voting process itself; and more systemically, it occurs 
through the ever-more-impactful ability of state legislators to engage in data-sup-
ported strategies of gerrymandering. And they connect the dots from these attitudes 
about race to political strategies by elected officials reflecting this movement: 

Nor is the imprint of race and racism on today’s GOP only a matter of attitudes. It 
was also reflected in the party’s transparent efforts to disenfranchise poor and mi-
nority voters in the run-up to the 2012 election. It may well be that the country has 
never seen a more coordinated national effort to constrain the voting rights of par-



ticular groups than we saw in 2012. Throughout the country, Republican legislators 
and other officials sought to enact new laws or modify established voting proce-
dures which, in virtually all instances, would have made it harder—in some cases, 
much harder—for poor and minority voters to exercise the franchise. (KL 5053) 

Through gerrymandering the votes of a large percentage of the electorate are func-
tionally meaningless; they live in districts that have been designed as "safe districts" 
in which the candidates of one party (most commonly the Republican Party, though 
there are certainly examples of Democratic gerrymandering as well) are all but cer-
tain to win election. Consider these completely deranged districts from Illinois, 
Georgia, Louisiana, and North Carolina: 

 

And nation-wide, the power of state legislatures to create gerrymandered districts 
has led to a lopsided political map, where only a few districts are genuinely competi-
tive: 

 



So the preferences of a given block of voters among candidates in a Republican safe 
district have zero likelihood of bringing about the election of the competing candi-
date. McAdam and Kloos are very explicit about the threat to democracy these ef-
forts and the deliberateness with which the Republican Party has carried out these 
strategies over the past several decades. They are explicit as well in documenting the 
goal of these efforts: to suppress votes by racial groups who have traditionally sup-
ported Democratic candidates for office. 

The efforts at voter suppression documented by McAdam and Kloos have continued 
unabated, even accelerated, since the 2014 publication of their book. 

The hard question raised by Deeply Divided is not answered in the book, because it 
is very hard to answer at all: how will the public manage to claim back its rights of 
equality and equal participation? How will democracy be restored as the operative 
principle of our country? 



SECTION 16 
 

Ethnography of the Far Right 

 

Monday, August 1, 2016 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/08/ethnography-of-far-right.html 

Can we understand the dynamics of far-right extremism without understanding far-
right extremists? Probably not; it seems clear we need to have a much more "micro" 
understanding of the actors than we currently have if we are to understand these 
movements so antithetical to the values of liberal democracy. And yet there isn't 
much of a literature on this subject. 

An important exception is a 2007 special issue of the Journal of Contemporary 
Ethnography, curated by Kathleen Blee (link). This volume brings together several 
ethnographic studies of extremist groups, and it makes for very interesting reading. 
Kathleen Blee is a pioneer in this field and is the author of Inside Organized 
Racism: Women in the Hate Movement (2002). She writes in Inside Organized 
Racism: 

Intense, activist racism typically does not arise on its own; it is learned in racist 
groups. These groups promote ideas radically different from the racist attitudes 
held by many whites. They teach a complex and contradictory mix of hatred for 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/08/ethnography-of-far-right.html


enemies, belief in conspiracies, and allegiance to an imaginary unified race of 
"Aryans." (3) 

One of Blee's key contributions has been to highlight the increasingly important and 
independent role played by women in right-wing extremist movements in the Unit-
ed States and Europe. 

The JCE issue includes valuable studies of right-wing extremist groups in India, 
France, Germany, the Netherlands, and Scandinavia. And each of the essays is well 
worth reading, including especially Blee's good introduction. Here is the table of 
contents: 



 



Key questions concerning the mechanisms of mobilization arise in almost all the es-
says. What are the mechanisms through which new adherents are recruited? What 
psychological and emotional mechanisms are in play that keep loyalists involved in 
the movement? Contributors to this volume find a highly heterogeneous set of cir-
cumstances leading to extremist activism. Blee argues that an internalist approach 
is needed to allow us to have a more nuanced understanding of the social and per-
sonal dynamics of extremist movements. What she means by externalist here is the 
idea that there are societal forces and "risk factors" that contribute to the emergence 
of hate and racism within a population, and that these factors can be studied in a 
general way. An internalist approach, by contrast, aims at discovering the motives 
and causes of extremist engagement through study of the actors themselves, within 
specific social circumstances. 

But it is problematic to use data garnered in externalist studies to draw conclusions 
about micro-mobilization since it is not possible to infer the motivations of activists 
from the external conditions in which the group emerged. Because people are drawn 
to far-right movements for a variety of reasons that have little connection to politi-
cal ideology (Blee 2002)—including a search for community, affirmation of mas-
culinity, and personal loyalties— what motivates someone to join an anti-immigrant 
group, for example, might—or might not—be animus toward immigrants. (120) 

Based on interviews, participant-observation, and life-history methods, contribu-
tors find a mix of factors leading to the choice of extremist involvement: adolescent 
hyper-masculinity, a desire to belong, a history of bullying and abuse, as well as so-
cial exposure to adult hate activists. But this work is more difficult than many other 
kinds of ethnographic research because of the secrecy, suspiciousness, and danger 
associated with these kinds of activism: 

Close-up or “internalist” studies of far-right movements can provide a better un-
derstanding of the workings of far-right groups and the beliefs and motivations of 
their activists and supporters, but such studies are rare because data from inter-
views with members, observations of group activities, and internal documents are 
difficult to obtain.... Few scholars want to invest the considerable time or to estab-
lish the rapport necessary for close-up studies of those they regard as inexplicable 
and repugnant, in addition to dangerous and difficult. Yet, as the articles in this 
volume demonstrate, internalist studies of the far right can reveal otherwise ob-
scured and important features of extreme rightist political mobilization. (121-122) 



A few snippets will give some flavor of the volume. Here is Michael Kimmel's de-
scription of some of the young men and boys attracted to the neo-Nazi movement in 
Sweden: 

Insecure and lonely at twelve years old, Edward started hanging out with skin-
heads because he “moved to a new town, knew nobody, and needed friends.” 
Equally lonely and utterly alienated from his distant father, Pelle met an older 
skinhead who took him under his wing and became a sort of mentor. Pelle was a 
“street hooligan” hanging out in street gangs, brawling and drinking with other 
gangs. “My group actually looked down on the neo-Nazis,” he says, because “they 
weren’t real fighters.” “All the guys had an insecure role as a man,” says Robert. 
“They were all asking ‘who am I?’” ... 

Already feeling marginalized and often targeted, the boys and men described 
themselves as “searchers” or “seekers,” kids looking for a group with which to 
identify and where they would feel they belonged. “When you enter puberty, it’s 
like you have to choose a branch,” said one ex-Nazi. “You have to choose between 
being a Nazi, anti-Nazi, punk or hip- hopper—in today’s society, you just can’t 
choose to be neutral” (cited in Wahlstrom 2001, 13-14). ... 

For others, it was a sense of alienation from family and especially the desire to 
rebel against their fathers. “Grown-ups often forget an important component of 
Swedish racism, the emotional conviction,” says Jonas Hallen (2000). “If you have 
been beaten, threatened, and stolen from, you won’t listen to facts and numbers.”
(209-210) 

Here is Meera Sehgal's description of far-right Hindu nationalist training camps for 
young girls in India: 

The overall atmosphere of this camp and the Samiti’s camps in general was rigid 
and authoritarian, with a strong emphasis on discipline. ... A number of girls fell 
ill with diarrhea, exhaustion, and heat stroke. Every day at least five to ten girls 
could be seen crying, wanting to go home. They pleaded with their city’s local 
Samiti leaders, camp instructors, and organizers to be allowed to call their par-
ents, but were not allowed to do so. ... Neither students nor instructors were al-
lowed to get sufficient rest or decent food. 

The training was at a frenetic pace in physically trying conditions. Participants 
were kept awake and physically and mentally engaged from dawn to late night. 



Approximately four hours a day were devoted to physical training; five hours to 
ideological indoctrination through lectures, group discussions, and rote memo-
rization; and two hours to indoctrination through cultural programming like 
songs, stories, plays, jokes, and skits. Many girls and women were consequently 
soon physically exhausted, and yet were forced to continue. The systematic depri-
vation of adequate rest and food may have been a deliberate ploy of the camp or-
ganizers to reduce the chances of dissent since time, energy, initiative, and plan-
ning are needed to develop a collective sense of grievance. 

Indoctrination, which was the Samiti’s first priority, ranged from classroom lec-
tures and small and large group discussions led by different instructors, to nightly 
cultural programs where skits, storytelling, songs, and chants were taught by the 
instructors and seasoned activists, based on the lives of various “Hindu” women, 
both mythical and historical. (170) 

And here is Fabian Virchow's description of the emotional power of music and spec-
tacle at a neo-Nazi rally in Germany: 

Festivals are excellent opportunities for far-right groups to spread the word about 
their successes to like-minded activists and sympathizers, since visitors come from 
as far away as Italy to see White Power music bands. In the festival mentioned 
above, a folk-dance act in the afternoon attracted only some hundred spectators, 
but evening performances by the U.S. band Youngland drew a large crowd that 
pushed to the front of the stage, leaving only limited space for burly skinheads in-
dulging in pogo dancing. The music created a ritual closeness and attachment 
among the audience, shaping the emotions and aggression of the like-minded 
crowd, initially in a playful way, but one that switched into brutality a few mo-
ments later.  

The aggression of White Power music is evident in the messages of its songs, which 
are either confessing, demonstrating self-assertion against what is perceived as 
totally hostile surroundings, or requesting action (Meyer 1995). Using Heavy 
Metal or Oi Punk as its musical basis, White Power music not only attracts those 
who see themselves as part of the same political movement as the musicians, but 
also serves as one of the most important tools for recruiting new adherents to the 
politics of the far right (Dornbusch and Raabe 2002).  

Since the festival I visited takes place only once a year, and because performances 
of White Power bands are organized clandestinely in most cases and are often dis-



rupted by the police, the far-right movement needs additional events to shape and 
sustain its collective identity. As the far right and the NPD and neo-Nazi groupus-
cules in particular regard themselves as a “movement of action,” it is no surprise 
that rallies play an important role in this effort. (151) 

Each of these essays is based on first-hand observation and interaction, and they 
give some insight into the psychological forces playing on the participants as well as 
the mobilizational strategies used by the leaders of these kinds of movements. The 
articles published here offer a good cross-section of the ways in which ethnographic 
methods can be brought to bear on the phenomenon of extremist right-wing ac-
tivism. And because the studies are drawn from five quite different national con-
texts (Sweden, Germany, Netherlands, India, France), it is intriguing to see some of 
the same mechanisms and dynamics in play in creating and sustaining an extremist 
movement. The importance of performance and music in eliciting loyal participa-
tion from young adherents comes up in the articles about Germany, Sweden, and 
India. Likewise the importance of the emotional needs of boys as they approach 
manhood, and the hyper-masculine themes of violence and brutality in the neo-Nazi 
organizations that appeal to them, recurs in several of the essays. 

Along with KA Kreasap, Kathleen Blee is also the author of a 2010 review article on 
right-wing extremist movements in Annual Reviews of Sociology (link). These are 
the kinds of hate-based organizations and activists tracked by the Southern Poverty 
Law Center (link), and that seem to be more visible than ever before during the cur-
rent presidential campaign. The essay pays attention to the question of the motiva-
tions and "risk factors" that lead people to join right-wing movements. Blee and 
Kreasap argue that the motivations and circumstances of mobilization into right-
wing organizations are substantially more heterogeneous than a simple story lead-
ing from racist attitudes to racist mobilization would suggest. They argue that an-
tecedent racist ideology is indeed a factor, but that music, culture, social media, and 
continent social networks also play significant causal roles. 



SECTION 17 
 

Survey Research on Right-Wing Ex-
tremism in Europe 

 

Friday, July 29, 2016 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/07/survey-research-on-right-wing-extremism.html 

European research and policy organizations have devoted a fair amount of attention 
to the rise of extremist movements and intolerance in European countries in the 
past ten years. Attention has been directed towards both aspects of the problem that 
have been mentioned in earlier posts -- rising public attitudes of intolerance, and 
the mobilization and spread of hate-based right-wing organizations. (The topic has 
also received a great deal of attention in the press -- for example, in the Guardian 
(link), the New York Times (link), and Spiegel (link).) 

One useful report is Intolerance, Prejudice and Discrimination: A European Report 
(link), authored by Andreas Zick, Beate Kupper, and Andreas Hovermann 
(Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2011). The study is based on survey research in eight 
countries (Germany, Britain, France, Netherlands, Italy, Portugal, Poland, and 
Hungary). Particularly interesting are the results on anti-semitism, anti-muslimism, 
and homophobia (56 ff.). Here are the opening paragraphs of the authors' foreword: 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/07/survey-research-on-right-wing-extremism.html


Intolerance threatens the social cohesion of plural and democratic societies. It re-
flects the extent to which we respect or reject social, ethnic, cultural and religious 
minorities. It marks out those who are “strange”, “other” or “out- siders”, who are 
not equal, less worthy. The most visible expression of intolerance and discrimina-
tion is prejudice. Indicators of intolerance such as prejudice, anti-democratic atti-
tudes and the prevalence of discrimination consequently represent sensitive mea-
sures of social cohesion. 

Investigating intolerance, prejudice and discrimination is an important process of 
self-reflection for society and crucial to the protection of groups and minorities. 
We should also remember that intolerance towards one group is usually associat-
ed with negativity towards others. The European Union acknowledged this when 
it declared 1997 the European Year against Racism. In the 1997 Treaty of Amster-
dam the European Union called for joint efforts to combat prejudice and discrimi-
nation experienced by groups and individuals on the basis of their ethnic features, 
cultural background, religion, gender, sexual orientation, age or disability. (11) 

And here are a few of their central findings, based on survey research in these eight 
countries: 

Group-focused enmity is widespread in Europe. It is weakest in the Netherlands, 
and strongest in Poland and Hungary. With respect to anti-immigrant attitudes, 
anti-Muslim attitudes and racism there are only minor differences between the 
countries, while differences in the extent of anti-Semitism, sexism and homophobia 
are much more marked.  

About half of all European respondents believe there are too many immi- grants in 
their country. Between 17 percent in the Netherlands and more than 70 percent in 
Poland believe that Jews seek to benefit from their forebears’ suffering during the 
Nazi era. About one third of respondents believe there is a natural hierarchy of 
ethnicity. Half or more condemn Islam as “a religion of intolerance”. A majority in 
Europe also subscribe to sexist attitudes rooted in traditional gender roles and 
demand that: “Women should take their role as wives and mothers more 
seriously.” With a figure of about one third, Dutch respondents are least likely to 
affirm sexist attitudes. The proportion opposing equal rights for homosexuals 
ranges between 17 percent in the Netherlands and 88 percent in Poland; they be-
lieve it is not good “to allow marriages between two men or two women”. (13) 



These researchers find three underlying "ideological orientations" associated with 
these patterns of intolerance and discrimination: authoritarianism, "social domi-
nance orientation", and the rejection of diversity. And the factors that work against 
intolerance include "trust in others, the ability to forge firm friendships, contact 
with immigrants, and above all a positive basic attitude towards diversity" (14). 

The topic of the incidence of intolerance in European countries is also the subject of 
research in the Eurobarometer project. Here are two Eurobarometer reports from 
2008 and 2012 that attempt to measure changes in levels of discrimination and 
prejudice (Discrimination in the European Union, 2008; link; 2012; link).  

Also from the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung is the report Is Europe on the "Right" Path?: 
Right-wing extremism and right-wing populism in Europe (link). This report pro-
vides country studies of the radical right in Germany, France, Britain, Netherlands, 
Italy, Switzerland, Spain, Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary, Denmark, Sweden, and Nor-
way. Here is how Britta Schellenberg undertakes to synthesize these wide-ranging 
findings: 

Taken as a whole, the contributions in the present volume clearly illustrate the 
common features and differences within the radical right in Europe. Analyses of 
the current phenomenon of the various radical-right movements and a differenti-
ated analysis of their origins are fundamental for considering counter-strategies. 
Obviously, there is no single, generally valid strategy that guarantees an optimal 
way of combating the radical right. In fact, strategies can be successful only if they 
match up to the specific political and social context and if the maximum possible 
number of players from politics, the legal system, the media, educational institu-
tions and civil society are agreed upon them. 

However, we can identify general requirements for strategies against right-wing 
extremism and xenophobia that form a framework broad enough to allow a Eu-
ropean perspective. For concrete work in a particular place, this framework must 
be filled out with individual measures and activities specific to the situation and 
location. But for now, we shall now proceed to take a bird’s eye view and answer 
the basic questions as to what preconditions have to be created for maximum suc-
cess in combating radical-right-wing attacks, parties and attitudes. (309) 

Each country study is detailed and interesting. The France study focuses on the 
Front National and Jean-Marie Le Pen's success (and later Marine Le Pen's success) 
since the 1984 European election in gaining visible support and electoral success 



with 10% to 15% of the vote (84). The Mouvement pour la France (MPF) and its 
leader Philippe de Villiers also receive attention in the report. And the resurgence of 
skinheads and direct action neo-fascists like the "violence-prone street brawlers of 
the Groupe Union Defense" are discussed (89-90). 

The essay develops a handful of strategies for combatting right-wing movements: 

1. A comprehensive approach: Identifying and naming problems and strategically 
combating the radical right 

2. Political involvement: Confront, don’t cooperate 

3. Determining the focus: Protection against discrimination, and diversity and 
equality 

4. Allowing civil society to develop, and strengthening civic commitment 

5. Education for democracy and human rights 

The Heinrich Boll Stiftung report authored by sixteen representatives from EU 
countries, "How to Counter Right Wing Populism and Extremism in Europe", 
summarizes current progressive thinking about how best to resist the rise of right-
wing extremism (link). This document was the result of a conference held in Brus-
sels and Antwerp in October 2015. Here are some key findings and recommenda-
tions: 

• The EU is being degraded into an enforcer of austerity measures across the 
continent. It is essential to restore the idea of the EU as a regional network of states 
that stand together in solidarity in order to promote mutual wellbeing, good living 
standards, tolerant societies, and democratic values that are shared by all.  

• Furthermore it is vital to explain the local benefits of EU membership to ordi-
nary people with a clear and understandable message.  

• There need to be more efficient and accessible training and exchange pro-
grammes in order to decrease the distance between EU institutions and citizens.  

• Diversity must be increased and a greater inclusiveness within EU institutions 
is required, with mechanisms to enable a much more accurate representation of the 
European population in EU institutions. 



• Progressives should be strident in defending greater global and European inte-
gration against the often empty criticisms of right-wing populists and extremists. 

• We recommend that different stakeholders collaborate with each other in a 
knowledge exchange in order to provide public officials with EU-wide training. 

• Establishing quotas for those who are elected as candidates, by increasing 
leadership in minority groups, and via private-public partnerships to help promote 
equality in business as well as the public sector. 

• Hate speech has to be monitored in the European Parliament by an indepen-
dent body and the existing sanctions regarding hate speech need to be reviewed. 

• Social media should be used in this effort to confront the advocacy of hatred 
and that a dialogue should be promoted between internet providers and social me-
dia companies, examining among others the possibility of creating a new platform 
for non-governmental organizations and the civil society. (5-6) 

Another FES study addresses the "massive challenges" faced by the EU in the con-
text of citizens' expectations (link). Richard Himler's public opinion survey (2016) 
considers eight countries (Netherlands, Sweden, France, Germany, Slovak Republic, 
Spain, Italy, and the Czech Republic). 

Here is a summary table based on results from all eight countries ranking the rela-
tive weight of EU priorities for EU citizens. Solving the refugee crisis dwarfs concern 
about other issues, though unemployment comes in as a substantial second. 

 



Given Brexit, it is interesting to see the relative levels of dissatisfaction with EU 
membership in other countries as well. An average of 34% of respondents found 
that "disadvantages exceed advantages" in EU membership for their country, with 
the Czech Republic at 44% on this question and Spain at only 22%. 

 

These are interesting survey results describing the growth of right-wing extremism 
in Europe. But these studies are limited in their explanatory reach. They are largely 
descriptive; they give a basis for assessing the dimensions of the problem in terms 
of population attitudes and right-wing extremist organizations. But there is little by 
the way of sociological analysis of the mechanisms through which these extremist 
attitudes and processes of activism proliferate and grow. In an upcoming post I will 
review some recent work on the ethnography of right-wing movements that will al-
low a somewhat deeper understanding of the dynamics of these movements. 



SECTION 18 
 

Survey Research on the Extreme Right 
in Europe 

 

Thursday, January 19, 2017 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/01/survey-research-on-extreme-right-in.html 

Earlier posts have addressed the issue of the rise of extreme-right parties and ide-
ologies in many parts of the world, including Western Europe and the United States. 
A valuable multi-country research project now seeks to shed light on these phenom-
ena based on large-scale surveys of attitudes among young people. MYPLACE 
(Memory, Youth, Public Legacy and Civic Engagement) is a multi-country data set 
in order to assess the distribution and variation of extreme right ideologies across 
countries and social groups (link). This research project provides substantial survey 
data about the civic and political attitudes of young people in numerous European 
countries. Here is a brief description of the research project on the MYPLACE web-
site: 

MYPLACE can provide a hugely rich and sophisticated dataset, covering young peo-
ple’s attitudes and beliefs in relation, specifically, to far-right and populist ideolo-
gies, but in practice covering issues such as class, xenophobia, racism, education 
and trust in democratic processes and associated social and political exclusion. 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/01/survey-research-on-extreme-right-in.html


MYPLACE methodology is described in these terms: 

The MYPLACE project used a case study approach, using 30 carefully selected re-
search locations (illustrated in Figure 1) which provided within country contrasts 
in terms of hypothesised receptivity to radical politics. MYPLACE work strands in-
clude: 

•  Questionnaire survey (N = 16,935, target = 600 per location) of young people 
aged 16-25; 

•  Follow up interviews (N = 903, target = 30 per location with a sub-sample of 
these young people; 

•  44 ethnographic studies of youth activism, in 6 thematic clusters; 

•  Ethnographic observation at 18 sites of memory including expert interviews 
with staff (N = 73), focus groups with young people (N = 56) and inter-genera-
tional interviews (N = 180). (link) 

Participant researchers have provided summary reports on eight topic areas: 
democracy, history and memory, European issues, citizenship, attitudes and trust, 
political activism, religion, and attitudes towards minority groups (link). These re-
ports were released in late 2015. 

A recent article in Sociological Review seeks to extend this research. Inta Mieriņa 
and Ilze Koroļeva's "Support for far right ideology and anti-migrant attitudes among 
youth in Europe: A comparative analysis" (link) makes use of the MYPLACE 
datasets to evaluate different theories of the factors that encourage right wing ex-
tremism among European young people. This piece provides valuable reading for 
anyone concerned about the rise of authoritarian and racist politics in many parts of 
the democratic world. Here is the abstract of the article: 

The last decade has seen a notable increase in support for far right parties and an 
alarming rise of right-wing extremism across Europe. Drawing on a new com-
parative youth survey in 14 European countries, this article provides deeper in-
sight into young people’s support for nationalist and far right ideology: negative 
attitudes towards minorities, xenophobia, welfare chauvinism and exclusionism in 
relation to migrants. We first map the support for far right ideology among youth 
in Europe, and then use multilevel regression analysis (16,935 individuals nested 
in 30 locations) to investigate which individual or contextual factors are associat-



ed with a higher propensity among young people towards getting involved in far 
right movements. (183) 

Mieriņa and Koroļeva consider several fundamental theories of the rise of far right 
activism: social psychological theories of the effects of ethnic diversity on an indi-
vidual's conception of his or her own identity; the effects of modernization and ur-
banization on political attitudes; socio-structural explanations ("level of immigra-
tion, economic conditions and level of support for the political system"; 187); and 
the impact of media on political attitudes. 

Here is a plot of a particularly important pair of variables observed in the study, 
ethnic nationalism and negative attitude towards minorities: 



 

Mieriņa and Koroļeva summarize their key findings in these terms: 

Using new data collected as part of the MYPLACE youth survey, in this article we 
have explored young people’s support for far right ideology and analysed which 
factors are associated with holding far right views. We find that despite compara-



tively low immigration rates, young people in post-socialist locations, along with 
Greek locations, tend to have more negative predispositions and to be more xeno-
phobic and exclusionist towards immigrants than young people in Western Eu-
ropean locations. Moreover, we have demonstrated that young Europeans’ views 
on immigrants vary greatly even within the boundaries of one country, thus be-
low-national level analysis should be the preferred strategy in future studies. 

Our analysis shows that negative attitudes towards minorities and immigrants 
are often rooted in ethnic nationalism, that is, a belief that one has to be born in a 
country or have at least one ethnic parent for being a citizen of a country. A more 
over-arching civic national identity – based on respect for countries’ institutions 
and laws – is more likely to create an inclusive, cohesive society. 

The data strongly support the instrumental model of group conflict, confirming 
that resource stress over money, status and, most of all, jobs is an essential source 
of group conflicts. Living in poverty or seeing poverty facilitates negative attitudes 
towards minorities and significantly increases xenophobia, welfare chauvinism 
and exclusionism, especially if immigration rates are high. Far right ideology is 
especially appealing to groups of society who experience a higher level of insecuri-
ty and perceived competition. (199) 

Or in other words, Mieriņa and Koroļeva find that there are important geographical 
patterns to intolerance; ethnic nationalism appears to be a cause of intolerance of 
minorities and immigrants; and economic stress on specific groups appears to be a 
cause of xenophobia and chauvinism in those groups. 

The article reports some very important empirical findings on the subject of the 
prevalence and variation of support for far-right ideologies across Western Europe. 
But equally interesting are the efforts the authors make to clarify the central terms 
involved, including especially the idea of a "far right ideology." They refer to work 
by Cas Mudde on this topic: 

Cas Mudde's research suggests that radical right ideology typically rests on na-
tionalism, xenophobia, welfare chauvinism, and law and order.... The ideological 
core of the new 'populist radical right' ideology ... is a combination of nativism, 
authoritarianism and populism, of which nativism is considered as the key fea-
ture. It holds that 'states should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native 
group ('the nation') and that non-native elements (persons and ideas) are funda-
mentally threatening to the homogeneous nation-state. (185) 



This is an astute, clear, and focused analysis of the heart of far-right ideologies in 
many countries. And people who have lived through the Trump presidential cam-
paign and the extreme rhetoric the candidate used consistently throughout the pre-
ceding year will recognize the point-for-point correspondence that exists between 
Trumpism and this definition of radical right nativist ideology. 

*     *     * 

Here are a few useful references from Mieriņa and Koroļeva's bibliography: 

H.-G. Betz and S. Immerfall (eds), The New Politics of the Right: Neo-Populist Par-
ties and Movements in Established Democracies, Basingstoke: Macmillan. 

Carter, E., (2005), The Extreme Right in Western Europe: Success or failure? Man-
chester: Manchester University Press. 

Mudde, C., (2000), The ideology of the extreme right, Manchester: Manchester 
University Press.  

Mudde, C., (2007), Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe, Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press. 
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Friday, May 26, 2017 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/05/proliferation-of-hate-and-intolerance.html 

Paul Brass provides a wealth of ethnographic and historical evidence on the causes 
of Hindu-Muslim violence in India in The Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence in 
Contemporary India. His analysis here centers on the city of Aligarh in Uttar 
Pradesh, and he believes that his findings have broad relevance in many parts of In-
dia. His key conclusion is worth quoting: 

It is a principal argument of this book that the whole political order in 
post-Independence north India and many, if not most of its leading as well 
as local actors -- more markedly so since the death of Nehru -- have 
become implicated in the persistence of Hindu-Muslim riots. These riots 
have had concrete benefits for particular political organizations as well as 
larger political uses. Hindu-Muslim opposition, tensions, and violence have 
provided the principal justification and the primary source of strength for 
the political existence of some local political organizations in many cities 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/05/proliferation-of-hate-and-intolerance.html


and towns in north India linked to a family of militant Hindu nationalist 
organizations whose core is an organization founded in 1925, known as the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). Included in this family, generally 
called the Sangh Parivar, are an array of organizations devoted to 
different tasks: mass mobilization, political organization, recruitment of 
students, women, and workers, and paramilitary training. The leading 
political organization in this family, originally called the Jan Sangh, is 
now the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), currently (2001) the predominant 
party in India's governing coalition. All the organizations in the RSS 
family of militant Hindu organizations adhere to a broader ideology of 
Hindutva, of Hindu nationalism that theoretically exists independently of 
Hindu-Muslim antagonisms, but in practice has thrived only when that 
opposition is explicitly or implicitly present. (6-7) 

Brass provides extensive evidence, that is, for the idea that a key cause and stimu-
lant to ethnic and religious conflict derives from the political entrepreneurs and or-
ganizations who have a political interest in furthering conflict among groups. 

Let's think about the mechanics of the spread of attitudes of intolerance, distrust, 
and hate throughout a population. What kinds of factors and interactions lead indi-
viduals to increase the intensity of their negative beliefs and attitudes towards other 
groups? What drives the spread of hate and intolerance through a population? (Do-
natella della Porta, Manuela Caiani and Claudius Wagemann's Mobilizing on the 
Extreme Right: Germany, Italy, and the United States is a valuable recent effort at 
formulating a political sociology of right-wing extremism in Italy, Germany, and the 
United States. Here is an earlier post that also considers this topic; link.) 

Here are several mechanisms that recur in many instances of extremist mobiliza-
tion. 

Exposure to inciting media. Since the Rwandan genocide the role of radio, televi-
sion, and now the internet has been recognized in the proliferation and intensifica-
tion of hate. The use of fake news, incendiary language, and unfounded conspiracy 
theories seems to have accelerated the formation of constituencies for the beliefs 
and attitudes of hate. Breitbart News is a powerful example of a media channel 



specifically organized around conveying suspicion, mistrust, disrespect, and alien-
ation among groups. ("Propaganda and conflict: Evidence from the Rwandan geno-
cide" is a finegrained study of Rwandan villages that attempts to estimate the im-
pact of a radio station on violent participation by villagers; link.) 

Incidents. People who have studied the occurrence of ethnic violence in India have 
emphasized the role played by various incidents, real or fictitious, that have elevated 
emotions and antagonisms in one community or another. An assault or a rape, a 
house or shop being burned, even an auto accident can lead to a cascade of height-
ened emotions and blame within a community, communicated by news media and 
word of mouth. These sorts of incidents play an important role in many of the con-
flicts Brass describes. 

Organizations and leaders. Organizations like white supremacist clubs and their 
leaders make deliberate attempts to persuade outsiders to join their beliefs. Leaders 
make concerted and intelligent attempts to craft messages that will appeal to poten-
tial followers, deliberately cultivating the themes of hate and racism that they advo-
cate. Young people are recruited at the street level into groups and clubs that convey 
hateful symbols and rhetoric. Political entrepreneurs take advantage of the persua-
sive power of mobilization efforts based on divisiveness and intolerance. In Brass's 
account of Hindu-Muslim conflict, that role is played by RSS, BJP, and many local 
organizations motivated by this ideology. 

Music, comics, and video games. Anti-hate organizations like the Southern Poverty 
Law Center have documented the role played by racist and anti-Semitic or anti-
Muslim themes in popular music and other forms of entertainment (link). These 
creations help to create a sense of shared identity among members as they enjoy the 
music or immerse themselves in the comics and games. Blee and Creasap empha-
size the importance of the use of popular culture forms in mobilization strategies of 
the extreme right in "Conservative and right-wing movements"; link. 

The presence of a small number of "hot connectors". It appears to be the case that 
attitudes of intolerance are infectious to some degree. So the presence of a few out-
spoken bigots in a small community may spread their attitudes to others, and the 
density of local social networks appears to be an important factor in the spread of 
hateful attitudes. The broader the social network of these individuals, the more po-
tent the infective effects of their behavior are likely to be. (Here is a recent post on 
social-network effects on mobilization; link.) 



There is a substantial degree of orchestration in most of these mechanisms -- delib-
erate efforts by organizations and political entrepreneurs to incite and channel the 
emotions of fear, hostility, and hate among their followers and potential followers. 
Strategies of recruitment for extremist and hate-based parties deliberately cultivate 
the mindset of hate among young people and disaffected older people (link). And 
the motivations seem to be a mix of ideological commitment to a worldview of hate 
and more prosaic self-interest -- power, income, resources, publicity, and influence.  

But the hard questions remaining are these: how does intolerance become main-
stream? Is this a "tipping point" phenomenon? And what mechanisms and forces 
exist to act as counter-pressures against these mechanisms, and promulgate atti-
tudes of mutual respect and tolerance as affirmative social values? 

*          *          * 

Here is a nice graphic from Arcand and Chakraborty, "What Explains Ethnic Vio-
lence? Evidence from Hindu-Muslim Riots in India"; link. Gujarat, Maharashtra, 
and Uttar Pradesh show the largest concentration of riots over the period 
1960-1995. There appears to be no correlation by time in the occurrence of riots in 
the three states. 



 

And here is a 1996 report on the incidence of religious violence in India by Human 
Rights Watch; link.  



SECTION 20 
 

Paul Brass on anti-Muslim Violence in 
India 

 

March 25, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/03/brass-on-anti-muslim-violence-in-india.html 

The occurrence of anti-Muslim violence, arson, and murder in New Delhi last 
month is sometimes looked at a simply an unpredictable episode provoked by 
protest against the citizenship legislation enacted by the BJP and Prime Minister 
Modi. (See Jeffrey Gettleman and Maria Abi-Habib's New York Times article for a 
thoughtful and detailed account of the riots in New Delhi; link.) However, Paul 
Brass demonstrated several decades ago in The Production of Hindu-Muslim Vio-
lence in Contemporary India, that riots and violent episodes like this have a much 
deeper explanation in Indian politics. His view is that the political ideology of Hin-
dutva (Hindu nationalism) is used by BJP and other extremist parties to advance its 
own political fortunes. This ideology (and the political program it is designed to 
support) is a prime cause of continuing violence by Hindu extremists against Mus-
lims and other non-Hindu minorities in India. 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/03/brass-on-anti-muslim-violence-in-india.html


Brass asks a handful of crucial and fundamental questions: Do riots serve a function 
in Indian politics? What are the political interests that are served by intensifying 
mistrust, fear, and hatred of Muslims by ordinary Hindu workers, farmers, and 
shopkeepers? How does a framework of divisive discourse contribute to inter-group 
hatred and conflict? “I intend to show also that a hegemonic discourse exists in In-
dian society, which I call the communal discourse, which provides a framework for 
explaining riotous violence.” (24). Throughout Brass keeps the actors in mind -- in-
cluding leaders, organizers, and participants: “It is one of the principal arguments 
of this book that we cannot understand what happens in riots until we examine in 
detail the multiplicity of roles and persons involved in them”. (29) Here are the cen-
tral themes of the book: 

The whole political order in post-Independence north India and 
many, if not most of its leading as well as local actors—more marked-
ly so since the death of Nehru—have become implicated in the persis-
tence of Hindu-Muslim riots. These riots have had concrete benefits 
for particular political organizations as well as larger political uses. 
(6)  

The maintenance of communal tensions, accompanied from time to 
time by lethal rioting at specific sites, is essential for the maintenance 
of militant Hindu nationalism, but also has uses for other political 
parties, organizations, and even the state and central governments. 
(9) 

Brass documents his interpretation through meticulous empirical research, includ-
ing a review of the demographic and political history of regions of India, a careful 
timeline of anti-Muslim riots and pogroms since Independence, and extensive in-
terviews with participants, officials, and onlookers in one particularly important 
city, Aligarh, in Uttar Pradesh (northern India). Brass gives substantial attention to 
the discourse chosen by Hindu nationalist parties and leaders, and he argues that 
violent attacks are deliberately encouraged and planned. 

Most commonly, the rhetoric is laced with words that encourage its 
members not to put up any longer with the attacks of the other but to 
retaliate against their aggression. There are also specific forms of ac-



tion that are designed to provoke the other community into aggressive 
action, which is then met with a stronger retaliatory response. (24) 

Brass asks the fundamental question: 

What interests are served and what power relations are maintained 
as a consequence of the wide acceptance of the reality of popular 
communal antagonisms and the inevitability of communal violence? 
(11) 

(We can ask the same question about the rise of nationalist and racist discourse in 
the United States in the past fifteen years: what interests are served by according le-
gitimacy to the language of white supremacy and racism in our politics?) 

Brass rejects the common view that riots in India are “spontaneous” or "responsive 
to provocation"; instead, he argues that communal Hindu-nationalist riots are sys-
temic and strategic. Violence derives from a discourse of Hindu-Muslim hostility 
and the legitimization of violence. Given this view that riots and anti-Muslim vio-
lence are deliberate political acts in India, Brass offers an analysis of what goes into 
"making of a riot". He argues that there are three analytically separable phases: 
preparation / rehearsal; activation / enactment; and explanation / interpretation 
(15). This view amounts to an interpretation of the politics of Hindu nationalism as 
an "institutionalized riot system" (15). 

When one examines the actual dynamics of riots, one discovers that 
there are active, knowing subjects and organizations at work engaged 
in a continuous tending of the fires of communal divisions and ani-
mosities, who exercise by a combination of subtle means and con-
frontational tactics a form of control over the incidence and timing of 
riots.” (31) 

This deliberate provocation of violence was evident in the riots in Gujarat in 2002, 
according to Dexter Filkins in a brilliant piece of journalism on these issues in the 
New Yorker (link): 

The most sinister aspect of the riots was that they appeared to have 
been largely planned and directed by the R.S.S. Teams of men, armed 
with clubs, guns, and swords, fanned out across the state’s Muslim en-



claves, often carrying voter rolls and other official documents that led 
them to Muslim homes and shops. 

Especially important in the question of civil strife and ethnic conflict in any country 
is the behavior and effectiveness of the police. Do the police work in an even-hand-
ed way to suppress violent acts and protect all parties neutrally? And does the jus-
tice system investigate and punish the perpetrators of violence? In India the track 
record is very poor, including in the riots in the early 1990s in Mumbai and in 2002 
in Gujarat. Brass writes: 

The government of India and the state governments do virtually noth-
ing after a riot to prosecute and convict persons suspected of promot-
ing or participating in riots. Occasionally, but less frequently in recent 
years, commissions of inquiry are appointed. If the final reports are 
not too damaging to the government of the day or to the political sup-
porters of that government in the Hindu or Muslim communities, the 
report may be published More often than not, there is a significant de-
lay before publication. Some reports are never made public. (65) 

This pattern was repeated in Delhi during the most recent period of anti-Muslim 
pogrom. The police stand by while Hindutva thugs attack Muslims, burn homes and 
shops, and murder the innocent. Conversely, when the police function as represen-
tatives of the whole of civil society rather than supporters of a party, they are able to 
damp down inter-religious killing quickly (as Brass documents in his examination 
of the period of relative peace in Aligarh between 1978-80 to 1988-90). 

Brass is especially rigorous in his development of the case for the deliberate and 
strategic nature of anti-Muslim bigotry within the politics of Hindu nationalism and 
its current government. But other experts agree. For example, Ashutosh Varshney 
described the dynamics of religious conflict in India in very similar terms to those 
offered by Brass (link): 

Organized civic networks, when intercommunal, not only do a better 
job of withstanding the exogenous communal shocks—like partitions, 
civil wars, and desecration of holy places; they also constrain local 
politicians in their strategic behavior. Politicians who seek to polarize 
Hindu and Muslims for the sake of electoral advantage can tear at the 



fabric of everyday engagement through the organized might of crimi-
nals and gangs. All violent cities in the project showed evidence of a 
nexus of politicians and criminals. Organized gangs readily disturbed 
neighborhood peace, often causing migration from communally het-
erogeneous to communally homogenous neighborhoods, as people 
moved away in search of physical safety. Without the involvement of 
organized gangs, large-scale rioting and tens and hundreds of killings 
are most unlikely, and without the protection afforded by politicians, 
such criminals cannot escape the clutches of law. Brass has rightly 
called this arrangement an institutionalized riot system. (378) 

Varshney treats these issues in greater detail in his 2002 book, Ethnic Conflict and 
Civic Life: Hindus and Muslims in India. 

The greatest impetus to the political use of the politics of hate and the program of 
Hindu nationalism was the campaign to destroy the Babri Mosque in Ayodhya, UP, 
in 1992. For an informative and factual account of the Babri Mosque episode and its 
role within the current phase of Hindu nationalism in India, see Abdul Majid, "The 
Babri Mosque and Hindu Extremists Movements"; link. 





 

CHAPTER 4 
 

Democracy 



SECTION 1 
 

Making the Case for Liberal Democracy 

 

November 23, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/11/making-case-for-liberal-democracy.html 

Recent posts have considered the question of whether liberal democracy is stable, or 
whether the assaults on liberal democracy by the populist far-right are likely to fur-
ther undermine democratic institutions and values. In particular, I have considered 
the question of whether democracy generates its own supporting political psycholo-
gy (as Rawls seems to believe), with citizens in a just society coming to have the 
moral emotions necessary to sustain robust public support for democratic institu-
tions and arrangements. I've been using the phrase "civic loyalty” to capture the en-
semble of political emotions that might serve to reinforce the stability of a democra-
cy. 

But there is a prior question to explore before we get to esoteric reasoning about 
democratic social psychology: is liberal democracy an attractive ideal for most ordi-
nary people? Do the institutions and values of liberal democracy hang together as a 
durable system that would give virtually all clear-headed people a reason to prefer 
democracy over available alternatives -- let us say, illiberal democracy or populist 
authoritarian rule? 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/11/making-case-for-liberal-democracy.html


Suppose we define liberal democracy as a political system in which there are strong 
protections for the rights and liberties of all citizens, including minority groups, and 
which embody effective institutions of electoral representative democracy and equal 
rights of political participation. Now the question is a relatively simple one: assum-
ing this kind of political system is functioning as advertised, would citizens find 
these arrangements satisfying and fulfilling, and would they develop civic loyalty in 
their support? Are these institutions valued by the citizens who live in countries in 
which they are present? Would every citizen have an interest or inclination in sup-
porting the continuing effectiveness of this set of constraints and institutions?   

The results of recent public opinion research are not encouraging. For example, a 
2020 Pew Research study (link) based on a 2019 Global Attitudes Survey across 
many countries showed declining levels of satisfaction with democracy among citi-
zens in numerous countries, with 59% of US respondents "not satisfied" against 
39% of US respondents "satisfied". And the "not satisfied" numbers are comparable 
or worse for France, Spain, Italy, UK, Bulgaria, and Greece. The highest levels of 
satisfaction with democracy found in the study include Sweden (72%), Netherlands 
(68%), Canada (66%), Poland (66%), and Germany (65%). 

These levels of dissatisfaction are surprising and disturbing. For most of the 
decades since the end of World War II the common assumption among observers is 
that the great majority of the population are satisfied and grateful for the freedoms 
and the rights of political participation that we have in the United States. It is sur-
prising to discover in the past two decades, then, that satisfaction with this system 
of freedoms and political participation has fallen in the general population; and it is 
ominous to recognize that there are well-organized political movements in the Unit-
ed States and elsewhere -- right-wing populist movements -- that reject the premis-
es of human equality and democratic participation that underlie our political sys-
tem. 

This seems to imply that liberal democracy does not automatically generate the po-
litical psychology it needs for stability — at least not in a super-majority of its citi-
zens. Instead, maintaining the conditions of a liberal democracy is itself a problem 
of democratic politics and strategy. And very deliberate conservative, anti-liberal 
politicians have been making the opposite case for several decades in the United 
States. The undermining of confidence and faith in democratic institutions by the 
GOP and Fox News did not begin in 2016. 



In other words, the program of supporting liberal democracy and the political rights 
and liberties it encompasses is now just one more topic of political conflict. The val-
ues of equality, liberty, and unity as a nation are now up for debate. Democrats ad-
vocate for the institutions and values of democracy, and right-wing populists active-
ly advocate for a vision of the future in which those institutions and values play a 
diminished or even vanished role. 

Democrats and progressives have largely believed that the political contest in the 
United States between "liberals" and "conservatives" is over specific legislative poli-
cies: taxation, environmental regulation, use of force by police, limitations on the 
extent of inequalities, and so on. But actually, it seems apparent that the contest 
now must also include marshaling support for our constitutional democracy itself: 
the integrity of elections, equal voting rights for all citizens, constitutional protec-
tions of individual rights and freedoms. We do not currently have a broad consensus 
about the value and inviolability of our constitutional democracy throughout the 
whole population. We seem to have evolved into a country which is divided between 
the party of democracy and the party of minority rule by any means possible. This 
must be addressed through political means.  

Parties, politicians, civic organizations, and citizens who favor the institutions of 
liberal democracy must therefore take an active role in building political consensus 
around our democratic institutions. They must persuasively make the case to 
enough of the rest of the population to maintain broad and deep commitment to the 
values of constitutional protections of our rights and the institutional fairness of our 
electoral processes. They must build the case through mobilization, communication, 
and leadership in ways that inspire millions to share their cause. They must per-
suade other citizens to support the agenda of liberal democracy and to resist the 
suasion of the illiberal parties, the authoritarians, and the hate-based parties. (This 
is the thrust of the very interesting report released this year by the American Acad-
emy for the Advancement of Science, Our Common Purpose: Reinventing Ameri-
can Democracy for the Twenty-first Century (link).) 

The election of 2020 has a clear lesson for people who care about democracy in 
America. We now need to actively build and mobilize mass support for our democ-
ratic institutions, across all segments of our population. It is an open question 
whether we will be able to succeed in doing that, and if we fail, the future of our 
democracy is in doubt. 



But there is another important lesson about legitimacy that emerges from the recent 
fortunes of liberal democracy: that political justice -- constitutional protections of 
rights and liberties -- by itself is probably insufficient to generate strong satisfaction 
and civic loyalty among the great majority of citizens. People are concerned about 
economic justice and fairness as well as political rights and electoral democracy. 
American society (and perhaps French and British society as well) has fallen behind 
on issues of economic justice, with rapidly rising inequalities between rich and poor, 
declining availability of "middle class" jobs in an increasingly globalized economy, 
declining opportunities for social mobility for people in the bottom 50% or more of 
the economic ladder, and continuing discrimination and disparity across racial, 
ethnic, and gender lines. These are some of the factors that observers like Justin 
Gest have highlighted in explanation of "white working class disaffection" with the 
existing order, and it is hard to see how broad civic loyalty will be rekindled until 
there is a broader reality of social equality, equality of opportunity, and solidarity 
across all segments of society that would allow all members of society to believe that 
"democracy and wellbeing are for all of us". Protecting our liberal democracy means 
taking concrete, meaningful measures through legislation to increase the basic eco-
nomic fairness of our market economy. 



SECTION 2 
 

The Future of our Democracy 

 

February 7, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/02/the-future-of-our-democracy.html 

How can the United States recover its culture of civility and mutual respect among 
citizens after the bitter, unlimited toxicity of the first three years of Donald Trump's 
presidency? Trump's political movement, and the President himself, have gone in 
for an unbridled rhetoric of hatred, suspicion, racism, and white supremacist ideol-
ogy that seems to have created a durable constituency for these hateful ideas. Even 
more troublingly, the President has cast doubt on the democratic process itself and 
the legitimacy of our electoral and judicial institutions. 

Deeply troubling is the fact that the President consistently attempts to mobilize 
support purely on the basis of division, hatred, and contempt for his opponents. He 
has provided virtually no sustained exposition or defense of the policy positions he 
advocates -- anti-immigrant, anti-trade, anti-NATO, anti-Federal Reserve, anti-gov-
ernment. Instead, his appeals amount ultimately to no more than a call to hatred 
and rejection of his opponents. His current shameful threats against those who sup-
ported his impeachment (including Lt. Col. Alexander Vindman, pictured above) 
are simply the latest version of his politics of threat, hatred, and intimidation. This 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/02/the-future-of-our-democracy.html


president has never understood his responsibility to serve all the people of our 
country -- not merely his supporters -- and to support its constitution and govern-
ing institutions faithfully and in support of the public good. 

And almost all Republican leaders (with the admirable exception of Mitt Romney) 
have swallowed their own principles and have accepted these political appeals -- 
even as some observers have noted how much the current rhetoric resembles that of 
Benito Mussolini (link). If even a fraction of the voters who currently support the 
Trump movement do so with a positive endorsement of the racism and white-su-
premacy that the President and his supporters project, then there are tens of mil-
lions of hate-based partisans in our polity. 

It is an urgent and pressing problem to find strategies for beginning to bring these 
citizens back from the brink of right wing extremism and hate. 

One possible view is that the goal is unattainable. We might judge that it is very un-
common for hate-based partisans to change their attitudes and actions. So the best 
we can do is to minimize the likelihood that these individuals will do harm to oth-
ers, and to maximize the impact and public visibility of more liberal people and 
movements. (The term "liberal" here isn't grounded in left-right orientation but 
rather the values of open-mindedness, tolerance, mutual respect, belief in democra-
cy, and civility. Conservatives can be liberal in this sense.) 

Another possibility is that the extremism currently visible among Trump supporters 
is just a short term eruption, which will subside following the 2020 election. This 
doesn't seem very likely, given the virulence of animosity, suspicion, and hatred cur-
rently on display among many of Trump's supporters. It seems to be easier to incite 
hatred than to quench it, and it seems unlikely that these activists will quietly 
morph into tolerant and civil citizens. 

A third possibility is that we will have to acknowledge the presence of hate-based 
extremists and organizations among us and work aggressively to build up a younger 
constituency for progressive and tolerant values to present a stronger voice in sup-
port of inclusion and democracy. This is not so different from the current situation 
in some Western European democracies today, where virulent extremist political 
organizations compete with more inclusive and democratic organizations. 

The difference of our current circumstances in the winter of 2020 and those of No-
vember 2016 is the steady degradation of our institutions that the Trump adminis-



tration has successfully undertaken. Packing the Federal courts with right-wing ide-
ologues (often rated unqualified by the American Bar Association), treating the 
Congress and its elected members with contempt, derision, and threat, flouting the 
laws and ethics surrounding the status of whistle-blowers, appointing unqualified 
ideologues to direct Federal agencies like the EPA, Homeland Security, and Com-
merce, and subverting the ethics and political neutrality of the Department of Jus-
tice -- these are harms that may never be fully repaired. The moral corruption of the 
leaders of the GOP -- their fundamental and all but universal unwillingness to pub-
licly reject the outrageous and anti-democratic behavior of this President -- will 
never be forgotten. 

What is the future of our democracy? Can we regain the fundaments of a tolerant, 
institutionally stable polity in which government is regulated by institutions and 
politicians are motivated to work to enhancing the preconditions of civility and de-
mocratic equality? Or are we headed to an even more personalized form of presi-
dential rule -- a twenty-first century version of nationalist authoritarianism, or fas-
cism? 

Madeline Albright expressed just such worries almost two years ago about the fu-
ture of our democracy in Fascism: A Warning, and her words are deeply worrisome, 
perhaps prophetic. 

Fascist attitudes take hold when there are no social anchors and when the perception 
grows that everybody lies, steals, and cares only about him-or herself. That is when the 
yearning is felt for a strong hand to protect against the evil “other”—whether Jew, 
Muslim, black, so-called redneck, or so-called elite. Flawed though our institutions may 
be, they are the best that four thousand years of civilization have produced and cannot be 
cast aside without opening the door to something far worse. The wise response to 
intolerance is not more intolerance or self-righteousness; it is a coming together across 
the ideological spectrum of people who want to make democracies more effective. We 
should remember that the heroes we cherish—Lincoln, King, Gandhi, Mandela—spoke to 
the best within us. The crops we’ll harvest depend on the seeds we sow. (kl 94) 

Fascism, most of the students agreed, is an extreme form of authoritarian rule. Citizens 
are required to do exactly what leaders say they must do, nothing more, nothing less. The 
doctrine is linked to rabid nationalism. It also turns the traditional social contract upside 
down. Instead of citizens giving power to the state in exchange for the protection of their 



rights, power begins with the leader, and the people have no rights. Under Fascism, the 
mission of citizens is to serve; the government’s job is to rule. (kl 261) 

Or consider how Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt pose their fears in How Democ-
racies Die: 

But now we find ourselves turning to our own country. Over the past two years, we have 
watched politicians say and do things that are unprecedented in the United States—but 
that we recognize as having been the precursors of democratic crisis in other places. We 
feel dread, as do so many other Americans, even as we try to reassure ourselves that 
things can’t really be that bad here. After all, even though we know democracies are 
always fragile, the one in which we live has somehow managed to defy gravity. Our 
Constitution, our national creed of freedom and equality, our historically robust middle 
class, our high levels of wealth and education, and our large, diversified private sector—
all these should inoculate us from the kind of democratic breakdown that has occurred 
elsewhere. 

Yet, we worry. American politicians now treat their rivals as enemies, intimidate the free 
press, and threaten to reject the results of elections. They try to weaken the institutional 
buffers of our democracy, including the courts, intelligence services, and ethics offices. 
American states, which were once praised by the great jurist Louis Brandeis as 
“laboratories of democracy,” are in danger of becoming laboratories of authoritarianism 
as those in power rewrite electoral rules, redraw constituencies, and even rescind voting 
rights to ensure that they do not lose. And in 2016, for the first time in U.S. history, a man 
with no experience in public office, little observable commitment to constitutional rights, 
and clear authoritarian tendencies was elected president. (1) 

Albright, Levitsky, and Ziblatt are not alarmists; they are experienced, knowledge-
able, and wise observers of and participants in democratic politics. Their concerns 
should worry us all. 



SECTION 3 
 

Conditions for a Resilient Diverse 
Democracy 

 

July 9, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/07/conditions-for-resilient-diverse.html 

Under what conditions can a modern mass society embodying differences of race, 
religion, and political ideology maintain a functioning commitment to democracy 
and its institutions? 

The past fifteen years in Western Europe have witnessed an increasingly virulent 
threat to democracy in the form of the rise of right-wing extremism. Racism, hatred, 
and violence have come to play increasing roles in the politics and governance of a 
wide range of western democracies. And the experience of Trumpism in the United 
States since 2017 makes anyone who is paying attention rightfully alarmed at the fu-
ture of democratic institutions in the US as well. Trump's attacks on the Federal 
courts, his efforts to remove or stifle internal government accountability processes, 
his explicit politics of division and white supremacy, his demonization of the press, 
his open admiration of autocrats in other parts of the world, and his celebration of 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/07/conditions-for-resilient-diverse.html


the use of police violence and military force against peaceful protesters make the se-
curity of the institutions of liberal democracy increasingly at risk. 

Most fundamentally Trump has worked systematically to undermine respect, ad-
herence, and confidence with regard to the institutions of government, and has con-
sistently cultivated his "base" of extremist supporters through a rhetoric of anti-
government slogans and racist antagonism. The gun-toting demonstrators against 
governors who had established sensible policies of social distancing during the 
COVID-19 pandemic are the most recent example (link), and their Boogaloo net-
works of violent partisans deepen the threat. And only a tiny number of legislators 
from the president's party are willing to express their opposition to the key Trump 
messages. 

So the situation in Trump's America is alarming. But Trump is merely the spark. 
What were the circumstances that created an environment where his brand of toxic 
populist, racist extremism would find substantial political support? And what can 
be done to help bring the American public back to a strong adherence to our shared 
political and legal institutions? 

John Keane examines the worrisome rise of authoritarianism within western 
democracies in The New Despotism. His basic thesis is that authoritarian leaders 
and parties have learned to mimic the language of democracy for their own purpos-
es. Here is William Scheuerman's description of Keane's basic theory in his review 
of the book in The Boston Review (link): 

John Keane’s illuminating study of what he dubs the new despotism persuasively argues 
that its momentum in China, Hungary, Iran, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, the UAE, 
and many other countries offers evidence both for its viability today and its longevity in 
times to come. A novel political formation, the new despotism impersonates democracy as 
it feeds leech-like on its shortcomings. Perhaps most ominously, it threatens to make 
inroads even in long-standing democracies, where the political decay celebrated by Putin 
and others represents more than a debased, self-congratulatory fantasy. (Boston Review 
(link)) 

Here I would like to examine the symmetrical question: what kinds of activism, so-
cial reform, alliance building, and civil communication can work to build durable 
civic identity across groups? What concrete strategies are available, at a range of 
levels, to enhance the loyalty and commitment of all groups to the fundamental in-



stitutions of a liberal democracy? How can the United States -- 330 million people, 
with huge regional, racial, religious, and social differences to potentially divide 
them -- how can this highly diverse country build a common identity involving 
commitment to democratic institutions, the equal worth of all persons, and the rule 
of law? 

There is a great deal of evidence to believe that Trump will lose the November elec-
tion, and perhaps the Republicans will lose their majority in the Senate as well. Our 
democracy may be saved by the bell, just in time. But a successful transition to a 
Democratic president, though a crucial next step, will not suffice. We need to find 
substantial ways of reinforcing and reinvigorating a broad public consensus about 
the values of democracy and the crucial role that government plays in securing the 
conditions of justice and wellbeing for all our population. And this means finding 
ways of addressing the persistent underlying sources of discontent for a sizable part 
of our population. We must find effective ways of addressing racial inequalities, in-
cluding the structural facts about our society that lead to police brutality and vio-
lence against people of color. We must address the very great inequalities of oppor-
tunity and wellbeing that exist in our society in the twenty-first century. Most per-
sistently, we must find a political consensus around the urgency of addressing glob-
al climate change. And above all, we must reaffirm the crucial expectations and 
commitments that all citizens in a democracy need to share concerning the role of 
government in our public lives. 

The elements of political culture that appear to be needed for a stable democracy 
seem to include things like these: 

•  A broad consensus that all members of society are treated fairly 

•  Confidence in a high level of equality of opportunity in social, political, and 
economic positions 

•  Confidence that government institutions and officials are reasonably honest 
and transparent 

•  Confidence that private influence does not unduly affect the content and ap-
plication of laws and regulations 



•  An overriding conviction that we are "one society" consisting of many com-
munities, and that the wellbeing of all depends on the contributions and fair 
treatment of all 

•  An effective interlacing of communities through cross-cutting political, social, 
and economic organizations 

Robert Putnam has something important to contribute to a theory of successful 
multicultural democracy, including especially his analysis of civic organizations, 
cross-community collaborations, and cultivation of shared civic values (Better To-
gether: Restoring the American Community). And John Rawls addresses the prob-
lem of a liberal democracy with competing conceptions of the good through his idea 
of overlapping consensus (Political Liberalism). Fundamentally Rawls's view en-
dorses pluralism across multiple conceptions of the good, unified by a common 
commitment to the fundamental values of equal worth, equal rights and liberties, 
and constitutional fidelity. He refers to these core commitments as "a political con-
ception of justice," and he believes that individuals who grow up in a "well-ordered 
society" will share such a conception. 

Let us say that a political conception of justice (in contrast to a political regime) is stable if 
it meets the following condition: those who grow up in a society well-ordered by it – a 
society whose institutions are publicly recognized to be just, as specified by that 
conception itself – develop a sufficient allegiance to those institutions, that is, a sufficiently 
strong sense of justice guided by appropriate principles and ideals, so that they normally 
act as justice requires, provided they are assured that others will act likewise. (Rawls, 
"The domain of the political and overlapping consensus," Debates in Contemporary 
Political Philosophy: An Anthology, 165) 

So we might say that a liberal democracy will be stable when it exists in a society 
embodying a limited range of inequalities, substantial equality of opportunity, equal 
rights and liberties for all citizens, communication and collaboration across differ-
ent groups, and a political culture of shared commitment to the institutions of 
democracy that is cultivated by these enduring conditions. Under these circum-
stances perhaps we might have confidence that most citizens will come to possess 
"sufficient allegiance to those institutions" to allow democracy to continue to func-
tion. 



This implies that our first task is to seriously address the inequalities and injustices 
that our society still embodies -- racial inequalities, mistreatment of minority 
groups, lack of health insurance for millions of Americans, and extreme and grow-
ing inequalities of income and wealth. Second is to imagine and implement real 
economic changes that increase the opportunities that exist for the lower half of the 
socioeconomic spectrum in this country. Third is to find concrete, impactful forms 
of collaboration across groups in ways that allow for progress on the challenges that 
we all face. The broad representation across race, age, and class that is found in the 
massive peaceful Black Lives Matter demonstrations across the country provides an 
excellent model for this kind of collaboration around common demands for change. 

The really hard problem is the fact that there seems to be a significant percentage of 
the American citizenry that rejects the "political and overlapping consensus" that 
Rawls postulates. The postulate of the moral and political equality of all people is 
inconsistent with the racism and white supremacy that Trump has encouraged, and 
many of his followers are receptive to these values. And yet the worldview of white 
supremacy is completely incompatible with democracy. Further, the appeal of the 
language of division and hate finds a ready audience with many of his supporters; so 
extremist organizations are able to build support through racist appeals. It is diffi-
cult to see how to build a democratic consensus that incorporates the 30-40% of 
voters who support the right-wing extremist agenda. And this seems to take us back 
to the dynamics of anti-democratic authoritarianism described by John Keane 
above. 

We need a new generation of political leaders and political theorists who can offer 
new ideas about how to build an American consensus in favor of democracy. Here is 
how an earlier post on this topic closed back in January (link): 

Perhaps the identity that has the greatest potential for success in the U.S. is a movement 
based on "reasserting the values of democracy and equality" within the context of a 
market economy and a representative electoral democracy. This movement would 
demand tax policies that work to reduce wealth inequalities and support a progressive 
state; environmental policies that align the U.S. with the international scientific consensus 
on climate change; healthcare policies that ensure adequate universal insurance for 
everyone; immigration policy that made sensible accommodations to the realities of the 
current U.S. population and workforce, including humane treatment of Dreamers; and 
campaign funds restrictions that limit the political influence of corporations. The slogan 
might be, "Moving us all forward through social justice, economic innovation, and good 



government." This might be referred to as "centrist progressivism", and perhaps it is too 
moderate to generate the passion that a political movement needs to survive. Nonetheless, 
it might be a form of progressivism that aligns well with the basic pragmatism and fair-
mindedness of the American public.  

*          *          * 

In a different vein, here are several performances of Aaron Copland's 1942 powerful 
and moving Lincoln Portrait (link, link). Lincoln's words begin at about the 8:00 
minute mark. 

https://youtu.be/f7NtNqySz-U
https://youtu.be/3sv4Xzyn0wk


SECTION 4 
 

Yascha Mounk on the Crisis of Democ-
racy 

 

July 20, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/07/mounk-on-crisis-of-democracy.html 

Yascha Mounk's recent The People vs. Democracy: Why Our Freedom Is in Danger 
and How to Save It is one of several important efforts to understand the crisis that 
right-wing populism is creating for liberal democracies in many countries. (An ab-
breviated version of Mounk's analysis is published in his contribution to the Atlantic 
in March 2018 (link).) Mounk shares with Madeleine Albright (Fascism: A Warn-
ing), John Keane (The New Despotism), and Levitsky and Ziblatt (How Democra-
cies Die) the concern that the political realities that brought Donald Trump to the 
presidency in the United States have the potential of profoundly undermining our 
democracy. I share that concern (link, link, link, link). And yet after reading the 
book, I'm not entirely convinced that Mounk has hit the target quite right. In the 
end, he sometimes seems to be more of a critic of liberal democracy than of radical 
authoritarian populism. 

To begin, Mounk makes a determined effort to separate "democracy" from "liberal-
ism", where the former concept refers to any system in which the "people" rule and 
the latter refers to any system that embodies legal and institutional protections of 
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the rights and freedoms of all -- majority as well as minority. In this way he gives 
credence to the claim by Viktor Orbán in Hungary to have created the basis of "illib-
eral democracy" in Hungary (link). Here are the definitions that Mounk offers: 

 • A democracy is a set of binding electoral institutions that effectively 
translates popular views into public policy.  

 • Liberal institutions effectively protect the rule of law and guarantee indi-
vidual rights such as freedom of speech, worship, press, and association to all citi-
zens (including ethnic and religious minorities). 

 • A liberal democracy is simply a political system that is both liberal and 
democratic—one that both protects individual rights and translates popular views 
into public policy. 

 • Democracies can be illiberal. (27) 

But democracy is not a single-stranded political conception. It is an "ideal type" that 
draws together several important ideas: self-rule, of course; but also the rule of law, 
constitutional protection of citizens' rights, and a commitment to the neutrality of 
political institutions. Democracy is anti-authoritarian; and this means that there 
need to be principles, rules, laws, and institutions that protect the rights and free-
doms of individual citizens. Therefore the only system worthy of the name as 
"democracy" is in fact what Mounk refers to as "liberal democracy". And what Or-
bán describes is not democracy -- any more than a counterfeit coin is a coin. 

Mounk details the large decline in public confidence in the political institutions of 
liberal democracies across Europe and North America. He sees this as an especially 
worrisome feature of our current political realities: a rising percentage of citizens 
are willing to look with favor on "strong man" government or even rule by the mili-
tary. And he recites the evidence of contempt for democratic values and institutions 
expressed by President Trump since 2016, and by the Republican Party for decades 
before that. 

Over the course of his campaign, Donald Trump broke just about every basic rule 
of democratic politics. He promised to jail his political opponents. He refused to 
say that he would accept the outcome of the election. He bullied the press and 
threatened to expand libel laws. He invited a foreign power to sabotage his main 



competitor. He incited hatred against ethnic and religious minorities and 
promised to take unconstitutional action against them. (119) 

What Mounk does not do is trace the connection between conservative Republican 
activists, their deliberate strategies aimed at discrediting and demeaning the insti-
tutions of government, and the resulting decline in public opinion that he docu-
ments. These shifts of public support for democratic values and institutions are not 
self-generated; they are at least in part the result of deliberate anti-government 
strategies of the right, in the United States and other countries. Figures such as 
Grover Norquist ("I simply want to reduce [government] to the size where I can 
drag it into the bathroom and drown it in the bathtub"), Newt Gingrich (“One of the 
great problems we have in the Republican Party is that we don’t encourage you to be 
nasty” (link)), and the Tea Party had a very consistent and extended political mes-
sage: government is not to be trusted, and the institutions and values of our political 
system are bankrupt. Surely this propaganda offensive -- fueled by Fox News, talk 
radio, and social networks -- has played an important role in the decline of trust 
(and adherence) in the institutions and values of liberal democracy. On this topic I 
find more to learn from McAdam and Kloos, Deeply Divided: Racial Politics and 
Social Movements in Postwar America (link, link). 

In fact, chapter 2 of Mounk's book ("Rights without Democracy") could serve as the 
letters of indictment of a fairly cerebral right-wing populist propaganda specialist. 
Much of the chapter seems intended to show that liberal democracy is a sham: "As 
long as you let us call the shots, we will pretend to let you rule" (53). Bureaucrats, 
judges, international lawyers, and the wealthy make the major decisions, in 
Mounk's telling of the tale. Mounk gives the impression that the "founding myth" of 
American democracy (or British democracy) is exactly that -- a myth. And here 
Mounk is unfair. It is of course true that citizenship was limited in the first century 
of the US democracy; but it is also true that, through struggle by African-Americans, 
women, and other excluded minorities, the political system and constitution ex-
panded. We are not the political system we were in 1776 or 1789 or 1861. Nor is it 
obvious that representative democracy is less democratic than direct democracy -- 
unless we take it as a definitional matter that democracy means direct decision-
making by the population. 

Mounk's narrative here gives some credence to the radical populists' claim that 
"elites are running the country" (in Britain, in Germany, in the EU, in the US), 
based on the extensive bureaucracies involved in modern government. He discusses 



bureaucrats and civil servants, judges, independent agencies, and international 
treaties and organizations as examples of "unelected elites making basic decisions". 
But this claim is itself far too sweeping and simplistic. The fact that public health 
specialists offer scientific advice about wearing masks during pandemic -- and gov-
ernors act on this advice -- is not elitism; it is the result of the principle that "good 
public policy should be guided by the best scientific understanding of the problems 
we face." Yes, governments in liberal democracies deploy legions of "technical ex-
perts" or "technocrats", and these men and women help to formulate public policies 
in directions that are often hard to sell on Fox News. But this is how governments 
should act; and it is part of the shameful performance of the Trump administration 
that Trump and his cabinet have done everything in their power to silence and ig-
nore the advice of qualified scientists, from climate change to atmospheric science 
to global pandemic. 

Mounk emphasizes the very substantial increase in "bureaucratization" that state 
agencies have undergone in western democracies -- the creation of large agencies 
with substantial regulatory authority such as the Securities Exchange Commission, 
the Federal Communications Commission, and the Environmental Protection 
Agency (64). And he seems to suggest that this process gives some truth to the pop-
ulist refrain that "elites are running our lives without control by the people". But, as 
Mounk obviously agrees, a large bureaucracy is unavoidable in the administration 
and regulation of complex activities like the broadcast spectrum, nuclear power 
plants, food safety, or pollution. This is not an indication of elitism; it is rather a 
necessary consequence of highly complex and extended economic and social pro-
cesses that serve to ensure the health, safety, and security of the public -- the peo-
ple. A democracy requires regulatory agencies, under the broad charter of legislative 
action. Government is "big" -- big government exercises a great deal of decision-
making authority. Of course! Democratic legitimacy requires that we make these 
processes more transparent to the public, but the fact of bureaucracy is not a legiti-
mate complaint against liberal democracy. 

Mounk gives an extended example from Switzerland to illustrate the way he divides 
"democracy" from "liberalism". A local community sought to prevent a local mosque 
from building a minaret; the Federal Supreme Court declared in favor of the rights 
of freedom of worship of these individuals, including the right to build a minaret; 
and the populist right took up the issue, brought it to a national referendum, and 
were able to incorporate a restrictive clause against Muslims into the Swiss consti-



tution: "Freedom of religion and conscience is guaranteed ... The construction of 
minarets is prohibited" (48). Mounk describes this as a case in which "democracy" 
and "liberalism" parted ways: "That is why I prefer to say that the controversy over 
minarets epitomizes the disintegration of liberal democracy into two new regime 
forms: illiberal democracy and undemocratic liberalism" (48). But the justices of the 
FSC are not elite technocrats substituting their judgment for the "will of the 
people"; this is exactly what a Supreme Court is charged to do within a constitution-
al democracy. How else are the rights and freedoms of minorities to be defended 
against the will of the majority? 

Mounk notes that populist leaders and parties seek to undermine the press: "In the 
early phases, the war on independent institutions frequently takes the form of incit-
ing distrust, or even outright hatred, of the free press" (44). He sees this effort as an 
attack on liberal principles. But the war waged by radical populist leaders against 
the press (including, of course, Donald Trump) is not merely anti-liberal; it is anti-
democratic. Its aim is to disenfranchise the portion of the population that would 
oppose the populists' policies and action by denying them access to information and 
fair interpretation by other intelligent, well-informed observers. It is to replace 
"freedom of thought and speech" with the power of propaganda, and the goal is not 
merely to deny information to potential opponents, but to shape "knowledge" and 
political discourse in ways that favor the political fortunes of the populist. Again -- 
democracy without liberal institutions and values is only sham democracy. 

Mounk is of course right in noticing that populists claim to advocate for democracy, 
by proclaiming to their followers that they are the true "people" and that their will is 
the political program of the populist movement. But this is charade, as Mudde and 
Kaltwasser (Populism: A Very Short Introduction; link) and other scholars of pop-
ulism have shown. When Sarah Palin claims that the "real Americans" are those 
who live in small racially homogeneous towns in the Midwest, she is making an ap-
peal to a minority segment of the American population. Her "real Americans" do not 
include people of color, liberals, urban people, gay people, or legal immigrants. This 
is not an appeal to democracy; it is an appeal to an exclusionary view of "good 
Americans" and "bad people living in the country". 

In brief, Mounk's mid-semester grade for the American democracy is pretty low: 

At a minimum, I suggest, any democracy should have in place a set of effective in-
stitutional mechanisms for translating popular views into public policy. In the 



United States, these mechanisms are now significantly impaired. The country's 
commitment to liberal rights remains deeply ingrained. But the form this liberal-
ism takes is increasingly undemocratic. (92) 

This is a C- when it comes to evaluating a set of political institutions; it suggests that 
perhaps the student should choose a different major. But actually, we have more to 
work with in our liberal democracy than Mounk believes. And there is a certain 
amount of risk of contributing to a self-fulfilling prophecy here: part of the problem 
in our democracy is a declining level of confidence in political institutions and the 
worth of government -- a decline very specifically and deliberately orchestrated by 
the right for the past forty years -- and the C- hits us where it hurts. 

This is not to suggest that liberal democracy does not need reform. The role of mon-
ey in politics; the disproportionate influence of big business on public policy; the 
persistent and deliberate racism involved in voter suppression strategies of gerry-
mandering and discouragement of minority participation in elections -- these are 
the fundamental flaws of our existing political institutions, and they clearly demand 
solution. 

And yet -- liberal democracy is the best we have to offer. Modern democratic institu-
tions of government are not the key risk to human freedom in the twenty-first cen-
tury; the real enemy of individual freedom and dignity is the sustained rise of pow-
erful populist parties and bosses. Levitsky and Ziblatt are closer to the truth than 
Mounk. 

Mounk has a response to these criticisms: 

High-minded defenders of liberal democracy believe that there is something 
uniquely legitimate about the political system to which they are committed.  

Its democratic element, they claim, ensures citizens’ equality. In a monarchy, the 
king is elevated above his subjects by the accident of his noble birth. In a democra-
cy, by contrast, all citizens get one vote without regard to the color of their skin or 
the station of their ancestors.  

Its liberal element, meanwhile, ensures citizens’ freedom. In a totalitarian regime, 
the government can regulate the lives of its subjects in the most minute detail and 
punish them at whim. In a liberal polity, by contrast, the reach of the law is limit-
ed, and citizens are protected against arbitrary interference in their lives. The pe-



culiar genius of liberal democracy is that it is able to honor both of these values at 
the same time.  

This account of democratic legitimacy is a little too blithe. (129) 

Really? Are we wrong to be "high-minded"? In its essence, this is precisely the de-
fense that is needed for the institutions of a liberal democracy: it is a complex of in-
stitutions and values aimed at assuring a population of equal citizens the full exer-
cise of their rights and liberties within a system in which they are guaranteed equal 
rights of political participation. The hard task is to reform, perfect, and preserve 
those institutions in the face of the forces of reaction. 

The rhetorical structure of the book is "diagnosis, causes, remedies." The remedies 
that Mounk explores include three major areas of progress that are needed for a 
multiethnic, multiracial democracy: a solution to the problem of "nationalism" (or 
more generally, of divided cultural identities); a more just set of economic institu-
tions and opportunities for all citizens; and the rebuilding of what he calls "civic 
faith". Interestingly, these areas of recommended reform align rather well with the 
list I mentioned in an earlier post: 

 • A broad consensus that all members of society are treated fairly 

 • Confidence in a high level of equality of opportunity in social, political, 
and economic positions 

 • Confidence that government institutions and officials are reasonably 
honest and transparent 

 • Confidence that private influence does not unduly affect the content and 
application of laws and regulations 

 • An overriding conviction that we are "one society" consisting of many 
communities, and that the wellbeing of all depends on the contributions and fair 
treatment of all 

 • An effective interlacing of communities through cross-cutting political, 
social, and economic organizations 

The most substantial practical advice that Mounk offers as a strategy for lending 
strength to our liberal democracy (and resisting authoritarian impulses of some of 



our leaders) is popular protest and expression of our values in the public space -- 
real, active political engagement on behalf of a just liberal democracy. 

Thankfully, there is a lot that those of us who want liberal democracy to survive 
the dawning age of populism can do: We can take to the streets to stand up to the 
populists. We can remind our fellow citizens of the virtues of both freedom and 
self-government. We can push established parties to embrace an ambitious pro-
gram capable of renewing liberal democracy’s promise of a better future for all. 
And if we do win—as I very much hope we shall—we can muster the grace and the 
determination to bring our adversaries back to the democratic fold. (265) 

I find much to admire and learn from in Mounk's book. The complaints offered here 
are aimed, really, at the lawyerly effort that Mounk makes to build the case against 
liberal democracy. Much of the narrative provided in the "diagnosis" part of the 
book is an impassioned argument aimed at demonstrating the correctness of many 
of the populists' key complaints against the liberal state. And a lawyerly defense of 
the legitimacy of the institutions of contemporary liberal democracies is lacking. But 
this concedes too much to right-wing populists. Liberal democracy and right-wing 
populism are not on the same moral plane. And illiberal democracy is no kind of 
democracy at all; it is despotism. 



SECTION 5 
 

Democracy in the Mirror 

 

December 27, 2011 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2011/12/democracy-in-mirror.html 

Why is democracy something people should strive for? And how are we doing with 
ours? 

Consider first the fundamentals. Why is there a role for democracy in any circum-
stances? Fundamentally democracy is a form of group decision-making. Political in-
stitutions are needed in circumstances in which decisions must be made that affect 
all members of a group. Each member of a group has his or her own set of prefer-
ences about choices that affect the group; so there needs to be a process for arriving 
at a set of social preferences -- a social choice function. Democracy requires design-
ing a set of arrangements through which each person's preferences will have equal 
weight in determining the ultimate decision. Otherwise we would have a system in 
which one person decides (dictatorship) or a minority decides (oligarchy). So 
democracy represents a set of decision-making institutions that embody respect for 
the equal worth of all citizens when it comes to making collective choices. 

In addition to the aggregation of individual preferences, democratic values consider 
as well the circumstances under which the members of a group form their beliefs 
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and preferences. Narrow democratic theory takes individual preferences as exoge-
nous. But broader versions of democratic theory attempt to bring democratic values 
into the social processes through which beliefs and preferences are formed. The 
theory of deliberative democracy emphasizes in particular the features of civility, 
mutual respect, and open-mindedness through which debate and critical examina-
tion of issues leads to a fuller understanding of issues and a more reflective set of 
preferences. This aspect of democracy is valuable because it corresponds to a society 
in which open and uncensored debate leads to the formation of individual and col-
lective preferences and embodies the ideas of democratic equality among citizens. 
And less-privileged groups can exercise their voices in these forums to attempt to 
influence other citizens to support more just policies and choices. 

There is another reason for cheering democracy: it is possible that democracy is 
more likely to protect the rights and needs of the relatively powerless in society; 
democratic institutions can function as a bulwark against the arbitrary power of 
elites of all kinds. If the powerless have political voice, they then have an ability to 
advocate for, and democratically support, the policies that favor their perspectives 
and interests. The fact that otherwise powerless people can express their prefer-
ences through democratic means is a substantial form of potential influence for 
non-privileged groups. (This political power is offset, of course, by the political 
power and influence wielded by elite minorities in most societies.) 

The most fundamental reasons, then, to value democracy are its correspondence to 
the value of the moral equality of all persons and the capacity it creates for non-elite 
groups' struggles for fair treatment. Democratic institutions honor the equality of all 
persons in the fact that each person has an equal voice in deliberating upon and de-
ciding collective policies. A democracy is morally preferable because it best embod-
ies the more basic moral value of fundamental human equality and dignity and it 
provides a feasible mechanism for pursuing social justice. 

So how does the US democracy measure up on these criteria?  Take the last point 
first: the idea that democracy empowers the powerless. The role of money in politics 
takes a lot of the force out of this point in the US. Corporations and wealthy indi-
viduals are able to influence legislation, regulation, and policy in ways that are vast-
ly disproportionate to their numbers (link). It is possible for a numerous group to 
exert political influence through the electoral process to defend its interests; but it is 
also possible for the powerful to quietly subvert these outcomes as well.  



So how about the formative benefits of democracy? Do we find that American citi-
zens are involved in thoughtful debates that bring more facts to the discussion and 
result in clearer preferences and policies? Here the answer is too often "no" as well. 
The shouting and vitriol on the media outlets of the right set a tone that discourages 
or extinguishes respectful debate and clarification. It's hard to see evidence that 
voters have gotten better at thinking through the issues, the facts, and the underly-
ing values that can subsequently guide their political choices. 

And how about the most basic function of democracy, its service as an institution 
that aggregates individual preferences onto a coherent social preference function? 
Even here our democracy has challenges. First, we don't seem to be trending to-
wards "coherence" -- instead we have a Congress that mostly serves to block the 
formation of policy, from legislation to confirmation of appointment out of political 
opposition to the sitting president. And second, there is only a loose fit between the 
voting behavior of elected officials and the preferences of their constituents. Con-
stituents have the ability to reject officials of whose voting behavior they strongly 
disapprove. But election campaigns have more to do with slogans and quick fixes 
than they do thoughtful efforts to align the candidate's platform with the diverse 
preferences of the electorate. Ideology and rhetoric drive electoral strategies, not 
honest discussion of the issues and the facts that surround them. 

Take healthcare reform as an example. The reforms that the Obama administration 
fought for were plainly advantageous for a very large segment of the American pop-
ulation. Tens of millions of people stood to gain access to health insurance as a con-
sequence of the reforms. And yet the voices of those tens of millions of people 
played almost no role in the bitter political conflict that ensued. Conservative theo-
ries and agendas, widely disseminated falsehoods ("death panels"), and purple 
rhetoric instead dominated the legislative and electoral process. Eventually a weak-
ened version of healthcare reform became law, of course, but the process did a very 
poor job of embodying the interests of those most affected by the issue.  (Here is a 
good post by Barbara Ehrenreich that updates her insights in Nickel and Dimed: On 
(Not) Getting By in America. Ehrenreich makes the importance of healthcare for 
poor people very clear.) 

What American democracy is good at, by and large, is establishing government that 
is ruled by law. Legal and constitutional protections for citizens are a substantial 
bulwark against the arbitrary exercise of power by political or social elites. It doesn't 
need saying that these protections are incomplete, and that various groups in the 



US have suffered from illegal or unconstitutional treatment. (Consider, for example, 
the determined efforts being made by some state legislatures to deny partner health 
benefits to one specific group of citizens.) But by and large, US citizens have justi-
fied confidence that their rights will be respected and enforced. They have relatively 
extensive rights of speech and association, and it is difficult for government to cur-
tail those rights for short term political or individual advantage. Citizens also know 
that they have the periodic ability to reject the men and women who rule them, 
which puts some constraints on the behavior of the elected officials.  

It is possible that this is the most we can hope for from any government in a modern 
mass society. But it is also possible that a PhD student in comparative politics from 
Mars might classify our polity as "constitutionally regulated oligarchy with periodic 
elections of government officials and extensive infrastructures for managing elec-
tions to lead to outcomes that satisfy the elites" -- in other words, something rather 
different from idealized theories of "democracy" and political institutions well de-
signed for establishing the common good. 

(See Jack Knight and Jim Johnson, The Priority of Democracy: Political Conse-
quences of Pragmatism, Ian Shapiro, The State of Democratic Theory, Amy Gut-
mann and Dennis Thompson, Why Deliberative Democracy?, and Adam Przewors-
ki, Democracy and the Market: Political and Economic Reforms in Eastern Europe 
and Latin America for different aspects of this issue.) 



SECTION 6 
 

Basic Social Institutions and Democrat-
ic Equality  

 

March 14, 2011 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2011/03/basic-institutions-and-democratic.html 

Modern societies seem to produce persistent social inequalities that are contradic-
tory to many of the values we espouse when it comes to the idea of democratic 
equality.  We continue to find wealth and income inequalities, inequalities of educa-
tional and health outcomes, inequalities of political power and influence, and these 
disparities seem to increase over time.  Is this a residual defect in these specific so-
cieties, or is it rather a natural result of the logic of the institutions that define a 
market economy and an electoral democracy in the circumstances of extensive ex-
isting inequalities of wealth and power?  

Consider these polar views: 

•  Modern market democracies work to narrow social and economic inequalities 
over time.   
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•  The institutions of modern market democracies work to increase economic and 
political inequalities; the rich and powerful become more so through their privi-
leged positions within existing institutions. 

Which of these views is correct? 

We would like to think that it is possible for a society to embody basic institutions 
that work to preserve and enhance the wellbeing of all members of society in a fair 
way. We want social institutions to be beneficent (producing good outcomes for 
everyone), and we want them to be fair (treating all individuals and groups with 
equal consideration; creating comparable opportunities for everyone). 

There is a fundamental component of liberal optimism that holds that the institu-
tions of a market-based democracy accomplish both goals. The economic institu-
tions of the market create efficient allocations of resources across activities, permit-
ting the highest level of average wellbeing. Free public education permits all persons 
to develop their talents. And the political institutions of electoral democracy permit 
all groups to express and defend their interests in the arena of government and law.  

But social critics cast doubt on all parts of this story, based on the role played by so-
cial inequalities within each of these sets of institutions. The market embodies and 
reproduces a set of economic inequalities that result in grave inequalities of wellbe-
ing for different groups. Economic and social inequalities influence the quality of 
education available to young people. And electoral democracy permits the grossly 
disproportionate influence of wealth holders relative to other groups in society. So 
instead of reducing inequalities among citizens, these basic institutions seem to 
amplify them.  

On this line of thought, market and electoral institutions both create and reproduce 
social inequalities even when they are working correctly; inequality is built into 
them at a very basic level.  The institutions are tilted in favor of privileged groups, 
and it is no surprise when corporations wield substantial influence in Washington 
and Paris and tax policies are enacted that favor the richest percent of American in-
come earners.   These aren't abnormal anomalies; they are instead precisely what 
we should expect when we analyze the basic institutions carefully.  

What remedies are available to help move a modern society towards greater democ-
ratic equality for all of society?  Several large institutional variations have been tried 
in the past century -- social democracy, small self-sufficient communities, local 



economies based on cooperatives, etc.  Jon Elster surveyed some of these alterna-
tives in Alternatives to Capitalism over twenty years ago -- at a time when there was 
more openness to the idea of fundamental institutional reform.  Tamas Bauer opens 
his essay, "The unclearing market," with these words: 

The well-functioning market of textbooks brings about general satis-
faction. Under market-clearing prices, goods and factors offered for 
sale are sold; the demand of each agent is satisfied by supply by oth-
ers.  Wage earners are paid wages that more or less correspond to 
their marginal contribution.  Etc., etc. ... Life is, of course, much dif-
ferent. (71) 

The social-democratic solution to these tendencies was developed in the early twen-
tieth century.  It was recognized that market institutions create unacceptable in-
equalities and leave some citizens in circumstances of insecurity, deprivation, and 
indignity; and it was argued that the institutions of the state needed to correct these 
tendencies through the establishment of a strong social safety net.  The majority of a 
society would have the electoral strength to create and maintain strong protections 
of the interests of ordinary working people through a combination of positive eco-
nomic rights. (Gosta Esping-Andersen reviews this history in The Three Worlds of 
Welfare Capitalism.)   

The triumph of social and economic conservatism -- Thatcher, Reagan, and other 
conservative European leaders and their political parties -- took this theory of the 
role of the state off the public agenda, and the past thirty years have witnessed the 
systematic disassembly of the institutions of social democracy in most countries.  
And the consequences are predictable: more inequality, more deprivation, more se-
vere disparities of life outcomes for different social groups. 

What is truly surprising is that there has been so little continuing exploration of al-
ternatives in the intervening two decades.  Democratic theorists have explored al-
ternative institutions in the category of deliberative democracy (link), but there 
hasn't been much visioning of alternative economic institutions for a modern soci-
ety. We don't talk much anymore about "economic justice," and the case for social 
democracy has more or less disappeared from public debate.  But surely it's time to 
reopen that public debate. 



SECTION 7 
 

Rawls’s Schematic Sociology 
August 8, 2008 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2008/08/rawlss-schematic-sociology.html 

John Rawls offers an interesting thought along the way in his development of the 
theory of justice, on the question of the stability of a well-ordered society.  Basically, 
the idea is that a set of principles of justice need to satisfy a condition of publicity 
and social stability: the principles need to be such that, when everyone knows that 
these are the principles that regulate their social interactions and know that all oth-
ers have the same knowledge, the society remains stable. 

Rawls puts the point this way: 

Now a well-ordered society is also regulated by its public conception of justice.  
This fact implies that its members have a strong and normally effective desire to 
act as the principles of justice require.  Since a well-ordered society endures over 
time, its conception of justice is presumably stable: that is, when institutions are 
just (as defined by this conception), those taking part in these arrangements ac-
quire the corresponding sense of justice and desire to do their part in maintaining 
them.  One conception of justice is more stable than another if the sense of justice 
that it tends to generate is stronger and more likely to override disruptive inclina-
tions and if the institutions it allows foster weaker impulses and temptations to act 
unjustly.  The stability of a conception depends upon a balance of motives: the 
sense of justice that it cultivates and the aims that it encourages must normally 
win out against propensities toward injustice.  (A Theory of Justice, pp. 454-455) 

What is interesting here is that Rawls is engaging in a bit of sociological theorizing 
in this passage -- not simply apriori moral philosophy.  He is offering an analysis of 
the social psychology and motivations of people living within various frameworks of 
justice -- the principles governing the basic institutions and laws of a society -- and 
he hypothesizes that the social psychology of citizens is influenced by the features of 
justice that are embodied in their society.  The resulting social psychology in turn 
produces behavior that is more or less compatible with the continued stability of the 
institutions and laws.  A given set of institutions, generated by a certain theory of 
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justice, gives rise to motivations on the part of citizens in ordinary life; and these 
motivations can be either stabilizing or destabilizing to the postulated institutions 
and framework of justice.  There is a feedback loop from institutions to social psy-
chology to behavior to basic institutions. 

This raises an interesting question: how much of a role does a shared sense of jus-
tice play in sustaining a peaceful and stable society? 
 
One piece of the answer is straightforward: injustice is a common cause of societal 
conflict and violence. Basic social relations that are perceived to involve unfair ex-
ploitation of one group by another are an obvious source of motivation towards re-
sistance and group violence. Contrastively, institutions that are publicly recognized 
to treat all citizens fairly may promote a social psychology and a set of behaviors 
that are affirming of the institutions -- leading to harmonious social life and stable 
institutions. 

So Rawls's argument here does suggest an interesting conjunction of sociological 
reality and normative reasoning about justice.  Rawls returns to this topic in Politi-
cal Liberalism, where he questions the strong assumptions associated with the idea 
of a well-ordered society. He offers instead the somewhat less demanding idea of an 
"overlapping consensus" as sufficient for a stable democracy. 

But a sense of being treated unfairly is only one out of numerous causes of social 
conflict. Conflict can arise over numerous other types of issues as well: ethnic or re-
ligious identities, racism, neighborhood boundaries, and state policy, to name sev-
eral.  And these areas of potential conflict are not addressed by Rawls's sketch of the 
sociology of a just society. 



SECTION 8 
 

Rawls on Political Liberalism 

 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2011/01/rawls-on-political-liberalism.html 

January 14, 2011 

Long after the transformative impact Rawls brought to social and political philoso-
phy with A Theory of Justice: Original Edition (1971), Rawls continued to wrestle 
with the question of how a just society ought to work. One major part of this ques-
tion is how a just society ought to encompass major disagreements among its citi-
zens about values and "conceptions of the good"; and much of his thinking is re-
flected in his 1993 collection of essays, Political Liberalism. Here is how he formu-
lates the central problem: 

A modern democratic society is characterized not simply by a pluralism of com-
prehensive religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines but by a pluralism of in-
compatible yet reasonable comprehensive doctrines. No one of these doctrines is 
affirmed by citizens generally. Nor should one expect that in the foreseeable future 
one of them, or some other reasonable doctrine, will ever be affirmed by all, or 
nearly all, citizens. Political liberalism assumes that, for political purposes, a plu-
rality of reasonable yet incompatible comprehensive doctrines is the normal result 
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of the exercise of human reason within the framework of the free institutions of a 
constitutional democratic regime. Political liberalism also supposes that a reason-
able comprehensive doctrine does not reject the essentials of a democratic regime. 
(xvi) 

So, to start, Rawls recognizes that modern society is not based on consensus around 
the major values or issues; rather, individuals differ in their commitments about 
rights, justice, and the good human life.  How in the context of this pluralism of im-
portant value systems, is it possible for a modern society to nonetheless possess the 
features of civility and stability that we would desire? 

Here, then, is what Rawls calls the problem of political liberalism: 

How is it possible that there may exist over time a stable and just society of free 
and equal citizens profoundly divided by reasonable though incompatible reli-
gious, philosophical, and moral doctrines? Put another way: How is it possible 
that deeply opposed though reasonable comprehensive doctrines may live together 
and all affirm the political conception of a constitutional regime?  What is the 
structure and content of a political conception that can gain the support of such an 
overlapping consensus? (xviii) 

One prior thought we may have had about a liberal society is that the state estab-
lishes no more than a neutral system of law, within the context of which individuals 
can pursue their own separate and incompatible conceptions of the right and the 
good.  So the liberal state is a neutral state -- one that gives no privilege to one con-
ception of the good over another. 

Neutrality is certainly part of the ideal of a liberal state; but it isn't quite enough.  
The reason is that some conceptions of the good and the right require the interven-
tion of the state for enforcement. If the Alpha group believe that fetal stem cells are 
nascent human beings and therefore should never be used for the purpose of scien-
tific research, while the Beta group believe that fetal stem cells are no more than 
useful compounds of organic molecules that can relieve human misery; then both 
sides of the debate want to prevail through legislation -- either to prohibit stem cell 
research or to permit stem cell research. Each side sees its position as being driven 
by a moral imperative -- and therefore not to be compromised without an unaccept-
able loss of moral integrity on the part of the losing group. 



To overcome this contradiction, neutrality is not enough. We need to add a com-
mitment to democratic, constitutional procedures as being the moral trump card 
when it comes to legislation about areas of conflict based on fundamental disagree-
ments about the right and the good. Essentially this comes down to a second-order 
commitment that every citizen needs to share: When policy issues arise that lead to 
profound disagreement among blocs of citizens, the right solution is the procedural-
ly correct solution arrived at through legitimate democratic processes. In other 
words, all citizens need to put their commitment to legitimate democratic proce-
dures ahead of their commitment to a particular conception of the good and the 
right. Democratic values supersede religious, political, and moral convictions when 
there is no choice but to legislate an issue. Citizens are entitled to argue their case 
for or against proposed legislation; but they are then morally obligated to accept the 
democratically chosen outcome as a legitimate resolution of the issue. 

Rawls captures this conundrum with the idea of toleration: the idea that citizens 
must tolerate and respect the strongly-held convictions of their fellow citizens, even 
while participating in a political process that leads to legislation that is inconsistent 
with those convictions. This means that if the Alphas prevail through the political 
process, the Betas need to accept the outcome as morally legitimate -- even though 
it contradicts their own firmly held moral convictions.  But why would one accept 
the moral necessity of toleration?  Doesn't this mean sacrificing one's own moral 
convictions to the will of a contrary majority?  And doesn't this imply that one's own 
convictions are tentative and conditional? 

The answer seems to go along something like these lines.  When one is a member of 
a society, one recognizes the inevitable fact of the kind of fundamental pluralism 
Rawls has described here. This means that society will sometimes legislate about is-
sues concerning which reasonable citizens disagree, based on fundamental moral 
convictions on both sides. So the citizen is asked to bracket his/her particular moral 
convictions when considering outcomes, even as he/she is free to vigorously argue 
on the basis of those convictions during the process leading up to legislation. The 
citizen is asked to take a double perspective on his/her own moral convictions: first-
person, that these are my convictions and they seem binding and justified from my 
point of view; and third-person, that there is disagreement about these matters, and 
the only defensible process for resolving the issue is the democratic process in 
which each person's reasons count as much as every other person's.  This is some-
thing like Thomas Nagel's understanding of altruism in The Possibility of Altruism; 



the individual is asked to recognize the moral reality of other persons and not to as-
sign a privileged role to his/her own perspective. 

A key part of Rawls's own solution to this problem of democratic pluralism is the 
idea of an "overlapping consensus" among citizens.  Here is how he defines that 
idea: 

Such a consensus consists of all the reasonable opposing religious, philosophical, 
and moral doctrines likely to persist over generations and to gain a sizable body of 
adherents in a more or less just constitutional regime, a regime in which the crite-
rion of justice is that political conception itself. (15) 

In such a consensus, the reasonable doctrines endorse the political conception, 
each from its own point of view.  Social unity is based on a consensus on the politi-
cal conception; and stability is possible when the doctrines making up the consen-
sus are affirmed by society's politically active citizens and the requirements of jus-
tice are not too much in conflict with citizens' essential interests as formed and en-
couraged by their social arrangements. (134) 

So the ideal here is the notion that some set of constitutional arrangements may be 
acceptable from all points of view -- from Christian to libertarian to Muslim to so-
cialist.  This hope seems to rest on the idea that a neutral, democratic set of political 
institutions give the best opportunity for the adherents of any particular theory of 
the good to pursue their interests; so each of the "reasonable opposing religious 
doctrines" may have good reason to endorse the neutral democratic constitution. 
(This is a kind of "original position" argument, applied to opposing comprehensive 
doctrines.) 

What makes this a consensus of any kind is not the notion that there is an overlap-
ping set of values that persist across all the comprehensive doctrines; rather, it is 
the hope that there will be at least one political arrangement that can serve as the 
consensus choice of all the incompatible comprehensive doctrines. 

The preceding account says that the consensus goes down to the fundamental 
ideas within which justice as fairness is worked out.  It supposes agreement deep 
enough to reach such ideas as those of society as a fair system of cooperation and 
of citizens as reasonable and rational, and free and equal.  As for its breadth, it 
covers the principles and values of a political conception ... and it applies to the 
basic structure as a whole. (149) 



So -- what is a political liberal, according to Rawls?  It seems to boil down to this.  It 
is a moral individual who has his/her own conception of the good and set of funda-
mental doctrines; who recognizes nonetheless that he/she is a member of a polity 
that is fundamentally plural when it comes to conceptions of the good; who recog-
nizes that there is no basis for insisting on privilege for one's own conception of the 
good; and who recognizes the moral legitimacy of constitutional democratic proce-
dures when it is necessary to decide among policies that involve conflicting concep-
tions of the good.  It is a person who puts civic commitment to constitutional demo-
cratic processes ahead of one's one fundamental convictions when necessary.  And it 
is a person who is fully committed to ensuring the neutrality of the state across fun-
damental convictions.  Neutrality of law across persons and conceptions of the 
good, full recognition of fundamental pluralism within a modern society, respect for 
the equal worth of all other citizens, and a recognition that one's own beliefs have 
no basis for being privileged over those of other citizens -- these are the fundamen-
tal commitments of a political liberal. 

We can now give a fairly simple explication of illiberal thinking as well.  It is moral, 
religious, or political fundamentalism -- the idea that one's own moral convictions 
are so compelling that no democratic process could legitimately override them. It is 
the idea that the individual has a persistent right to oppose the state when the 
state's actions are inconsistent with one's own moral convictions. It is authoritarian 
-- it endorses the idea that one's own group or party has the right to override the 
majority's will when the state contradicts one's fundamental convictions. And it is, 
of course, a position that is fundamentally disrespectful of democracy and of the 
equal dignity and worth of one's fellow citizens. 



SECTION 9 
 

The Moral Basis for an Extensive State 

August 29, 2011 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2011/08/moral-basis-for-extensive-state.html 

A recent post focused on the conception of society involved in seventeenth and eigh-
teenth English political thinking, the theory of possessive individualism.  The post 
suggested that this conception has a lot of resonance with the ideas and rhetoric of 
the Tea Party today.  I've also posted a number of discussions of the social ideals of 
John Rawls (link, link), expressing a liberal democratic view of the good society.  
These posts remind me how important it is to have some fairly specific ideas about 
how we would want society to be organized in the future, so we can also have some 
ideas about current reforms that might take us in that direction.  And today we 
don't seem to have a lot of clarity about this kind of vision, especially on the pro-
gressive side of the political spectrum. 

The ideal that seems to lie behind the conservative Tea Party political philosophy is 
simple but alarming: 

1. Citizens should have maximum possible liberties of activity and use of property. 

2. Citizens have no positive obligations to other citizens, beyond those associated 
with respecting liberties and property rights. 

3. The state exists only to secure the liberties and security of citizens; this means 
the state needs to have funds to provide for national defense, enforcement of 
property rights, and maintenance of public order. 

4. The state has no legitimate basis for creating more extensive regulations on the 
exercise of liberty and property (FDA, EPA, regulation of banks, …).  Such regu-
lations represent an unjustified interference with the exercise of private proper-
ty rights. 

5. The state has no legitimate basis for using tax moneys to provide a social safety 
net (unemployment payments, welfare payments, food and housing subsidies, 
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…).  Such transfer programs represent an unjustified system of redistribution of 
wealth and income that violates the property rights of anyone who is taxed more 
extensively than a fair share of the costs of providing for national defense and 
maintenance of public order. 

This political philosophy is familiar from Robert Nozick's Anarchy, State, and 
Utopia (1974). At the time Nozick's vision was considered extreme from a philo-
sophical point of view; it took to a logical limit the very limited assumptions about 
individual rights that were a part of the Lockean tradition of political philosophy, 
and arrived at what was then a very startling set of conclusions about the limits on 
legitimate state action. Nozick referred to this conception as the "minimal state". 
Nozick's philosophy expressed a form of libertarian conservativism, with no inclina-
tion towards the "social values" of more recent conservatism. 

If this political philosophy were to be enacted through legislation, it would imply a 
number of things: abolition of mandatory social security, abolition of regulatory 
agencies like EPA and FDA, abolition of unemployment benefits and poverty-based 
welfare programs, and dramatic reduction of taxes on the affluent. This is a vision of 
the minimal state with a vengeance; and it seems rather familiar from much of the 
rhetoric offered by Tea Party activists and Republican presidential candidates alike. 

We could spend time thinking about the deficiencies of this political philosophy 
from a number of points of view.  Here my interest is different; I'd like to consider 
what components might go into a political philosophy that expresses a moral justifi-
cation for the more extensive state that a great many Americans would want to 
have. First, what are the institutional arrangements that might be considered? 

A strong alternative to the minimal state is the Nordic model -- essentially the polit-
ical and economic system associated with Scandinavian democracies in the 1960s 
through the 1980s.  Here is an interesting monograph on the economic and social 
characteristics of the Nordic model: The Nordic Model: Embracing globalization 
and sharing risks (Torben M. Andersen, Bengt Holmström, Seppo Honkapohja, 
Sixten Korkman, Hans Tson Söderström, Juhana Vartiainen; published by the Re-
search Institute of the Finnish Economy); link.  The authors describe the key eco-
nomic and social commitments of the Nordic model in these terms: 

•  a comprehensive welfare state with an emphasis on transfers to households 
and publicly provided social services financed by taxes, which are high notably 
for wage income and consumption;  



•  a lot of public and/or private spending on investment in human capital, in-
cluding child care and education as well as research and development (R&D);  

•  and a set of labour market institutions that include strong labour unions and 
employer associations, significant elements of wage coordination, relatively gen-
erous unemployment benefits and a prominent role for active labour market 
policies. (13) 

A key goal of the study is to assess the economic performance of the Nordic model 
over the past fifty years.  The study's summary conclusion is very favorable: con-
trary to anti-tax, anti-government ideology, the Nordic economies have performed 
very well. 

The Nordic countries have, according to many indicators, succeeded 
relatively well in fulfilling their social ambitions. Recently, this has 
been combined with a satisfactory economic performance in terms of 
employment and productivity levels as well as growth of GDP per 
capita. Also, the macroeconomic balance is good and public finances 
are strong. There is indeed a Nordic success story in the sense of a 
favourable combination of economic efficiency and social equality.  

True, the Nordics went through a period of low productivity growth 
in the 1970s (like most other OECD countries) as well as a major fi-
nancial and macroeconomic crisis with very high unemployment 
rates and large fiscal imbalances in the early 1990s (somewhat earlier 
and less dramatically in the case of Denmark). But even so, the 
Nordics have more or less managed to keep up with the US in terms of 
PPP-adjusted GDP over the last 25–30 years, which is more than can 
be said of most other EU15 countries. The longterm performance is 
mainly recorded as a high rate of total factor productivity growth. 
This indicates that technical progress, notably in the area of informa-
tion and communication technology (IT), has played in important role 
in growth. More importantly, it also shows that the Nordics – con-
trary to popular belief – demonstrate a high degree of economic flexi-
bility and capacity of structural change. The macroeconomic crises 
have helped the process by inducing growth-enhancing changes in 



structural policies (and, for a while, through the improvements of 
competitiveness caused by large depreciations in the early 1990s). (15) 

These are social and economic arrangements that establish an active state, a state 
with broad responsibilities to the welfare of its citizens, and a state that calls upon a 
significant fraction of the wealth of society to do its work.  What are the moral prin-
ciples that might underly such a conception of a good society?  Here are a few ax-
ioms that seem to be worth considering within such a political philosophy. 

1. Society is a system of interdependency and mutual benefit for all citizens. 
Everyone benefits from being part of a just society. 

2. The moral situation of individuals in society includes several important com-
ponents: 

 1. Individuals within society have rights, liberties, and needs for personal se-
curity. 

 2. Individuals have obligations to each other to help prevent hardship and to 
facilitate full human development. These obligations derive from at least two 
sources: (a) the benefits we all enjoy as a result of social cooperation in a function-
ing society; and (b) the moral recognition we have of the equal human worth and 
dignity of fellow citizens. 

 3. Individuals within society have universal needs to facilitate their full hu-
man development and functioning, including education, health care, housing, and 
adequate nutrition. 

3. Certain core functions for the state follow from these moral ideas: 

 1. The state is obligated to create a system of law that protects the rights, lib-
erties, and security needs of all citizens. 

 2. The state is obligated to serve as one of the important vehicles through 
which our positive obligations to other citizens are honored.  

  1. The state needs to ensure that all citizens have access to education, 
healthcare, and the essentials of life. 



  2. The state needs to provide a safety net for citizens whose earnings 
within the market economy leave them unable to provide for a decent standard of 
living. 

  3. The state is obligated to protect the public from the harmful effects of 
private activities, including regulations concerning health and safety, conditions of 
labor, and environmental harms. 

 3. A handful of moral constraints surround the policies and laws the state 
may adopt: 

  1. The state is authorized to collect taxes to efficiently perform its func-
tions of protecting rights, securing welfare, and regulating harmful activities. 

  2. The state is obligated to be procedurally just and economically effi-
cient in its administration of public programs. 

  3. The policies and laws of the state need to be adopted through a demo-
cratic process in which all citizens have equal voice. 

This formulation highlights a cluster of values that can potentially gain wide sup-
port within a democracy: the equal worth of all individuals, the importance of liber-
ty, the importance of a range of social obligations all citizens have to each other, and 
the idea that the state needs to be articulated in such a way as to embody these 
moral ideas. 

If the theory of the minimal state owes much of its content to John Locke, the more 
extensive state described here owes much of its moral rationale to Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau.  Rousseau brought the moral perspective of the "individual within com-
munity" into the foundations of political philosophy.  Josh Cohen's Rousseau: A 
Free Community of Equals provides an excellent discussion of Rousseau's political 
theory; link. 

(Gosta Esping-Andersen has studied the politics and policies of social democracies 
through a lifetime of writing. Especially important are The Three Worlds of Welfare 
Capitalism and Politics Against Markets: The Social Democratic Road to Power.) 



SECTION 10 
 

A Property-Owning Democracy 
July 25, 2010 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2010/07/property-owning-democracy.html 

John Rawls offered a general set of principles of justice that were formally neutral 
across specific institutions.  However, he also believed that the institutions of a 
"property-owning democracy" are most likely to satisfy the two principles of justice. 
So what is a property-owning democracy? 

In Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (2001) Rawls offered a more explicit discus-
sion of this concept than was offered in A Theory of Justice: Original Edition 
(1971).  Here are several important descriptions: 

Let us distinguish five kinds of regime viewed as social systems, com-
plete with their political, economic, and social institutions: (a) laissez-
faire capitalism; (b) welfare-state capitalism; (c) state socialism with 
a command economy; (d) property-owning democracy; and finally, 
(e) liberal (democratic) socialism. 

Regarding any regime four questions naturally arise.  One is the ques-
tion of right: that is, whether its institutions are right and just.  An-
other is the question of design: that is, whether a regime's institutions 
can be effectively designed to realize its declared aims and objectives.  
This implies a third question: whether citizens, in view of their likely 
interests and ends as shaped by the regime's basic structure, can be 
relied on to comply with just institutions and the rules that apply to 
them in their various offices and positions.  The problem of corruption 
is an aspect of this.  Finally, there is the question of competence: 
whether the tasks assigned to offices and positions would prove sim-
ply too difficult for those likely to hold them.  

 What we would like, of course, are just and effectively designed basic 
institutions that effectively encourage aims and interests necessary to 
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sustain them.  Beyond this, persons should not confront tasks that are 
too difficult for them or that exceed their powers.  Arrangements 
should be fully workable, or practicable.  Much conservative thought 
has focused on the last three questions mentionsed above, criticizing 
the ineffectiveness of the so-called welfare state and its tendencies to-
ward waste and corruption.  But here we focus largely on the first 
question of right and justice, leaving the others aside.  (136-137) 

(Notice that these four questions converge closely with the feasibility conditions on 
reforms mentioned in an earlier post.) 

There is similar but less developed language in the original version of the Theory of 
Justice: 

Throughout the choice between a private-property economy and so-
cialism isleft open; from the standpoint of the theory of justice alone, 
various basic structures would appear to satisfy its principles. (TJ, 
258) 

Rawls argues that the first three alternatives mentioned here (a-c) fail the test of 
justice, in that each violates conditions of the two principles of justice in one way or 
the other.  So only a property-owning democracy and liberal socialism are consis-
tent with the two principles of justice (138).  Another way of putting this conclusion 
is that either regime can be just if it functions as designed, and the choice between 
them is dictated by pragmatic considerations rather than considerations of funda-
mental justice. 

Here is how Rawls describes the fundamental goal of a property-owning democracy: 

In property-owning democracy, ... the aim is to realize in the basic in-
stitutions the idea of society as a fair system of cooperation between 
citizens regarded as free and equal.  To do this, those institutions 
must, from the outset, put in the hands of citizens generally, and not 
only of a few, sufficient productive means for them to be fully cooper-
ating members of society on a footing of equality (140). 

Rawls isn't very explicit about the institutions that constitute a property-owning 
democracy, but here is a general description: 



Both a property-owning democracy and a liberal socialist regime set 
up a constitutional framework for democratic politics, guarantee the 
basic liberties with the fair value of the political liberties and fair 
equality of opportunity, and regulate economic and social inequalities 
by a principle of mutuality, if not by the difference principle.  (138) 

This last point is important:  

For example, background institutions must work to keep property and 
wealth evenly enough shared over time to preserve the fair value of 
the political liberties and fair equality of opportunities over genera-
tions. They do this by laws regulating bequest and inheritance of 
property, and other devices such as taxes, to prevent excessive concen-
trations of private power. (51) 

And concentration of wealth is one of the deficiencies of a near-cousin of the prop-
erty-owning democracy, welfare-state capitalism: 

One major difference is this: the background institutions of property-
owning democracy work to disperse the ownership of wealth and cap-
ital, and thus to prevent a small part of society from controlling the 
economy, and indirectly, political life as well.  By contrast, welfare-
state capitalism permits a small class to have a near monopoly of the 
means of production. (139) [also Collected Papers, p. 419] 

The past thirty years have taken us a great distance away from the social ideal rep-
resented by Rawls's Theory of Justice.  The acceleration of inequalities of income 
and wealth in the US economy is flatly unjust, by Rawls's standards.  The increasing 
-- and now by Supreme Court decision, almost unconstrained -- ability of corpora-
tions to exert influence within political affairs has severely undermined the funda-
mental political equality of all citizens.  And the extreme forms of inequality of op-
portunity and outcome that exist in our society -- and the widening of these gaps in 
recent decades -- violate the basic principles of justice, requiring the full and fair 
equality of political lives of all citizens.  This suggests that Rawls's theory provides 
the basis for a very sweeping critique of existing economic and political institutions. 
In effect, the liberal theorist offers radical criticism of the existing order. 



(Thomas Pogge's John Rawls: His Life and Theory of Justice has a good discussion 
of this topic.)  



SECTION 11 
 

Rousseau the Democrat 

 

August 10, 2010 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2010/08/rousseau-democrat.html 

Rousseau's political philosophy probably represents the richest and most adequate 
view of the moral foundations of the state of any of the great figures in the history of 
political thought. But it is also complex and opaque. Rousseau is usually cast as fall-
ing within the social contract tradition, according to which the legitimacy of the 
state depends on the hypothetical consent of the governed. This puts him in discus-
sion with Hobbes and Locke. But he had substantive and radical ideas about free-
dom and equality that separate him sharply from these British theorists. His ideas 
about freedom and equality made him a prime candidate for the title, "philosopher 
of the French Revolution". He offered a sometimes mysterious theory of the "gener-
al will" as the central focus of politics; but philosophers have offered wildly different 
interpretations of the meaning of this concept. And, unlike Locke, Hobbes, or Mill, 
Rousseau had an elaborate theory of psychology -- the motivations that lead social 
actors to behave as they do and the processes of social construction through which 
they come to have these characteristics. This theory appears to fit into his social phi-
losophy, but it isn't perfectly clear how. 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2010/08/rousseau-democrat.html


It is for these reasons that Josh Cohen's recently published Rousseau: A Free 
Community of Equals is such an important contribution. The book is an exceptional 
achievement. Cohen offers a coherent, developed interpretation of Rousseau's theo-
ry; he provides clear statements of the central ideas and shows how they tie togeth-
er; and he makes use of virtually all of Rousseau's enormous corpus to tease out 
Rousseau's intricate line of thought. Cohen demonstrates that Rousseau's theory is 
not simply a series of aphorisms, but is rather a detailed and subtle logical argu-
ment, with premises and inferences that can be rigorously reconstructed. It is a full 
philosophy of politics. Most basically, Cohen shows how philosophical principles, 
institutional assumptions, and psychological theories are intended to tie together 
into a coherent view of a democratic society. 

This is an enormously difficult task to have accomplished. Just take the Social Con-
tract as your starting point and you are inclined to emphasize chiefly the relations 
between institutions and freedom. Just take Emile or the Confessions as the point of 
origin and the emphasis will be on the individual's development. And if you begin 
with the more applied parts of Rousseau's work -- the constitution for Poland, for 
example -- and you are likely enough to get lost in a forest of institutional details. In 
other words -- three Rousseau's. Cohen has paid close attention to all these compo-
nents of Rousseau's thought, and he has succeeded in showing how they all con-
tribute to a single, coherent line of thought. 

The key idea in Cohen's construction is the notion of a "free community of 
equals." (This is also the subtitle of the book.) Each part of the phrase demands 
analysis -- equality, freedom, and community, and unpacking them provides a basis 
for a nuanced and powerful political philosophy. The phrase also invokes the central 
problem of political philosophy, the contradiction between security and freedom: 
how is it possible to find personal security within a state (and therefore being sub-
ject to coercive laws), while fully maintaining one's freedom and autonomy? Here is 
how Cohen puts the solution he attributes to Rousseau: 

The essential point about content is that Rousseau's solution requires that individ-
uals commit to regarding themselves as belonging to a political community whose 
members are committed to regarding one other as equals: acknowledging one an-
other as political equals, with equal status in establishing the laws; recognizing 
one another as equally subject to the laws; and agreeing to regulate their associa-
tion by reference to reasons of the common good, which gives equal weight to the 
good of each citizen. (Kindle loc 221) 



This formulation captures every element of the solution: equality, the common 
good, and a consequent situation of full autonomy. The citizen is autonomous (self-
legislating) because he/she has willed the creation of exactly this system of law. The 
common good referred to here is the "general will"; and Cohen makes a good case 
for understanding that this concept is one that comes down to the individual per-
ceiving and willing outcomes that serve the whole of the citizenry. 

Citizens also have their own particular interests; so the situation described here, 
where all citizens give priority to the common good over their particular interests is 
one that requires a fairly specific bundle of institutions and motivations. And Cohen 
demonstrates that Rousseau methodically explores these institutional and behav-
ioral requirements. 

Cohen analyzes the idea of a community as being regulated by the general will into a 
conjunction of four conditions: 

•  GW1 Particular Interest Condition [citizens have separate, particular interests] 

•  GW2 Common Good Condition [citizens publicly share a common under-
standing of the common good] 

•  GW3 Priority Condition [each citizen gives priority to reasons having to do with 
the common good over those concerning particular interests] 

•  GW4 Reasonable Confidence Condition [citizens can be confident that their 
institutions conform to their shared conception of the common good] 

It is evident that these are strong conditions. So it is incumbent on Rousseau (and 
Cohen) to demonstrate that they are singly possible and jointly consistent. If these 
points cannot be established, then the idea of a general will is useless. If the condi-
tions are possible and consistent, then there is a further question to investigate: 
what empirical conditions (institutions, processes of individual moral development) 
are needed to establish and sustain them? 

Another fascinating line of thought in the book is Cohen's attempt to reconstruct 
Rousseau's argument for the "natural goodness" of the human being. It is a complex 
argument and one I found highly convincing as an interpretation of Rousseau. And 
the issue is simply crucial; if this argument cannot be made out, then the free com-
munity of equals is an impossibility. 



Much of Cohen's work here is that of philosophical reconstruction: what were 
Rousseau's positions and reasons? This is descriptive work, and doesn't require that 
Cohen evaluate the theory. (In fact, we can ask the question whether this is simply a 
hypothetical reconstruction of a Rousseau-like theory, or whether we are to under-
stand that Rousseau actually had these logical connections and explications clearly 
in mind.) But beyond the explicative work, it is plain that there is much in 
Rousseau's conceptions of equality, freedom, participation, and democracy that Co-
hen admires deeply and regards as fruitful for contemporary discussions of democ-
racy. There are also a few important threads that he is distinctly not pleased by: in 
particular, the exclusion of women, of course, and Rousseau's sometimes incipient 
communitarianism. The latter makes for the possibility of an ethnically or national-
istically grounded community, rather than a community of simple moral equals. 
And Rousseau sometimes seems to suggest that only a highly uniform community is 
likely to satisfy the conditions above -- a discouraging finding for those of us inter-
ested in a creating a democratic, multicultural world. 

There is a particularly important meta-level point that emerges from Cohen's book 
and that seems to be fully embedded in Rousseau's thought process: the importance 
of addressing the question of social justice in full detail from three interrelated per-
spectives. We need a convincing set of moral principles that help to define what the 
most important features of a just society are. We need an analysis of some of the in-
stitutional requirements that these principles present; an idea of the kinds of insti-
tutions that could satisfy the principles. And we need an analysis of human psychol-
ogy -- both the fixed parts and the malleable parts -- that would either support or 
undermine these institutions and principles. In other words, social philosophy re-
quires a concrete study of institutions and psychology if we are to succeed in arriv-
ing at convincing and practical models of a good society. And Rousseau seems to 
have understood this imperative in greater detail than other contributors to the tra-
ditions of political philosophy. 

Here is a schematic representation of major parts of Cohen's analysis of Rousseau: 



 



SECTION 12 
 

The Moral Emotions of Liberal Democ-
racy 

 

October 2, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/09/the-moral-emotions-of-liberal-democracy.html 

Recent discussions in a class on democracy and the politics of hate (link) have been 
very stimulating and thought provoking. We have spent several weeks discussing 
Rawls's ideas in Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (JF) about the features of social 
life in a just society that might serve to make a just democracy stable over time. 
Rawls explicitly raises the question of the stability of a just society -- the question of 
whether citizens within such a society develop the social psychology necessary to 
support its institutions. Do just institutions work to create the moral emotions in its 
citizens that are necessary to sustain those institutions? This question seems to have 
two parts. Will citizens acquire the motivation to act in accordance with the re-
quirements of justice and the constitution? And will citizens acquire the motivation 
to actively defend the institutions of democracy when they are threatened? The first 
might be thought of as a fairly routine duty of reciprocity, whereas the second is 
more demanding. 

Here is how Rawls raises the question of the stability of a just society: 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/09/the-moral-emotions-of-liberal-democracy.html


The second part of the argument concerns the question of the stability of justice as 
fairness. This is the question whether justice as fairness is able to generate sufficient 
support for itself. The parties are to ask whether people who grow up in a society well 
ordered by the two principles of justice … acquire a sufficiently strong and effective sense 
of justice so that they normally comply with just arrangements and are not moved to act 
otherwise, say, by social envy and spite, or by a will to dominate or a tendency to submit. 
(JF 54.2) 

Rawls does not believe this is inevitable, because a liberal democracy is committed 
to pluralism and a diversity of "comprehensive conceptions of the good." And some 
of those conceptions are fundamentally anti-democratic. 

Given the actual comprehensive views existing in society, no matter what their content, 
there is plainly no guarantee that justice as fairness, or any reasonable conception for a 
democratic regime, can gain the support of an overlapping consensus and in that way 
underwrite the stability of its political institutions. Many doctrines are plainly 
incompatible with the values of democracy. (11.6) 

But Rawls does believe that it is likely that a just society will create the basis for sta-
bility and continuing support by its citizens. Rawls's ideas of the citizen's sense of 
justice, the idea of an overlapping consensus, and the idea of a well-ordered society 
provide an embryonic theory of a political sociology for liberal democracy: citizens 
living in a society that they regard as just are likely (in Rawls's view) to gain a moral 
psychology of trust and loyalty that leads them to act in support of the institutions 
of liberal democracy. He appears to believe that the conditions of justice — equal 
liberties, fair system of economic cooperation, limited inequalities that work to 
everyone’s advantage — work to encourage a specific kind of “overlapping consen-
sus”. And he believes that these social arrangements will be respected and adhered 
to because they are seen to be good for each individual and good for society. Finally, 
he believes that this will contribute to a social psychology of cohesion and political 
commitment that will make a just society with a secure liberal democracy a socio-
logically stable set of arrangements. 

When they believe that institutions or social practices are just, or fair … citizens are ready 
and willing to do their part in those arrangements provided they have sufficient 
assurance that others will also do theirs. (59.1) 



A well-ordered society is stable, then, because citizens are satisfied, all things considered, 
with the basic structure of their society. (60.4) 

Thus Rawls seems to advance the idea that children who are raised within a well-
ordered society in which the requirements of justice are largely satisfied will devel-
op into adults who have a sense of justice and a motivated and reasoned willingness 
to support the institutions of this society. But this idea raises a number of difficult 
questions. Is this a plausible view? Is it partially true? Is it just wishful thinking? 
And is this "moral emotion" sufficient to create the level of active support that a lib-
eral democracy needs in times of stress? 

So far we have an argument for the emergence of a set of moral emotions that pro-
duce actions based on reciprocity -- compliance with institutions and laws that ben-
efit us all. This is a limited view of what is needed to stabilize democracy in the face 
of anti-democratic attacks, however. 

And what about the countervailing, anti-democratic emotions that are so evident 
today? Rawls refers to “special attitudes” like envy or spite that may interfere with 
the moral emotions supporting justice. But we must also consider special attitudes 
more specific to current concerns in a contested democracy: hatred, fear, mistrust, 
bigotry, and racism. These latter emotions are the building blocks of mobilization 
for social movements based on division and hate -- the politics of the extreme right, 
and current circumstances in the world make clear how much of a threat to liberal 
democracy these movements are. Do ordinary human beings have these motiva-
tions? And do they undermine the stability of justice? Is there an ongoing contest 
within a pluralistic society between the emotions of justice and the emotions of 
hate? 

There is another question to pose as well: are the political motivations that Rawls 
postulates strong enough to ensure the stability of democracy in the presence of 
militant attack by the political organizations of the extreme right? Do the emotions 
of fair reciprocity suffice to defeat the aggressive and violent groups of white su-
premacists we now confront in our society? Stability of a constitutional democracy 
requires a willingness of citizens to extend themselves in its defense, to act altruisti-
cally in support of principle, and to make sacrifices for its preservation during times 
of crisis or stress. The journalist in Turkey who continues to publish her investiga-
tive reports even in the face of threats and coercion from the state or non-state ac-



tors is an example. It would seem, then, that the motivations needed in support of 
democratic citizenship go beyond a simple disposition to act according to the law 
and constitution, which might be described as "duties of reciprocity". There seems 
to be another aspect of the motivational relationship between an individual and the 
society in which he or she lives -- what we refer to as patriotism, love of country, or 
devotion to the constitution and political institutions of a just society. What are 
these motivations? How do they arise within citizens? 

Abraham Lincoln's writings about democracy prior to the American Civil War evoke 
this question in particularly powerful ways. He captures effortlessly the idea of an 
individual's moral allegiance to country, to fellow citizens, and to the institutions 
that establish the environment of "equality and liberty for all". Especially memo-
rable are the final lines of his first Inaugural Address in 1861: 

I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though 
passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of 
memory, stretching from every battlefield, and patriot grave, to every living heart and 
hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again 
touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature. 

These are powerful words, and what they evoke is important: the moral emotions of 
patriotism based on a reasoned recognition of the justice of the constitutional 
arrangements and values of one's country. This is not nationalism or an expression 
of ethnic loyalty; rather, it is an appeal to a powerful civil emotion -- the emotion of 
commitment to an existing constitutional order. 

It is evident, then, that this topic requires significant empirical and theoretical re-
search. What kinds of moral emotions are needed to sustain a liberal democracy? 
What is "democratic loyalty and patriotism", and how does it emerge as an active 
feature of the moral psychology of citizens within a democracy? What conditions are 
needed in society to lead to the cultivation and extension of these emotions? Will 
citizens nurtured within circumstances governed by the principles of justice acquire 
the motivations needed to sustain the institutions in which the principles of justice 
are embodied? When democracy is threatened, will its citizens come to its defense? 



SECTION 13 
 

Pragmatist Arguments for Democracy 

 

November 25, 2012 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2012/11/pragmatist-arguments-for-democracy.html 

Jack Knight and Jim Johnson engage in a particular kind of political theory in their 
recent The Priority of Democracy: Political Consequences of Pragmatism.  They 
want to consider "democracies" as existing social systems embodying particular in-
stances of various kinds of institutions. They want to know how those institutions 
are likely to emerge, and they want to know how they function in real social settings. 
Their work falls within the general methodology of "comparative analysis of politi-
cal-economic institutions." 

Here is how they describe the tasks of political theory: 

The first analytical task requires that we identify the set of feasible so-
cial institutions, examine their respective features, and delineate the 
conditions necessary for the effective operation of different members 
of the set. (13) 
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The second task is explanatory: to account for how specific alternatives emerged 
over others to become the preponderant institutions in a given society.  And the 
third task is normative: to show how we can compare alternative institutions in 
terms of their contribution to the social good. 

They offer a particularly succinct description of the situation of politics: diversity 
across a population and conflicts of interest within the population. 

Politics, in large part, is a response to diversity. It reflects a seemingly 
incontrovertible condition -- any imaginable human population is 
heterogeneous across multiple, overlapping dimensions, including 
material interests, moral and ethical commitments, and cultural at-
tachments. The most important implication of this diversity is that 
disagreement and conflict are unavoidable. This is, in part, not only 
because the individuals and groups who constitute any population are 
diverse in the ways just suggested but because that diversity is ir-
reducible. There simply is no neutral institutional arrangement that 
will accommodate their competing demands and projects without 
leaving some remainder over which they still disagree. (1) 

The challenge of politics is to create institutions that permit decision making for a 
whole society in light of this irreducible diversity, and avoiding dictatorship and vio-
lence in the process. 

So what is pragmatist about the theory of democracy they offer? One feature is fairly 
straightforward; it owes a lot to John Dewey's ideas about democracy.  And Dewey 
thought that democracy should be justified on the pragmatic grounds that it created 
ways of resolving conflicts that were less costly than violence and coercion.  More 
fundamentally, a pragmatist justification for democracy is one that attempts to 
show that the effects of democratic institutions are overall better for society than 
those of any of the alternatives. "Pragmatists assess the value of their choices and 
actions in terms of the consequences of those choices and actions" (194). So the jus-
tification of an institution derives from its overall effectiveness (in conjunction with 
other institutions) in securing desirable outcomes. 

We defend here a pragmatist justification of democracy. It is ground-
ed in a set of claims about the fundamental importance of effective in-
stitutions for our ongoing social interactions. It rests on the vital role 



that democratic decision making plays in achieving and maintaining 
the effectiveness of those institutions. It attends to the different tasks 
of political theory -- the analytical, the explanatory, and the norma-
tive. (93) 

Another aspect of the authors' view of pragmatism has to do with the anti-founda-
tionalism that is associated with pragmatism.  Political theory cannot work on the 
assumption that there is a final truth about political institutions; rather, arguments 
and conclusions are fallible and contestable. But a steady point of reference is an as-
sessment of how the institutions that a political philosophy advocates will actually 
work for the population governed by those institutions. We test the recipe by tasting 
the pudding. 

A central part of their justification of the priority of democracy revolves around the 
idea of reflexivity. 

What do we mean when we say that democratic institutions operate 
in a reflexive manner? The reflexivity of democratic arrangements 
derives from the fact that political argument -- again, increasingly so 
to the extent that it transpires under the appropriate conditions -- re-
quires relevant parties to assert, defend, and revise their own views 
and to entertain, challenge, or accept those of others. It derives, in 
other words, from ongoing disagreement and conflict. (161) 

This condition reflects the idea that debate functions at two levels: at a meta-level 
when political theorists consider the pro's and con's of various institutional 
arrangements; and at an object level, when parties within a democracy express their 
views and reasons about particular policies. 

Knight and Johnson refer to a handful of types of institutions that seem to hang to-
gether in terms of the idea of governing and managing conflicts over resources and 
power in a modern society (7ff.). They refer to -- 

 • Economic exchange (markets) 

 • Distribution of the franchise 

 • Constitutional politics 



 • Democratic decision making 

 • Property rights and common pool resources 

As they point out, each of these families of institutions encompasses a wide range of 
institutional alternatives; in fact, the constant fact of institutional diversity is one of 
their persistent themes.  A realized democratic society is one that has developed 
specific institutional arrangements in each of these areas. And it is their central ar-
gument that democratic institutions need to have priority in the process of choosing 
other institutional arrangements.  

In particular, when Knight and Johnson argue for the priority of democracy, they 
are centrally concerned to show that democratic institutions have priority over 
market institutions.  They concede that there are many tasks where decentralized 
markets are more efficient ways of handling social and economic conflicts; but they 
argue that we are nonetheless better off overall to give priority to the institutions of 
democratic decision-making. Democracy protects the equal voice of all citizens in 
collective decisions, and markets do not. 

So what are the most important beneficial consequences that make democracy a 
good idea? Here is their summary: 

We contend that relative to the other existing institutional alterna-
tives, democracy is better at (1) facilitating experimentalism on insti-
tutional choice, (2) monitoring and maintaining institutional effec-
tiveness (particularly in regard to appropriate conditions), and (3) 
reflexively monitoring its own effectiveness. The capacity of democra-
cy to better satisfy these fundamental requirements of modern, social-
ly diverse societies provides an important reason for endorsing 
democracy as the best means of collective governance. It grounds our 
pragmatist case for the priority of democracy. (261) 

In reviewing the arguments advanced by Knight and Johnson, it is striking to notice 
the virtual absence of the normative arguments offered by democratic theorists 
from Rousseau to Amartya Sen: Democracy is good because it respects the moral 
equality of all, it embodies the broadest realization of human freedom, and it con-
duces to greater human fulfillment and sociality.  By putting their eggs in the prag-
matist and consequentialist basket, Knight and Johnson seem to have forsaken the 



reasons some theorists have found democratic principles most convincing -- their 
connection to a fully realized and socialized human life. How would we respond to 
their argument if the calculation had led to a different outcome: a benevolent all-
powerful bureaucracy does a slightly better job than democracy at securing the so-
cial goods they are interested in counting? Would we then be forced to conclude 
that benevolent bureaucratic dictatorship is the better system after all?  Probably 
not, for most of us. And perhaps this casts some doubt on the pragmatist method in 
this instance. 



SECTION 14 
 

The Democratic Dilemma of Trust 

 

April 28, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/04/the-democratic-dilemma-of-trust.html 

In 2007 Chuck Tilly published an intriguing historical and theoretical study of the 
politics of equality and voice, Democracy. The book is a study of the historical 
movements towards greater democracy -- and likewise, the forces that lead to de-
democratization. The threat currently posed to western democracies by the rise of 
radical populism makes it worthwhile thinking once more about some of these theo-
ries. 

Here is the definition that Tilly offers for democracy throughout the book: "In this 
simplified perspective, a regime is democratic to the degree that political relations 
between the state and its citizens feature broad, equal, protected and mutually bind-
ing consultation" (13-14). 

And here is how he defines these four crucial features of democratic institutions: 

The terms broad, equal, protected, and mutually binding identify four partly inde-
pendent dimensions of variation among regimes. Here are rough descriptions of 
the four dimensions: 
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 1. Breadth: From only a small segment of the population enjoying extensive 
rights, the rest being largely excluded from public politics, to very wide political 
inclusion of people under the state’s jurisdiction (at one extreme, every household 
has its own distinctive relation to the state, but only a few households have full 
rights of citizenship; at the other, all adult citizens belong to the same homoge-
neous category of citizenship) 

 2. Equality: From great inequality among and within categories of citizens 
to extensive equality in both regards (at one extreme, ethnic categories fall into a 
well-defined rank order with very unequal rights and obligations; at the other, 
ethnicity has no significant connection with political rights or obligations and 
largely equal rights prevail between native-born and naturalized citizens) 

 3. Protection: From little to much protection against the state’s arbitrary 
action (at one extreme, state agents constantly use their power to punish personal 
enemies and reward their friends; at the other, all citizens enjoy publicly visible 
due process) 

 4. Mutually binding consultation: From non-binding and/or extremely 
asymmetrical to mutually binding (at one extreme, seekers of state benefits must 
bribe, cajole, threaten, or use third-party influence to get anything at all; at the 
other, state agents have clear, enforceable obligations to deliver benefits by cate-
gory of recipient) (14-15) 

It is interesting to observe that this definition of democracy gives all of its attention 
to the behavior of government and the relationship of government to its citizenry. 
But twentieth-century history, and the early decades of the twenty-first century, 
make it clear that anti-democracy dwells in citizens as well as authoritarian wielders 
of state power. The use of coercion and violence is not the monopoly of the state. In 
Fascists Michael Mann emphasizes the role of fascist paramilitary organizations in 
the rise of fascism in Germany, Italy, and other organizations, and their brutal use 
of violence against their "enemies". And his treatment of ethnic cleansing in The 
Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing likewise makes it clear that 
the impulses of right-wing organizations in civil society can lead to murderous vio-
lence in contemporary settings as well. This appears to be relevant in India today, 
with the blending of BJP party organizations and extremist nationalist organiza-
tions in civil society in the fomenting of anti-Muslim violence. So anti-democratic 
impulses are by no means the terrain of authoritarian states only. Contemporary 



white supremacist organizations in the United States seem to represent exactly this 
kind of danger. 

The definition and explications that Tilly offers here can be understood in a norma-
tive way. Higher scores in these four dimensions mean a better society -- a more 
democratic society. But they can also be understood as contributing to a political 
psychology of democracy: "This is what it will take for a democracy to be stable and 
enduring." Citizens need to have rights of participation; these rights need to be gen-
uinely equal; citizens need to be protected from arbitrary state action; and impor-
tant decisions of public policy need to be decided through institutions and rules that 
bind state actors. And they need to be confident in each of these conditions in their 
existing political institutions. 

One of the factors that Tilly emphasizes in his account of political democracy is the 
role of trust -- trust between rulers and citizens, and of course, between citizens and 
rulers. There is an intimate connection between trust and that crucial idea of demo-
cratic theory, "consent of the governed". Paying taxes, obeying local laws, accepting 
conscription -- these are all democratic duties; but they are also largely voluntary, in 
the sense that enforcement is sporadic and only partially effective. Participants need 
to trust that these duties apply to all citizens, and that everyone is, roughly speak-
ing, accepting his or her share of the burdens. If the governed have lost trust in the 
political institutions that govern them, then their continuing consent is in question. 

Here and elsewhere (Trust and Rule) Tilly puts a lot of his chips on his idea of "trust 
networks" as a primary vehicle of social trust. But here Tilly seems to miss the boat 
a bit. He does not address the broad question of institutional trust; rather, his trust 
concepts all fall at the more local and individual-to-individual end of the spectrum. 
He characterizes trust as a relationship (81), which is fair enough; but the terms of 
the relationship are other individuals, not institutions or practices. 

Trust networks, to put it more formally, contain ramified interpersonal connec-
tions, consisting mainly of strong ties, within which people set valued, consequen-
tial, long-term resources and enterprises at risk to the malfeasance, mistakes, or 
failures of others. (81) 

Trust networks gain political importance when they intersect with patron-client re-
lationships with governing elites; groups are able to secure benefits when their net-
work is able to negotiate a favorable settlement of a policy issue, and then deliver 
the behavior (voting, demonstrations, public support) of the individuals within the 



trust network in question. This might be an ethnic or racial group, a regional associ-
ation (farmers, small business owners), or a political advocacy movement (envi-
ronmentalists, anti-tax activists). So trust is involved in making government work in 
these circumstances; but it is not trust between citizen and government, but rather 
among citizens within their own trust networks, and between the powerful and the 
spokespersons of these networks (link). 

In fact, current mistrust in government seems to rest heavily on trust networks 
within the right: trust in Fox News, trust in Breitbart, trust in the organizations and 
leaders of the right, trust in the extended network represented by the Tea Party, 
trust in fellow members of various right-wing organizations who may be neighbors 
or Twitter sources. 

But the challenge to our current democratic institutions seems to have to do with a 
loss of institutional trust -- trust, confidence, and reliance in our basic institutions. 

So the question here is this: why have large segments of the populations of western 
democracies lost a substantial amount of trust in the institutions of governance in 
their democracies? Why does the idea of a social contract in which everyone bene-
fits from cooperation and public policy no longer have the grip that it needs to have 
if democracy is to thrive? 

One answer seems evident, but perhaps too superficial: there has been a concerted 
campaign for at least fifty years of cultivating mistrust of government in the United 
States and other countries that has led to cynicism in many, rejection of government 
policy and the legitimacy of taxation in others, and loony resistance in others. 
(Think of the 2016 Malheur National Wildlife Refuge occupation, for example, and 
the extremist anti-government ideologies expressed by its activists.) This is propa-
ganda, a deliberate effort to shape political attitudes and beliefs through the tech-
niques of Madison Avenue. Grover Norquist's explicit political goal was expressed in 
vivid terms: "My goal 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." This suggests that mistrust 
of government is due, in part anyway, to the results of a highly effective marketing 
campaign by conservatives aimed at producing exactly that mistrust in a significant 
portion of the population. The slogans and political language of extremist populism 
are chosen with exactly this effect in mind -- to lead followers to despise and mis-
trust the "elites" who govern them in Washington (or Lansing, Albany, and Sacra-
mento). It is genuinely shocking to see conservative activists challenging the legiti-



macy of state action in support of maintaining public health in the Covid-19 pan-
demic; if this is not a legitimate role for government, one wonders, what ever would 
be? 

What gave conservatives and now right-wing populists and white nationalists the 
ability to mobilize significant numbers of citizens in support of their anti-govern-
ment rhetoric? In Deeply Divided: Racial Politics and Social Movements in Postwar 
America McAdam and Kloos offer the basis for explaining the decline of trust in US 
politics to two fundamental issues -- white resentment over the new politics of race 
from roughly 1960 forward (positioning some voters to believe they are no longer 
getting their fair share), and the rising levels of inequality of wealth, income, and 
quality of life in the United States (leading some voters to believe they have been left 
out of the prosperity of the late twentieth century). These general factors made po-
litical mobilization around a conservative, anti-government, and racialized politics 
feasible; and conservative GOP leaders eagerly stepped forward to make use of this 
political wedge. (McAdam and Kloos provide an astounding collection of quotes by 
Republican candidates for president against Barack Obama in vile, racist terms.) 
(Here are earlier discussions of McAdam and Kloos; link, link, link.) 

So what features of political and social life are likely to enhance trust in basic social 
institutions? Tilly refers first to Robert Putnam's discussions of civic engagement 
and social capital, in Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy 
and Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. But he is 
not satisfied with Putnam's basic hypothesis -- that greater civic engagement leads 
to greater trust in political institutions, and eventually to a broader level of consent 
among citizens. Instead, he turns to theorizing about the challenges of democratic 
governance by Mark Warren, which he summarizes as "the democratic dilemma of 
trust" (93), and the potential that deliberative democracy has for rekindling democ-
ratic trust. 

The deliberative solution, which Warren himself prefers, bridges the gap by mak-
ing democratic deliberation and trust mutually complementary: the very process 
of deliberation generates trust, but the existence of trust facilitates deliberation. 
(93) 

But significantly, Tilly does not take this line of thought very far; and he doesn't ex-
plicitly recognize that the trust to which Warren refers is categorically different 
from that involved in Tilly's own concept of a trust network. 



I am surprised to discover that I find Tilly's treatment of democracy to be deficient 
precisely because it is too much in the realist tradition of political science (link). 
Tilly's theories of politics and the state, and the relationship between state and citi-
zen, are too much committed to the cost-benefit calculations of rulers and the gov-
erned. This places him in the middle of fairly standard "positive" theories of democ-
racy that have dominated American political science for decades. Tilly pays no heed 
here -- and I cannot think of broader treatments elsewhere in his writings -- to the 
political importance of the "mystic chords of memory" and the "better angels of our 
nature". Those were the words of Abraham Lincoln in his first inaugural address, 
and they refer to the political emotions and commitments that secure us to a set of 
political institutions that we support, not because of the narrow shopping list of 
benefits and burdens that they offer, but because of their fundamental justice and 
their compatibility with our ideals of equality and personhood. But surely a democ-
racy depends ultimately and its ability to cultivate that kind of trust and commit-
ment among many of its citizens. Chuck, you've let us down! 

##### 

Here are Abraham Lincoln's closing words in his First Inaugural Address (March 4, 
1861), expressing to his commitment to preserve the Union: 

While the people retain their virtue, and vigilance, no administration, 
by any extreme of wickedness or folly, can very seriously injure the 
government, in the short space of four years.  

My countrymen, one and all, think calmly and well, upon this whole 
subject. Nothing valuable can be lost by taking time. If there be an ob-
ject to hurry any of you, in hot haste, to a step which you would never 
take deliberately, that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no 
good object can be frustrated by it. Such of you as are now dissatis-
fied, still have the old Constitution unimpaired, and, on the sensitive 
point, the laws of your own framing under it; while the new adminis-
tration will have no immediate power, if it would, to change either. If 
it were admitted that you who are dissatisfied, hold the right side in 
the dispute, there still is no single good reason for precipitate action. 
Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him, who 



has never yet forsaken this favored land, are still competent to adjust, 
in the best way, all our present difficulty.  

In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is 
the momentous issue of civil war. The government will not assail you. 
You can have no conflict, without being yourselves the aggressors. 
You have no oath registered in Heaven to destroy the government, 
while I shall have the most solemn one to "preserve, protect and de-
fend" it.  

I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be 
enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our 
bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from 
every battle-field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearth-
stone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, 
when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our 
nature. 



SECTION 15 
 

How Good Is Deliberative Democracy? 

 

July 23, 2009 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/07/how-good-is-deliberative-democracy.html 

The basic idea of deliberative democracy is an appealing one. Suppose we are faced 
with this basic problem of social choice. There is an important issue facing a com-
munity. There are a small number of policy options that might be chosen. The 
community wants to choose among these options "democratically." There are sever-
al ways in which this task might be approached. First, the options might simply be 
rank-ordered by a referendum. It takes an hour, the votes are counted, and a deci-
sion is reached. "The ayes have it." Or, second, the options might be the subject of 
an extensive community-based forum, involving substantial debate and discussion 
of each option. Then, at the end of the period of debate, the community might be 
asked to select its preferred option -- this time, however, in a context in which vot-
ers have adjusted their thinking according to the facts and values that were involved 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/07/how-good-is-deliberative-democracy.html


in the discussion. Citizens have learned from each other, and many have changed 
their prior beliefs and preferences. 

The approach that starts and ends with voting among alternatives has a major 
shortcoming: no one gets a chance to make persuasive arguments to other citizens; 
no one has the opportunity of having his/her own beliefs challenged; no one is ex-
posed to new facts or novel considerations that might make a difference in the 
choice. In other words, the "vote first" approach simply takes people's preferences 
and beliefs as fixed, and looks at the problem of choice as simply one of aggregating 
these antecedent preferences.  

The deliberative approach, by contrast, looks at belief formation as itself a cumula-
tive and reasonable process; one in which the individual needs to have the opportu-
nity to think through the facts and values that surround the choice; and, crucially, 
one in which exposure to other people's reasoning is an important part of arriving at 
a sound conclusion. 

Notice how different this process is by comparison with the talk radio paradigm -- 
short blasts of opinion by people whose opinions are already fully cast in concrete; 
no opportunity for "listening for learning" among the participants; no willingness to 
keep an open mind in consideration of a factually and morally complex issue. 

It seems intuitively persuasive that a belief in democracy ought to lead to a belief in 
deliberative democracy: informed and reflective preferences expressed by citizens 
who have taken the time to listen to the views of their fellow citizens. The advan-
tages of deliberative democracy might include several good things: 

 • a greater likelihood of a good decision (because citizens do a more ade-
quate job of canvassing the facts and values that ought to guide the decision);  

 • a deeper understanding of the idea of rational deliberation about what to 
do; and  

 • a greater likelihood of mutual understanding and consensus among citi-
zens.  

The first point is a version of the idea of the wisdom of the crowd; by surfacing the 
beliefs, values, and perspectives of numerous people we are enabled to arrive at a 
more adequate understanding of the complexities of the problem at hand. The sec-
ond point expresses the intuition that rationality doesn't concern itself merely with 



finding the best means of accomplishing a given end, but also in deliberating about 
the ends themselves. The third point is a version of Rousseau's idea of the general 
will or Rawls's idea of reflective equilibrium: the idea that citizens will come to a 
shared understanding of each other's reasoning and to something closer to agree-
ment, by engaging in spirited dialogue with each other. So a political community is 
one that has engaged in deep and respectful dialogue. And a deliberative communi-
ty will be a stable community with bonds of civility that sustain it through rancorous 
issues. This appears to be Rawls's view in Political Liberalism. (Though for a con-
trary view about the value of deliberative democracy, see Ian Shapiro's The State of 
Democratic Theory.) 

James Fishkin has written quite a bit on the subject of deliberative democracy, from 
the level of pure normative theory to the level of practical implementation. See 
When the People Speak: Deliberative Democracy and Public Consultation and De-
bating Deliberative Democracy. On the practical end of the spectrum, Fishkin has 
developed a technique he refers to as "deliberative polling" -- "a technique which 
combines deliberation in small group discussions with scientific random sampling 
to provide public consultation for public policy and for electoral issues" (link). Here 
is how the technique is described:  

Deliberative Polling® is an attempt to use television and public opin-
ion research in a new and constructive way. A random, representa-
tive sample is first polled on the targeted issues. After this baseline 
poll, members of the sample are invited to gather at a single place for 
a weekend in order to discuss the issues. Carefully balanced briefing 
materials are sent to the participants and are also made publicly 
available. The participants engage in dialogue with competing ex-
perts and political leaders based on questions they develop in small 
group discussions with trained moderators. Parts of the weekend 
events are broadcast on television, either live or in taped and edited 
form. After the deliberations, the sample is again asked the original 
questions. The resulting changes in opinion represent the conclusions 
the public would reach, if people had opportunity to become more in-
formed and more engaged by the issues. link 

The goal of this method is to allow the researcher to infer to a hypothetical result: 
what values, judgments, or choices would a group of citizens have arrived at if they 



had undergone an extensive process of deliberation about the issue? For example, 
the technique has been applied to the question of Vermont's energy future: 

The Deliberative Poll® questioned an initial random sample of Ver-
monters, recruited them to spend a weekend deliberating the issues of 
how Vermont should meet its future electricity needs, and then ques-
tioned them again at the conclusion of the weekend sessions. The re-
sults addressed a large number of policy issues: for example, what re-
liance should be placed on energy efficiency and on energy from vari-
ous sources like wind, nuclear, and hydro in meeting Vermont’s future 
electricity needs; whether the state should continue to buy energy 
from existing suppliers and whether the state should rely more on a 
few large central facilities or a larger number of smaller and more 
geographically distributed ones. (link) 

The approach offers several things: first, a concrete tool for approximating a delib-
erative process; but second, and more important, some concrete empirical evidence 
permitting assessment of the foundational question -- does a process of deliberation 
change citizens' attitudes, beliefs, and preferences? And the answer appears to be 
"yes": deliberation influences ultimate choices. (It is worth visiting the website for 
the Center for Deliberative Democracy at Stanford University.) 

Here is another interesting example -- a current effort to gain more insight into in-
formed public opinion about a highly complex issue: the principles on the basis of 
which U.S. citizens make judgments about what health conditions ought to be in-
cluded in healthcare coverage. The Center for Healthcare Decisions in California 
(link) recently released the results of a study on citizens' values surrounding health-
care policy. The study is "What Matters Most: Californians' Priorities for Healthcare 
Coverage," and it is an effort to get a more nuanced understanding of the considera-
tions that citizens appeal to in trying to sort out issues of health policy. The study 
involved interviews with hundreds of respondents, based on a number of vignettes 
describing healthcare needs. The respondents were asked to recommend rate the 
priority of the vignette for inclusion within the list of conditions covered by a health 
plan. For example: 

Scenario: A 24-year-old woman has long- standing asthma that prevents her from 
being active. With an inhaler and medications, she can live a more normal life. 



Questions: 1) On a scale of 1 to 10, what priority would you give to cover this if you 
were designing a health plan for a general population in California? 2) Given that 
the more that health insurance covers, the more the plan may cost you and others, 
would you want health insurance to cover this service or not?  

Researchers then followed up with focus group discussions of the same vignettes in 
order to arrive at a better understanding of the underlying reasoning that seemed to 
be at work. The results are fascinating; there is a nuanced but principled set of val-
ues that seem to guide most people's judgments about the vignettes. The executive 
summary is here. 

Both these approaches are interesting for much the same reason: they provide a ba-
sis for delving more deeply into the reasoning and values that citizens use when 
they arrive at judgments about complex and important issues. And they suggest 
ways in which some of the guiding intuitions underlying the theory of deliberative 
democracy might be introduced into practical political processes.  

Is it realistic to imagine that deliberative democracy might become more of our cus-
tomary way of making decisions about complex issues? 



SECTION 16 
 

Citzens’ Assemblies  

 

April 23, 2010 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2010/04/citizens-assemblies.html 

There is quite a bit of interest today in exploring better mechanisms for implement-
ing the goals of democracy in more effective and broadly legitimate ways than most 
electoral democracies have succeeded in doing to date.  A core democratic goal is to 
create deliberation and decision mechanisms that permit citizens to become suffi-
ciently educated about the issues that confront the polity that they can meaningfully 
deliberate about them, and to find decision-making processes that fairly and neu-
trally permit each citizen to contribute equally to the final outcome. 

The deficiencies of current democratic processes are fairly visible around the televi-
sion dial, the Internet, and the town-hall meeting and state house: demagogic lead-
ers who deliberately whip up the most negative emotions in their followers, citizens 
who take almost no effort to learn the details of the issues, strident and verbally vio-
lent attacks against one's political adversaries, the excessive power possessed by 
economic interests to prevail through influence on agencies and legislators, and an 
overall lack of civility and trust within the polity.  (Many of these deficiencies are 
highlighted in an earlier post.) It is hard to see that the public's considered interests 
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are the ultimate guide to our democratic actions. Some people are now referring to 
these flaws as the "democratic deficit" -- a set of structural flaws in existing democ-
ratic institutions that lead to disappointing results.  

So how can we do better? There are several important kinds of experiments under-
way that seem to have a lot going for them, both in principle and in practice, and 
these generally fall within the category of experiments in "deliberative, participatory 
democracy." (Here is a link to an earlier post on some of these issues.) 

Particularly interesting is an experiment undertaken a few years ago in British Co-
lumbia in Canada.  Following several elections that generated a great deal of popu-
lar complaint about the nature of the voting processes that led to the perverse out-
comes, the Liberal Party pledged to create a "Citizens' Assembly for Electoral Re-
form" to consider the existing procedures and feasible alternatives and to recom-
mend a single reform if warranted.  The LP came to power in the next election in 
2000 and the government of British Columbia kept its pledge.  A citizens' assembly 
was created in 2004, composed of 160 citizens selected quasi-randomly from each 
of the province's districts. The body was asked to deliberate carefully about existing 
voting procedures and feasible alternatives, and to make a recommendation to be 
presented in a referendum to the voters of the province as a whole.  The delibera-
tions of the assembly occurred over an eleven-month period.  They were supported 
by a professional staff and sufficient resources to conduct their work.  And in 2005 
they duly issued a considered recommendation to be presented to the BC electorate.  
This was the single transferable vote recommendation (STV). (The Wikipedia article 
on the "single transferable vote" system provides a good background on the Citi-
zens' Assembly process as well; link.) 

This whole process was observed carefully by a team of social scientists at the Cen-
tre for the Study of Democratic Institutions at the University of British Columbia, 
and their assessment of the process is documented in Mark Warren and Hilary 
Pearse, eds., Designing Deliberative Democracy: The British Columbia Citizens' 
Assembly (Theories of Institutional Design). The book is a fascinating work in "ex-
perimental democracy." Here are the central questions posed by the researchers: 

1. "What role should citizen bodies play in representative democracies generally, 
and what kind of legitimacy do citizen bodies have to decide questions of consti-
tutional reform?  



2. In what sense was the CA a representative body? How did CA design choices af-
fect the representation of social groups within the Assembly and the empower-
ment, participation, and deliberation of CA participants?  

3. Did the Citizens’ Assembly transform citizens into competent decision-makers?  

4. How did deliberations within the CA relate to deliberation and decisionmaking 
by the broader public?" (xii) 

The summary conclusions are quite favorable to the process: citizen participants 
took their task seriously, they learned a great deal about different voting mecha-
nisms, they debated the values that ought to guide selection of a mechanism, and 
they came to near-unanimity about the eventual recommendation -- a system of 
proportional representation referred to as "single transferable vote" (STV).  Briefly, 
it is a system in which voters are permitted to rank candidates, and their votes are 
passed on to lower-ranked choices once the first choice has received sufficient votes.  
This permits minority groups to achieve representation when they would otherwise 
be entirely shut out of government. 

Here is a summary statement about the CA process provided by the editors: 

The authors of this volume are far from uncritical of the CA process.  
But they lend strong support to the judgment that the CA represents 
the first time a democratic institution has been deliberately and rela-
tively successfully designed to address a constitutional issue.  And if 
there is a broad lesson, it is that new democratic institutions can be 
successful if their design is closely related to broadly legitimate goals 
as well as to the specific characteristics of the issue at hand. (xii) 

An important issue is the status of a citizens' assembly as a representative institu-
tion.  It is not representative in the traditional electoral sense; citizens of British Co-
lumbia did not elect them as their representatives in this process.  Instead, the qua-
si-random process of selection that was used ensured a different kind of representa-
tiveness in the resulting body.  It was representative of the gender composition of 
the province, and it was modestly representative of the range of income, age, and 
education that was present in the province.  It was necessary to add several slots to 
provide representation for indigenous groups. And, most important, it was a 
process that essentially excluded the likelihood of over-representation of "special in-



terests", whether business, labor, or social issues. It was credible to expect, there-
fore, that this group would be able to consider the specific issues presented to it in a 
reasonably neutral and representative way. 

Another important empirical question is whether a group of citizens will succeed in 
educating themselves about a complex issue and arrive at well considered opinions 
that bring together their understanding of the relevant values they share and the 
facts of institutional design that can be discovered.  Here again, the CA example is a 
heartening one.  The authors of Designing Deliberative Democracy give ample evi-
dence, based on ethnographic data, of the effectiveness of this forum in stimulating 
this kind of values reflection and learning that good decisions by a group of typical 
citizens require.  The process appears to have worked very well, even by the high 
standards of philosophical theories of deliberative democracy.  Habermas would be 
pleased! 

What was the eventual result of this effort?  The proposal did not reach the 60% su-
per-majority required for adoption, but it came close with about 57.7%. A second 
referendum was conducted in 2009, and the proposal failed again, gaining only 
38.8%.  But in spite of electoral failure, the experiment appears to be a very impor-
tant one, and one that other polities may well want to attempt to emulate. 

It is deeply interesting to consider whether mechanisms like the citizens' assembly 
might help to repair the democratic deficit we experience in the United States.  Are 
there mechanisms that we can adopt at the local, regional, or national level that 
would permit us to arrive at a better understanding of complex issues, a better abili-
ty to find common ground with each other, and an ability to arrive at recommenda-
tions for public policies that are feasible and fair?  Could we address issues of 
healthcare reform, social security reform, financial regulation, budget planning, or 
environmental protection through mechanisms like this?  And would the result be 
something that we could all find to be superior to the current processes of legisla-
tion, referendum, and cable television rants?  The evidence of British Columbia sug-
gests a favorable answer to all these questions. 

(Another piece of research in this general vein is Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright, 
Empowered Participation: Reinventing Urban Democracy.  This will be the topic 
of a future post.)  



SECTION 17 
 

Deliberative Democracy and the Age of 
Social Media 

 

July 2, 2015 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2015/07/deliberative-democracy-and-age-of.html 

Several earlier posts have focused on the theory of deliberative democracy (link, 
link, link). The notion is that political decision-making can be improved by finding 
mechanisms for permitting citizens to have extended opportunities for discussion 
and debate over policies and goals. The idea appeals to liberal democratic theorists 
in the tradition of Rousseau -- the idea that people's political preferences and values 
can become richer and more adequate through reasoned discussion in a conversa-
tion of equals, and political decisions will be improved through such a process. This 
idea doesn't quite equate to the wisdom of the crowd; rather, individuals become 
wiser through their interactions with other thoughtful and deliberative people, and 
the crowd's opinions improve as a result. 

Here is the definition of deliberative democracy offered by Amy Gutmann and Den-
nis Thompson in Why Deliberative Democracy? (2004): 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2015/07/deliberative-democracy-and-age-of.html


Most fundamentally, deliberative democracy affirms the need to justi-
fy decisions made by citizens and their representatives. Both are ex-
pected to justify the laws they would impose on one another. In a 
democracy, leaders should therefore give reasons for their decisions, 
and respond to the reasons that citizens give in return... The reasons 
that deliberative democracy asks citizens and their representatives to 
give should appeal to principles that individuals who are trying to 
find fair terms of cooperation cannot reasonably reject. (3) 

All political reasoning inherently involves an intermingling of goals, principles, and 
facts. What do we want to achieve? What moral principles do we respect as con-
straints on political choices? How do we think about the causal properties of the 
natural and social world in which we live? Political disagreement can derive from 
disagreements in each of these dimensions; deliberation in principle is expected to 
help citizens to narrow the range of disagreements they have about goals, principles, 
and facts. And traditional theorists of deliberative democracy, from the pre-Socrat-
ics to Gutmann, Thompson, or Fishkin, believe that it is possible for people of good 
will to come to realize that the beliefs and assumptions they bring to the debate may 
need adjustment. 

But something important has changed since the 1990s when a lot of discussions of 
deliberative democracy took place. This is the workings of social media -- blogs, 
comments, Twitter discussions, Facebook communities. Here we have millions of 
people interacting with each other and debating issues -- but we don't seem to have 
a surge of better or more informed thinking about the hard issues. On the one hand, 
we might hope that the vast bandwidth of debate and discussion of issues, involving 
enormous numbers of the world's citizens, would have the effect of deepening the 
public's understanding of complex issues and policies. And on the other hand, we 
seem to have the evidence of continuing superficial thinking about issues, harden-
ing of ideological positions, and reflexive habits of racism, homophobia, and xeno-
phobia. The Internet seems to lead as often to a hardening and narrowing of atti-
tudes as it does to a broadening and deepening of people's thinking about the seri-
ous issues we face. 

So it is worth reflecting on what implications are presented to our ideas about 
democracy by the availability of the infrastructure of social media. It was observed 
during the months of the Arab Spring that Twitter and other social media platforms 



played a role in mobilization of groups of people sharing an interest in reform. And 
Guobin Yang describes the role that the Internet has played in some areas of popu-
lar activism in China (link). This is a little different from the theory of deliberative 
democracy, however, since mobilization is different from deliberative value-forma-
tion. The key question remains unanswered: can the quality of thinking and delib-
eration of the public be improved through the use of social media? Can the public 
come to a better understanding of issues like climate change, health care reform, 
and rising economic inequalities through the debates and discussions that occur on 
social media? Can our democracy be improved through the tools of Twitter, Face-
book, or Google? So far the evidence is not encouraging; it is hard to find evidence 
suggesting a convergence of political or social attitudes deriving from massive use of 
social media. And the most dramatic recent example of change in public attitudes, 
the sudden rise in public acceptance of single-sex marriage, does not seem to have 
much of a connection from social media. 

Here is a very interesting report by the Pew Foundation on the political segmenta-
tion of the world of Twitter (link). The heart of their findings is that Twitter discus-
sions of politics commonly segment into largely distinct groups of individuals and 
websites (link). 

Conversations on Twitter create networks with identifiable contours 
as people reply to and mention one another in their tweets. These con-
versational structures differ, depending on the subject and the people 
driving the conversation. Six structures are regularly observed: di-
vided, unified, fragmented, clustered, and inward and outward hub 
and spoke structures. These are created as individuals choose whom 
to reply to or mention in their Twitter messages and the structures tell 
a story about the nature of the conversation. 

If a topic is political, it is common to see two separate, polarized 
crowds take shape. They form two distinct discussion groups that 
mostly do not interact with each other. Frequently these are recogniz-
ably liberal or conservative groups. The participants within each sep-
arate group commonly mention very different collections of website 
URLs and use distinct hashtags and words. The split is clearly evident 
in many highly controversial discussions: people in clusters that we 
identified as liberal used URLs for mainstream news websites, while 



groups we identified as conservative used links to conservative news 
websites and commentary sources. At the center of each group are 
discussion leaders, the prominent people who are widely replied to or 
mentioned in the discussion. In polarized discussions, each group links 
to a different set of influential people or organizations that can be 
found at the center of each conversation cluster. 

And here is the authors' reason for thinking that the clustering of Twitter conversa-
tions is important: 

Social media is increasingly home to civil society, the place where 
knowledge sharing, public discussions, debates, and disputes are car-
ried out. As the new public square, social media conversations are as 
important to document as any other large public gathering. Network 
maps of public social media discussions in services like Twitter can 
provide insights into the role social media plays in our society. These 
maps are like aerial photographs of a crowd, showing the rough size 
and composition of a population. These maps can be augmented with 
on the ground interviews with crowd participants, collecting their 
words and interests. Insights from network analysis and visualization 
can complement survey or focus group research methods and can en-
hance sentiment analysis of the text of messages like tweets. 

Here are examples of "polarized crowds" and "tight crowds": 

 



There is a great deal of research underway on the network graphs that can be identi-
fied within social media populations. But an early takeaway seems to be that seg-
mentation rather than convergence appears to be the most common pattern. This 
seems to run contrary to the goals of deliberative democracy. Rather than exposing 
themselves to challenging ideas from people and sources in the other community, 
people tend to stay in their own circle. 

So this is how social media seem to work if left to their own devices. Are there 
promising examples of more intentional uses of social media to engage the public in 
deeper conversations about the issues of the day? Certainly there are political orga-
nizations across the spectrum that are making large efforts to use social media as a 
platform for their messages and values. But this is not exactly "deliberative". What 
is more intriguing is whether there are foundations and non-profit organizations 
that have specifically focused on creating a more deliberative social media commu-
nity that can help build a broader consensus about difficult policy choices. And so 
far I haven't been able to find good examples of this kind of effort. 

(Josh Cohen's discussion of Rousseau's political philosophy is interesting in the 
context of fresh thinking about deliberation and democracy; link. And Archon Fung 
and Erik Olin Wright's collection of articles on democratic innovation, Deepening 
Democracy: Institutional Innovations in Empowered Participatory Governance 
(The Real Utopias Project) (v. 4), is a very good contribution as well.)  
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https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/12/conservative-and-liberal-forms-of.html 

An earlier post suggested that we cannot really address the issue of the stability of 
liberal democracy without considering issues of economic justice as well.  

It is worth separating the features of a modern society into the "liberal democratic" 
cluster and the "social democratic" cluster for a reason that is familiar from Rawls 
(Justice as Fairness: A Restatement). Rawls argues that the stability of a just soci-
ety depends on finding an "overlapping consensus" of values that converge to pro-
vide support for the existing system. Different groups have different "comprehen-
sive conceptions of the good" which disagree with each other and give rise to differ-
ent goals for legislation. But agreement about rights and democratic process may 
provide a basis for an overlapping consensus across these differences. In the United 
States and Britain it seems that agreement about individual rights and liberties and 
the institutions of majoritarian democracy are likely to fall within the overlapping 
consensus in those countries, whereas the social and economic assumptions of the 
"social democracy" cluster are likely to remain controversial and to fall outside the 
overlapping consensus. This seems to imply that the social-welfare and redistribu-
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tive provisions of the social-democracy cluster are appropriate content for majori-
tarian legislation, not constitutional stipulation. 

So let's consider the issue in a broader canvas. Suppose that we are thinking of a 
just liberal democracy as including these elements, as outlined in the prior post: (1) 
a set of constitutional guarantees of equality and key individual rights, and (2) a set 
of social and economic guarantees establishing a reasonable level of human wellbe-
ing for all members of society. Together these clusters of features establish the na-
ture of a social democracy. These ideas capture the idea of equal freedom and rights 
within an overarching system of law, in which each individual is free to pursue his/
her purposes as desired, limited only by the constitutional and legal protections of 
the rights of others, and the rights of the minority. Further they capture the value of 
the equal worth of liberty -- the material requirements necessary for the exercise of 
freedom. And they conform well to Rawls's principles of justice; the "constitutional 
guarantees" spell out an interpretation of the liberty principle, and the "social-eco-
nomic guarantees" spell out an interpretation of the difference principle. 

But here is the complication. "Liberal democracy" is best defined as a system that 
embodies a constitutional system that establishes inviolable rights and liberties for 
all individuals along with majoritarian principles in the establishment of legislation. 
The constitutional protections are prior to majoritarian legislation in the sense that 
ordinary legislation does not have the authority to create laws that violate the rights 
guaranteed in the constitution. (The constitution can be amended, of course, 
through a clearly defined process, and a process that generally involves a super-ma-
jority for completion.) But the "social democracy" provisions fall outside the over-
lapping consensus, and they would need enactment through normal majoritarian 
processes of legislation. 

So the two groups of items do not play the same role within a given liberal democra-
cy. The items mentioned under the list of liberal guarantees of equal rights are con-
stitutional provisions, not subject to ordinary majoritarian legislation. But the items 
listed under the "social democracy" clauses are not constitutional provisions; rather, 
they would be established through ordinary political processes of legislation and 
majoritarian politics. This is because legitimate disagreement over these provisions 
persists among reasonable people, and therefore these provisions do not fall within 
the "overlapping consensus". (This distinction parallels the structure of the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights, in that the first batch of rights are "negative" 
rights, while the second batch are "positive" rights.) 



And we are forced to ask the question: in a modern society much like our own, gov-
erned by constitutional protections like those listed in (1), would the provisions de-
scribed in (2) ever be enacted through a democratic majoritarian process of legisla-
tion? It is clear that in most advanced democracies the statements under (2) fall at 
the heart of profound political and ideological disagreements: the idea of using the 
coercive power of the state to limit inequalities of wealth, the idea of using taxation 
(redistribution) to provide for basic amenities for poor people, the idea of establish-
ing strong regulatory systems designed to protect the health and safety of the public 
-- these are all policies that are strongly opposed by conservatives. These are pre-
cisely the kinds of issues over which parties of the left and the right disagree in 
many democracies; in Britain the Conservatives reject the redistributive policies ad-
vocated by Labour Party, in the US the Republicans reject "welfarist" or "socialist" 
policies advocated by the Democratic Party, and so on. The ensemble of assump-
tions listed here describes "liberal social democracy", which is a substantively 
stronger assumption about a just society than simply a "liberal democracy". 

Crucial parts of a progressive agenda for a just society are encompassed by the con-
stitutional assumptions listed here. Liberal democrats are anti-racist, anti-discrimi-
nation, political-egalitarian, and insistent on equal and neutral application of the 
system of law. And historically, many conservative leaders and parties have shared 
these commitments. But progressives and conservatives are likely to disagree 
strongly about the second batch of assumptions about a good society. And since we 
are committed to democracy, we are committed to the idea that a functioning 
democracy that respects the provisions of (1) but rejects one or more provisions of 
(2) is no less democratic for that difference. 

So the question comes down to this: would the system that combines (1) and (2) -- a 
liberal social democracy -- find majority support in some or many existing democ-
racies? 

It would seem that there is nothing in the social-democracy list of conditions (2) 
that would be limiting or unpalatable for most ordinary people; on the contrary, 
these circumstances of an effective liberal social democracy would seem to be ideal 
for ordinary people to fulfill themselves and to live satisfying lives. And these 
arrangements seem to give a basis for confidence in the wellbeing of future genera-
tions as well. 



But not everyone would reach the same judgment about these arrangements. Here 
are some likely exceptions. 

 • People who expect to be super-rich. Their wealth and their political influ-
ence are likely to be limited and constrained by these arrangements. 

 • People who want to exercise authority and privilege over others -- based on 
race, ethnicity, sex, or other human categories. The arrangements described here 
are specifically designed to prohibit and deny practices that embody domination 
and control -- racial, ethnic, or gender superiority. 

 • People who feel that their own value system, or their religious system, is 
inherently correct and privileged, and would not want important social decisions to 
be left to the rule of law and the will of the majority. 

 • People who are ideologically committed to the principle of a minimal state: 
no use of the coercive power of the state beyond the maintenance of order, defense, 
and the bare minimum of regulation for health and safety.  

These are the kinds of exceptions that Rawls attempts to head off using the idea of 
the veil of ignorance: if people don't know that they are rich, male, white, Christian, 
or powerful, then they are well advised to protect their future selves by favoring 
principles of equal liberties, minimal inequalities, and strong guarantees of basic 
wellbeing. Rawls believes we get unanimous rational support for a just society if 
participants do not know their eventual position in that society. Behind the veil of 
ignorance everyone would support the arrangements of a liberal social democracy. 

But real political disagreements do not take place behind a veil of ignorance. In real-
istic arenas of political disputes we have to accept the fact that individuals have full 
knowledge of their positions, including wealth, power, race, religion, ideology, and 
sex. Under those conditions we can expect that individuals will form their political 
beliefs and affinities in consideration of their interests, values, ideologies, and 
predilections (including possibly “social dominance orientations” or beliefs of racial 
and ethnic superiority). They will give their support to candidates and parties that 
best conform to those beliefs and affinities. And there are some configurations of in-
terest and affinities that would lead individuals to support an authoritarian party or 
leader whom they expect to favor their interests (and whom they believe they can 
collectively influence and control). Given that the majority of voters are likely to 
support the institutions and values of a liberal social democracy, this means that 



these anti-liberal voters are inclined to favor the fortunes of political parties com-
mitted to minority rule over the majority. Here is the authoritarian impulse from 
the populist voter's point of view: "This particular authoritarian populist politician 
shares my values and will act in such a way as to impose them on society; I can trust 
this politician to serve my interests and values."  

Here is what the populist anti-liberal strategy looks like: identify groups of potential 
supporters, based on mistrust of other racial groups, antagonism towards elites and 
urban populations, as well as support motivated by fervent religious and ideological 
activism; identify potential sources of large-scale funding for political mobilization 
among the super-rich who will benefit from anti-liberal economic and tax policies 
(e.g. Koch brothers, Sheldon Adelson); identify powerful communicators in media, 
social media, and other venues to craft and disseminate effective mobilization mes-
sages (Fox, Sean Hannity, Tucker Carlson); pressure and subvert traditional con-
servative political organizations in support of the radical populist agenda; and -- as 
Steve Bannon said -- "wage war on liberals". This strategy isn't likely to produce an 
electoral majority, but it doesn't need to, if it is possible to suppress the votes of the 
other side and to achieve power through other means. 

In fact, we seem to be in such a circumstance at the present moment in the United 
States. The presidential election took place more than four weeks ago, and Joe 
Biden has beaten Donald Trump by more than seven million votes, and has won a 
sizable majority in the Electoral College. And yet there appear to be many millions 
of citizens who continue to support Trump during his undisguised attempt to over-
turn this democratically completed election. Millions of voters are apparently un-
troubled by this authoritarian “strongman” effort to remain in office following deci-
sive electoral defeat. For these voters the stability and persistence of our constitu-
tional democracy is not of primary concern; rather, they believe the strongman will 
serve them well. And his willingness to subvert and destroy our democratic institu-
tions does not discredit him in their eyes. 

This line of thought leads to a nightmare possibility: neither "laissez-faire" democ-
racy nor social democracy is politically stable. Neither traditional conservative Re-
publican economic policy nor reform-minded Labour or Democratic policies can re-
tain a majority. Laissez-faire democracy loses support because it creates increasing-
ly intolerable conditions for a growing proportion of the working population; social 
democracy loses support because right-wing populist political movements are able 
to use their mobilization strategies to gain support from the less-well-off segments 



of the ordinary working class population. The winner? Right-wing populist illiberal 
democracy, with strongman populist authoritarianism in the driver's seat. And we 
have precisely such examples in the world today, in the form of Turkey's Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan and Hungary's Viktor Orban. 



SECTION 19 
 

Social Democracy, Unbridled Capital-
ism, and Right-Wing Populism 

 

December 3, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/12/social-democracy-unbridled-capitalism.html 

An earlier post raised the question of popular support for -- satisfaction with -- the 
state of democracy in many democratic nations. It was noted that levels of satisfac-
tion are low in many democracies -- US, UK, France, and Spain, for example (link). 
There I defined liberal democracy in these terms: a political system in which there 
are strong protections for the rights and liberties of all citizens, including minority 
groups, and which embodies effective institutions of electoral representative 
democracy and equal rights of political participation. We were then led to question 
whether citizens in a liberal democracy would develop strong "civil loyalty" to the 
institutions and values of democracy. 

But this is deliberately a narrow way of posing the question. It asks a question about 
the political institutions of a country, but is silent about the economic and social in-
stitutions. And it is possible, or likely, that dissatisfaction in the US, UK, or France 
is based on economic or social dissatisfaction rather than frustration with the sys-
tem of individual rights and majoritarian government by itself. So, for example, 
Justin Gest argues in The New Minority: White Working Class Politics in an Age of 
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Immigration and Inequality that the marginalization and disaffection of white 
working class men and women in Youngstown, Ohio, and East London, UK, stem 
from social and economic causes as well as frustration with the system of electoral 
politics in which they find themselves. 

There are at least two important schools of thought about the character of the social 
and economic arrangements suitable to a free society of equals. The laissez-faire 
philosophy -- unbridled capitalism -- entails that property rights should be subject 
to minimal constraint, and only for the purpose of fair taxation in support of legiti-
mate (and limited) governmental functions. This philosophy depends upon a specif-
ic theory of liberty -- liberty to own property as a fundamental aspect of one's nature 
as a free human being. Freedom means pursuing one's own plans in one's own way, 
without unjustified interference by the state. This is an idea familiar from John 
Locke and Robert Nozick. 

The social-democratic philosophy takes "freedom" in a broader and more compre-
hensive form: a person is free when he or she has both the liberty and the capacity 
to pursue important life objectives in an autonomous way. And having the capacity 
means having access to the basic essentials of a fully productive life: adequate in-
come, effective education and training, decent housing, sufficient nutrition, access 
to healthcare, and security in the face of life's common sources of insecurity. On this 
conception of freedom, the state needs to be organized in such a way that the politi-
cal liberties of individuals are respected and -- through one set of institutional 
arrangements or another -- individuals have the ability to develop and realize their 
talents through access to these essentials of life. This positive conception of human 
freedom -- "freedom to ... " rather than "freedom from ..." -- has its affinities with 
the political philosophies of Rousseau and Sen. 

More specifically, the social-democracy philosophy holds that property rights can be 
constrained for two separate reasons: for the purpose of limiting "invidious and un-
justified" economic inequalities, and for the purpose of supporting the costs of gov-
ernment programs that provide amenities to citizens: free public education, access 
to healthcare, unemployment and disability insurance, housing assistance, childcare 
assistance, nutrition assistance, .... There is also an underlying idea about society as 
well — not simply a neutral playing field where individuals compete against each 
other, but as a system of cooperation in which everyone gains from the cooperative 
actions of others. 



Suppose that we are thinking of a liberal democracy as including these elements, 
with a choice in the "flavor" of economic arrangements: 

1. Constitutional guarantees 

a. a constitution establishing key human rights and freedoms -- freedom of thought 
and expression, freedom of conscience and religion, freedom of association, equal 
rights under the law. 

b. a political system of equal rights of political participation -- voting, competing for 
office, advocacy of policy and legislative initiatives, ... 

c. an effective constitutional protection for full and fair equality of economic and so-
cial opportunity 

d. a representative democracy embodying the principle of equality of influence for 
all citizens (no privileging of influence for one group or community over another 
through artificial barriers to participation) 

2a. Social democracy 

a. a social-economic system that limits the extent of inequalities of wealth and in-
come 

b. a social-economic system that succeeds in satisfying the basic human needs of all 
members of society -- education, healthcare, access to decent housing, ... 

c. a system of law and regulation that ensures public health, wellbeing, and safety 

d. a fiscal system that suffices to ensure limitations on wealth and provision of 
mandatory social services and benefits 

2b. Laissez-faire democracy 

a. a social-economic system that enables all citizens to purchase and sell capital and 
labor power through fair markets without coercion. 

b. a minimal "social security" net to prevent starvation in times of dearth. 

c. a system of law and regulation that maintains public order, enforces individual 
rights, and ensures the requirements of a fair market system. 



d. a fiscal system that suffices to provide funds necessary for (b) and (c) as well as 
national defense. 

Liberal laissez-faire democracy is characterized by (1) and (2b), while liberal social 
democracy is characterized by (1) and (2a), and the major ideological divide be-
tween progressives and conservatives involves disagreement over the choice be-
tween (2a) and (2b).  

Now we can ask two fundamental questions. Which system is likely to be supported 
by a majority of citizens through the democratic political processes guaranteed by a 
constitution along the lines of (1)? And which system is likely to give rise to strong 
sentiments among its citizens of civic loyalty and satisfaction for the resulting so-
cial-economic-political system? 

Many people would argue that a society is unjust if there is such a division between 
rich and poor that -- as a practical matter -- the life prospects for the less-well-off 
are dramatically worse than those of the rich. The laissez-faire model (2b) is almost 
certain to lead to exactly such extreme inequalities between rich and poor, and to 
create a social and economic environment in which the wellbeing of the well-off is 
dramatically and visibly superior to that of the less-well-off. And, further, it can be 
strongly argued that the provisions of (2a) work to substantially lessen those unjust 
inequalities.  

This would be a reason for citizens in the less-well-off population to support legisla-
tion establishing the provisions of (2a); and given the relative sizes of the popula-
tions of privileged and non-privileged people, one might expect that there would be 
an electoral majority in favor of (2a). But the history of many western democracies 
suggests that the political consensus for the measures of social democracy -- a 
strong welfare state -- is difficult to sustain. Conservative and right-wing populist 
parties are currently in the ascendant. 

So we seem to have reached a conundrum: liberal social democracy is likely to do a 
substantially better job of ensuring the freedoms and wellbeing of the great majority 
of the population than liberal laissez-faire democracy, and the level of satisfaction 
and civil loyalty of the majority of the population is likely to be higher under this 
system than its contrary. And yet the political strategies available to conservatives -- 
including strategies of ethnic, racial, and regional antagonism and division -- have 
often permitted them to gain electoral support for the provisions of laissez-faire 
economic arrangements. They can't make their political arguments on the basis of 



traditional conservative economic arguments, which have all the persuasive power 
of a really great North Korean feature film -- that more inequality is better for 
everyone because growth trickles down, or that corporations are naturally disposed 
towards enhancing the public good, or that "creative destruction" and loss of decent 
jobs is good in the long run; so they are forced to turn to "cultural" issues. 

Seen in this light, the politics of right-wing populism make sense as a winning strat-
egy through which economically privileged groups  are able to gain the support of 
working class voters in favor of economic and tax policies that objectively work to 
their disadvantage. Racism, nationalism, divisive demagoguery, and hot-button "so-
cial" issues like abortion, gun rights, and the Confederacy prove to be potent politi-
cal motivators. But the irony is that a successful social democracy might well have 
created conditions of fairness and equality for all segments of society that would de-
flate the appeal of right-wing populism.  



SECTION 20 
 

Prospects for a Progressive Movement 

 

January 18, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/01/what-are-prospects-for-progressive.html 

It is hard to remember that American politics has experienced times of profound re-
flection upon and criticism of the premises of modern urban, capitalist, democratic 
life. Engagement in progressive issues and progressive political movements has a 
strong history in the U.S. The period of Civil Rights and the Vietnam War was one 
such time, when institutionalized racism and imperialistic use of military power 
were the subjects of political debate and activism. An earlier period of profound re-
flection about our premises was the Progressive era at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. And the resonance that Bernie Sanders, Elizabeth Warren, and Alexan-
dria Ocasio-Cortez have had with large numbers of younger voters suggests that it is 
not impossible that we may experience another period of serious progressive 
thought. It's hard to remember today, in the grips of the most right-wing extremist 
government our country has seen in a century, that the temper of a time often 
changes in unpredictable ways. 

What would it take for a progressive political movement to become mainstream in 
the U.S.? For one thing, it seems unlikely to imagine that it will all come from a 
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"youth movement". The sixties anti-war movement did in fact find a very strong 
base in universities, but those circumstances were probably fairly exceptional and 
context-specific: for example, the fact that young men faced the Selective Service fo-
cused the minds of many young people on the apparent looniness of the war in 
Southeast Asia. But the social and cohort composition of the Civil Rights movement 
seems to have been somewhat different -- a broader range of ordinary people were 
involved, at a variety of levels, and young people played a role that was only part of 
the activism of the time. There were student-based organizations, of course; but 
there were also broad-based coalitions of faith-based, occupation-based, and re-
gionally-based individuals who were ready and willing to be mobilized. And the 
Progressive Movement at the beginning of the twentieth century appears to have in-
volved many hundreds of thousands of ordinary working people, farmers, and pro-
fessionals. The Pullman Strike of 1894 involved at least 250,000 workers in 27 
states, and in the presidential election of 1904 Eugene Debs received some 403,000 
votes as candidate for the Socialist Party of America, some 3% of the total vote. 

What issues seem to be key for building a strong and impactful progressive move-
ment in the U.S. in the 2020s? Activism about the imperative of addressing climate 
change is one. The issue of extreme, unjustified, and growing inequalities of wealth 
and income is another. And the failures of American society in addressing the in-
equalities associated with race and immigration status constitute another urgent is-
sue of concern for progressives. 

If we take as a premise that the issues that are most likely to stimulate activism and 
sustained political commitment are those that are perceived to be key to the future 
of one's group, each of these issues has an obvious constituency. Climate change af-
fects everyone, and it affect young people the most. They will live their lives in a 
world that is in permanent environmental crisis -- intense storms, rising ocean lev-
els, destruction of habitat -- that will create enormous disruption and hardship. Ris-
ing inequalities represent a crisis of justice and fairness; how can it possibly be jus-
tified that the greatest share of the new wealth created by innovation and economic 
recovery flowed to the top 1% or the top 10%? And why should the 99% or the 90% 
tolerate this injustice, decade after decade? And the social harm of racism affects 
everyone, not just people of color. The Civil Rights movement demonstrated the po-
tency of this issue for mobilizing people across racial groups and across regions to 
protest and to demand change. 



And yet, these issues are not new. The Occupy movement focused on the inequali-
ties issue, but it came and went. There is broad support in the population for poli-
cies that will slow down the processes of climate change, but this support does not 
appear to be easy to turn into activism and effective popular demands against our 
government. The government continues to push back environmental regulation and 
to go out of its way to flout the global consensus about CO2 emissions and climate 
change. And activism about racism arises periodically, often around police shoot-
ings and the Black Lives Matter movement; but this activism is sporadic and inter-
mittent, and doesn't seem to have created much meaningful change. 

The question of uncovering the factors that lead to a widespread shift of engage-
ment with new politics is one of the key topics in Doug McAdam's account of mobi-
lization during the Civil Rights movement in the introduction to the second edition 
of Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930-1970, 2nd 
Edition. Consider this diagram of his view of the interactive nature of contention: 

 

Here is McAdam's description of the theory involved here.  

The figure depicts movement emergence as a highly contingent outcome of an ongoing 
process of interaction involving at least one set of state actors and one challenger. In point 
of fact, while I focus here on state/challenger interaction, I think this perspective is 
applicable to episodes of contention that do not involve state actors. (KL 280) 

 This implies that new political thinking and a corresponding social movement do 
not generally emerge on their own, but rather through contention with another 
group or the state concerning issues that matter to both. It is a dynamic process of 
contention and mental formulation involving both status-quo power holders and 
challengers. And it is an interactive process through which each party develops its 
own interpretations of the current situation and the opportunities and threats that 
currently exist through interaction with the other group. This process leads to the 



formation of "organization / collective identity" -- essentially a shared vision of who 
"we" are, what we believe in and care about, which in turn supports the emergence 
of a round of "innovative collective action". The crucial part of his theory is that 
there is interaction between the two groups at every stage -- interpretation, forma-
tion of collective identity, and choice of collective actions. Each party influences and 
shapes the identity and behavior of the other. 

So let's say that the "challengers" of the decade of the 2020s care primarily about 
three things: reducing the enormous economic inequalities that exist in our society, 
controlling climate change, and increasing the power of dispossessed groups to ad-
vocate for the issues they care about (abortion rights, Black Lives Matter, and 
achieving more favorable treatment of immigrants). And the forces of the status quo 
want three things as well: a favorable environment for corporate profits, secure con-
trol of the Federal court system, and no change in racial equality and immigrant sta-
tus. How might the dynamic that McAdam describes play out? 

Some of the political mechanisms of mobilization that are described in Dynamics of 
Contention are relevant for thinking about this scenario. Brokerage, coalition for-
mation, and escalation are strategies available to the "new progressives". They can 
seek to find common ground among a range of groups in society who are poorly 
served by the reigning conservative government. But it will also emerge that there 
are serious disagreements about priorities, rankings, and willingness to struggle for 
a common set of goals. The goal of brokerage and coalition formation is to create 
broader and more numerous (and therefore potentially more influential) groups 
who will support a common agenda. But achieving collaboration and consensus is 
hard, and often not achieved. 

And what about the "forces of the status quo"? The strategies available to them are 
already visible through their actions since 2008 to entrench their blocking powers 
within state and federal government: retreat on voter rights and voter participation; 
use the primary process to ensure that extreme versions of the conservative agenda 
find support in candidates nominated for office; undermine the political power of 
labor unions; use the ideological power of government to discredit the progressive 
opposition (disloyal, favorable to terrorists, enemies of business, ...); and, in the ex-
treme case, use the police and surveillance powers of the state to discredit and un-
dermine the organizations of the progressive movement. (Think of the use of agents 
provocateurs against the Black Panther party in the 1960s and 1970s through infil-
tration and misdirection as well as the murder of Fred Hampton in Chicago.) 



All too often the balance of forces between coalition building on the left and the 
right seems to favor the right; somehow the groups on the left in the United States 
in the past several decades seem to have been more insistent on ideological purity 
than those on the right, with the result that the progressive end of the spectrum 
seems more fragmented than the right. And somehow the organs of the media that 
have the greatest influence on political values in voters seem to be in the hands of 
the far right -- Fox News and its commentators in particular. There is also the com-
mon background assumption on the left that only profound structural "revolution-
ary" change (socialism, rejection of electoral politics) will do; whereas typical voters 
seem to want change that proceeds through the institutions we currently have.  

Current activism in France over reforms of the pension system has several features 
that make it more feasible than progressive politics in the U.S. First, it is a focused 
single issue whose consequences are highly visible to everyone. Second, there is a 
long tradition in France of using strikes, demonstrations, and street protests to ap-
ply pressure on the government. These are the "repertoires of contention" that are 
so important in Charles Tilly's analysis of French popular politics. Third, the "gilets 
jaunes" present a very recent and potent example of collective action that was suc-
cessful in applying a great deal of pressure on the government. It is possible to think 
of steps that the U.S. government might take that would spark similar levels of na-
tional protests (abolition of the Social Security system, for example), but many oth-
er provocations by the Trump administration have not sparked ongoing and effec-
tive protests (reversal of EPA regulations, withdrawal from the Paris climate ac-
cords, legislative attacks on the Voting Rights Act, appointments of hundreds of re-
actionary  and unqualified hacks to seats on the Federal bench, a "feed the rich" tax 
reform, massive ICE roundups of immigrants, ...).  

Perhaps the identity that has the greatest potential for success in the U.S. is a 
movement based on "reasserting the values of democracy and equality" within the 
context of a market economy and a representative electoral democracy. This move-
ment would demand tax policies that work to reduce wealth inequalities and sup-
port a progressive state; environmental policies that align the U.S. with the in-
ternational scientific consensus on climate change; healthcare policies that ensure 
adequate universal insurance for everyone; immigration policy that made sensible 
accommodations to the realities of the current U.S. population and workforce, in-
cluding humane treatment of Dreamers; and campaign funds restrictions that limit 
the political influence of corporations. The slogan might be, "Moving us all forward 



through social justice, economic innovation, and good government." This might be 
referred to as "centrist progressivism", and perhaps it is too moderate to generate 
the passion that a political movement needs to survive. Nonetheless, it might be a 
form of progressivism that aligns well with the basic pragmatism and fair-minded-
ness of the American public. And who might serve as a standard bearer for this pro-
gressive platform? How about someone with the political instincts and commit-
ments of a Carl Levin, a Harris Wofford, or a Sherrod Brown? 



SECTION 21 
 

The Moral Force of the US Constitu-
tion 

 

November 21, 2020 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/11/the-moral-force-of-us-constitution.html 

Why should we revere our constitution as the fundamental set of political and moral 
principles underlying our democracy? Is it simply because it was written and adopt-
ed by the “Framers”? Is it because it has legitimacy as a whole by having been de-
mocratically ratified through our history? Or, most fundamentally, is it because 
there are compelling arguments of political morality for various of the individual 
stipulations of the constitution and the Bill of Rights? This latter view is essentially 
the position advocated by Ronald Dworkin as a fundamental premise of constitu-
tional interpretation in Freedom's Law: The Moral Reading of the American Consti-
tution. Here is a clear statement of Dworkin's view of the moral interpretation of the 
US Constitution: 

The book ... illustrates a particular way of reading and enforcing a political constitution, 
which I call the moral reading. Most contemporary constitutions declare individual rights 
against the government in very broad and abstract language, like the First Amendment of 
the United States Constitution, which provides that Congress shall make no law abridging 
"the freedom of speech." The moral reading proposes that we all--judges, lawyers, 
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citizens--interpret and apply these abstract clauses on the understanding that they invoke 
moral principles about political decency and justice. The First Amendment, for example, 
recognizes a moral principle--that it is wrong for government to censor or control what 
individual citizens say or publish--and incorporates it into American law. So when some 
novel or controversial constitutional issue arises--about whether, for instance, the First 
Amendment permits laws against pornography--people who form an opinion must decide 
how an abstract moral principle is best understood. They must decide whether the true 
ground of the moral principle that condemns censorship, in the form in which this 
principle has been incorporated into American law, extends to the case of pornography. 
(2)  

Dworkin formulates this idea at the level of constitutional interpretation; but his 
view also extends to the issue of legitimacy and authority of constitutional provi-
sions as well.  

Christopher Peters characterizes this topic as the problem of "constitutional author-
ity" (link), and his major law review article on the subject is well worth reading. 
Constitutional authority is important because it is the feature that gives us a reason 
to consider a constitutional provision normatively and legally binding. Peters argues 
for a procedural theory of constitutional authority: a constitutional provision has 
authority if it was enacted in a procedurally correct way, and lacks authority if it was 
not so enacted (439). 

I contend that the only plausible justification of constitutional authority is not substantive 
in this sense, but rather procedural: it requires obedience to the Constitution, not because 
of what it commands, but because of how it commands us—that is, because of the process 
by which constitutional commands are generated. (439) 

He contrasts this with the "substantive" theory of constitutional authority exempli-
fied by Dworkin, which he emphatically rejects. In particular, he argues for a condi-
tion of "content-independence" for constitutional authority: "An authority’s right to 
be obeyed also exists regardless of the moral content of what the authority is com-
manding.... A command possesses authority if it imposes a defeasible content-inde-
pendent moral obligation to act as the command directs" (442, 446). 

For a variety of reasons, I like aspects of both substantive and procedural theories 
about the authority of constitutional provisions. There is a special force to provi-



sions like freedom of speech or freedom of religion that goes beyond the force of 
merely reasonable institutional stipulations. So it is pertinent to ask about the 
moral status (as does Dworkin) of various constitutional provisions. We might say, 
most generally, that there ought to be consistency between our constitution and our 
best understanding of the requirements of a just society. 

If we take the moral interpretation of constitutional authority seriously, we are 
faced with a potential problem. What if we discover for one or more stipulations, 
that there is in fact no underlying moral consideration for that provision? What if 
one or more constitutional provisions appears to be entirely arbitrary from a moral 
point of view? And in fact, when we consider this question, we find ourselves in ex-
actly this position. Some provisions — freedom of speech and religion, procedural 
protections against search and arbitrary arrest — can be justified on the basis of a 
more fundamental conception of the requirements of a society consisting of free and 
equal moral beings. Other provisions may be justified as reasonable institutional 
arrangements — right to a jury trial, right to stand for president at the age of 35, 
which seem to derive authority from the kinds of procedural reasoning Peters de-
scribes. These are provisions that Peters describes as legitimate procedural specifi-
cations. But others — like the right to bear arms or form a citizens’ militia — have no 
such basis. They are morally arbitrary, much as might have been a constitutional 
right to live near a grocery store. And yet other provisions are now seen to be flatly 
immoral -- for example, the Fugitive Slave Clause (Article IV, section 2). The inclu-
sion of arbitrary or immoral provisions in the Constitution, we might say, was a 
mistake on the part of the Framers, and it should now be corrected. 

Peters considers the constitutional authority of the Second Amendment in extensive 
detail through the case of District of Columbia v. Heller, the controversial Supreme 
Court case concerning the constitutionality of restrictions on firearms in the District 
of Columbia. He believes that a constitutional provision without authority simply 
does not bind citizens or lawmakers: "The Second Amendment thus brings front 
and center the question, not merely of how the Court should interpret constitutional 
rights, but of why— indeed whether—those rights ought to bind us at all" (438). His 
most extensive argument about constitutional authority is flatly contradictory to the 
idea of a moral justification for constitutional provisions (Dworkin's position). So he 
considers instead whether there is a procedural justification for the Second 
Amendment. 



The procedural approach requires showing that the provision reduces or resolves 
important public conflicts by reducing bias or entrenchment by powerful majorities. 
Applying this approach to the Second Amendment, Peters finds that, on the central 
public interpretations of the meaning of the amendment (individual self-defense 
and resistance to tyranny), there is no such justification. The first concern should be 
addressed through ordinary majoritarian legislation, and the second is self- contra-
dictory. (How could there be a constitutional right to disobey the constitution?) Pe-
ters does find a procedural justification for the amendment, however, in Justice 
Stevens' dissenting opinion in the majority ruling. Stevens ties the amendment to 
the "public militia" part of the language, and argues that this entails that the 
amendment serves a narrow scope: to ensure that states are empowered to maintain 
their own armed "militia" forces. This interpretation would lend constitutional au-
thority to the amendment; but it would strip the amendment of the implication that 
democratically elected legislators lack legal authority to regulate or limit individual 
ownership, possession, and use of firearms. 

This line of thought leads to a fairly remarkable and simple idea: the citizens of the 
United States ought to amend or abolish the Second Amendment. We respect the 
Constitution as the law of the land, but we also stipulate a process for revising or 
amending the constitution. And we might hold that only those provisions that hold 
up as justified moral requirements should be sacrosanct. There is no moral basis for 
the right to bear arms, it does not express a reasonable institutional arrangement, 
and it has shown itself to lead to deleterious social effects. 

There is another moral consideration for the authority of existing constitutional 
provisions that has force -- the idea of loyalty to the constitution as the fundamental 
governing document of the United States' democracy. Our democratic obligations as 
citizens entail our commitment to the rule of law, and the constitution represents 
the most general framework of law in our system of government. Therefore we are 
morally or normatively bound by existing constitutional provisions -- which means 
that even though we may think that the Second Amendment is morally ungrounded 
and institutionally perverse, we are bound to accept its authority until amended. 
This does not mean we are compelled to accept the extreme reading offered by con-
servatives about the scope and implications of the amendment concerning unfet-
tered gun ownership and carrying; this is precisely the question of interpretation 
that constitutional lawyers argue about. But the general line of reasoning has force; 
it is part and parcel of the idea of being bound by a system of law that citizens with-



in a democracy are subject to the authority of laws (including constitutional provi-
sions) that have been duly enacted. Individual citizens or legislatures do not have 
the legal option of picking and choosing the constitutional and legal principles that 
they will accept. And the remedy to constitutional provisions that we find morally or 
socially odious is clear; it is the mechanism of constitutional amendment (as the 
Thirteenth Amendment largely negated the Fugitive Slave Clause in Article IV, sec-
tion 2 through its abolition of slavery throughout the nation). 



 

CHAPTER 5 
 

Strategies for Preserving 
Democracy 



SECTION 1 
 

Liberalism and Hate-Based Extremism 

 

Wednesday, August 17, 2016 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/08/liberalism-and-hate-based-extremism.html 

How should a democratic society handle the increasingly virulent challenges pre-
sented by hate groups, anti-government extremists, and organizations that encour-
age violence and discrimination against others in society? Should extremist groups 
have unlimited rights to advocate for their ideologies of hatred and antagonism 
against other groups within a democracy?  

Erik Bleich has written extensively on the subject of racist speech and the law. Re-
cent books include The Freedom to Be Racist?: How the United States and Europe 
Struggle to Preserve Freedom and Combat Racism and Race Politics in Britain 
and France: Ideas and Policymaking since the 1960s. Bleich correctly notes that 
these issues are broader than the freedom-of-speech framework in which they are 
often placed; so he examines law and policy in multiple countries on freedom of 
speech, freedom of association, and freedom of opinion-as-motive. In each of these 
areas he finds important differences across European countries and the United 
States with respect to legislation concerning racist expressions. In particular, liberal 
democracies like Great Britain, France, and Germany have created legislation to 
prohibit various kinds of hate-based speech and action. Here is his summary of the 
status of European legislation: 
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European restrictions on racist expression have proceeded gradually 
but consistently since World War II. A few provisions were estab-
lished in the immediate postwar era, but most countries’ key laws 
were enacted in the 1960s and 1970s. The statutes have been tinkered 
with, updated, and expanded in the ensuing decades to the point 
where virtually all European liberal democracies now have robust 
hate speech laws on their books. These laws are highly symbolic of a 
commitment to curb racism. But they are also more than just symbols. 
As measured by prosecutions and convictions, levels of enforcement 
vary significantly across Europe, but most countries have deployed 
their laws against a variety of racist speech and have recently en-
forced stiffer penalties for repeat offenders. (kl 960)  

In the United States it is unconstitutional under the First Amendment of the Consti-
tution to prohibit "hate speech" or to ban hate-based organizations. So racist and 
homophobic organizations are accorded all but unlimited rights of association and 
expression, no matter how odious and harmful the content and effects of their 
views. As Bleich points out, other liberal democracies have a very different legal 
framework for regulating hate-based extremism by individuals and organizations 
(France, Germany, Sweden, Canada). 

Here is the First Amendment of the US Constitution: 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of 
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assem-
ble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. 

This is pure liberalism, according to which the state needs to remain entirely neutral 
about disagreements over values, and the only justification for legal prohibition of 
an activity is the harm the activity creates. There is a strong philosophical rationale 
for this position. John Stuart Mill maintains an ultra-strong and exceptionless view 
of freedom of expression in On Liberty.  He argues that all ideas have an equal right 
to free expression, and that this position is most advantageous to society as a whole. 
Vigorous debate leads to the best possible set of beliefs. Here are a few passages 
from On Liberty: 



The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as enti-
tled to govern absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in 
the way of compulsion and control, whether the means used be physi-
cal force in the form of legal penalties, or the moral coercion of public 
opinion. That principle is, that the sole end for which mankind are 
warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty 
of action of any of their number, is self-protection. (13) 

But the peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it 
is robbing the human race; posterity as well as the existing genera-
tion; those who dissent from the opinion, still more than those who 
hold it. If the opinion is right, they are deprived of the opportunity of 
exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they lose, what is almost as 
great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impression of truth, 
produced by its collision with error. (19) 

This line of reasoning leads to legal toleration in the United States of groups like the 
White Citizens Councils, Neo-Nazi parties, and the Westboro Baptist Church to 
conduct their associations, propaganda, and demonstrations to further their hateful 
objectives. And they and their activists sometimes go further and commit acts of 
terrible violence (Timothy McVeigh, the murder of Matthew Shepherd in Wyoming, 
and the murders of civil rights workers in Mississippi). 

But as Mill acknowledges, a democratic society has a right and an obligation to pro-
tect its citizens from violence. This is the thrust of the "harm" principle in Mill's phi-
losophy of political authority. Is right-wing extremism (RWE) really just another 
political platform, equally legitimate within the public sphere of debate in a democ-
ratic society? Or do these organizations represent a credible threat to personal safe-
ty and civil peace? 

Certainly most of the disagreements between liberals and conservatives fall in Mil-
lian category -- how much a society should spend on social welfare programs, what 
its immigration policies ought to be, the legal status of single-sex marriage. The dis-
agreements among the parties are intense, but the debates and positions on both 
sides are legitimate. Mill is right about this range of policy disagreements. The polit-
ical process and the sphere of public debate should resolve these disagreements. 



But RWE goes beyond this level of disagreement about policy and legislation. RWE 
represents a set of values and calls to action that are inconsistent with the funda-
mentals of a democratic society. And they are strongly and essentially related to vio-
lence. RWE activists call for violence against hated groups, they call for armed resis-
tance to the state (e.g. the Bundy's), and they actively work to inculcate hatred 
against specific groups (Muslims, Jews, African Americans, gays and lesbians, ...). 
These groups are anti-constitutional and contemptuous of the common core of civil-
ity upon which a democratic society depends. 

There are two fundamental arguments against hate-based speech and associations 
that seem to justify exceptions to the general liberal principle of toleration of offen-
sive speech. One is an argument linking hate to violence. There is ample historical 
evidence that hateful organizations do in fact stimulate violence by their followers 
(Birmingham bombing, lynchings and killings of civil rights workers, the assassina-
tion of Yitzak Rabin). So our collective interest in protecting all citizens against vio-
lence provides a moral basis for limiting incendiary hate speech and organization. 

The second kind of argument concerns hate itself, and the insidious effects that 
hateful ideologies have on individuals, groups, and the polity. EU reports make an 
effort to capture the essential nature and harms of hate (link). Hate incites mistrust, 
disrespect, discrimination, and violence against members of other groups. The so-
cial effects of hate are toxic and serious. Do these effects suffice to justify limiting 
hate speech? 

This is a difficult argument to make within the context of US jurisprudence. The 
realm of law involves coercion, and it is agreed that the threshold for interfering 
with liberty is a high one. It is also agreed that legal justifications and definitions 
need to be clear and specific. How do we define hate? Is it explained in terms of 
well-known existing hatreds -- racism, anti-semitism, islamophobia, 
homophobia, ...? Or should it be defined in terms of its effects -- inculcating disre-
spect and hostility towards members of another group? Can there be new hatreds in 
a society -- antagonisms against groups that were previously accepted without is-
sue? Are there legitimate "hatreds" that do not lead to violence and exclusion? Or is 
there an inherent connection between hatred and overt antagonism? And what 
about expressions like those of Charlie Hebdo -- satire, humor, caricature? Is there 
a zone of artistic expression that should be exempt from anti-hate laws? 



Here is Bleich's considered view on the balance between liberty and racism. Like 
Mill, he focuses on the balance between the value of liberty and the harm created by 
racist speech and action. 

To telegraph the argument here, my perspective focuses on the level of 
harm inflicted on individuals, victim groups, and societies. For indi-
viduals and victim groups, the harm has to be measurable, specific, 
and intense. For societies, racism that fosters violence or that drives 
wedges between groups justifies limiting freedom of expression, asso-
ciation, and opinion-as-motive. (kl 247) 

Further: 

Racist expressions, associations, or actions that drive a wedge be-
tween segments of society or that provoke an extremely hostile re-
sponse have little redeeming social value. Their harm to other core 
liberal democratic values such as social cohesion and public order 
simply outweighs any potential benefits to be gained by protecting 
them. At the same time, if the statements or organizations are de-
signed to contribute to public debate about state policies, they have to 
be rigorously protected, even if they may have potentially damaging 
side effects. (kl 3403) 

And here are the closing words of advice offered in the book: 

How much freedom should we grant to racists? The ultimate answer 
is this: look at history, pay attention to context and effects, work out 
your principles, convince your friends, lobby your representatives, 
and walk away with a balance of values that you can live with. (kl 
3551) 

The issue to this point has been whether the state can legitimately prohibit hate 
speech and organization. But other avenues for fighting hateful ideas fall within the 
realm of civil society itself. We can do exactly as Mill recommended: offer our own 
critiques and alternatives to hatred and racism, and strive to win the battle of public 
opinion. Empirically considered, this is not an entirely encouraging avenue, because 
a century of experience demonstrates that hate-based propaganda almost always 



finds a small but virulent audience. So it is not entirely clear that this remedy is suf-
ficient to solve the problem. 

These are all difficult questions. But the rise and virulence of hate-based groups 
across the world makes it urgent for democracies to confront the problem in a just 
way, respecting equality and liberty of citizens while stamping out hate. And there 
are pressing practical questions we have to try to answer: do the non-coercive 
strategies available to the associations of civil society have the capacity to securely 
contain the harmful spread of hate-based organizations and ideologies? And, on the 
other hand, do the more restrictive legal codes against racism and hate-based orga-
nizations actually work in France or Germany? Or does the continuing advance of 
extremist groups there suggest that legal prohibition had little effect on RWE as a 
political movement? And if both questions turn out unfavorably, does liberalism 
face the possibility of defeat by the organizations of hatred and racism? 



SECTION 2 
 

Responding To Hate 

 

September 10 2017 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/09/responding-to-hate.html 

The Southern Poverty Law Center documents that hate groups and hate-based mo-
bilization are on the rise in the United States (link, link). Here is a current map of 
hate-based groups monitored by SPLC: 

 

Through provocative epithets, slogans, and extremist demonstrations a variety of 
hate groups -- white supremacists, neo-Nazis, anti-muslim bigots, anti-immigrant 
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activists, anti-LGBTQ extremists, and others -- are seeking to establish a broader 
foothold in various parts of the country. They seek to build distrust, hate, and an-
tagonism towards various groups and to undermine the bonds of community that 
hold together the multi-ethnic, multi-racial communities that exist all over the 
country. 

We have also seen that social media can be used very intentionally by hate groups to 
cultivate mistrust, fear, and antagonism. This is an unsolved problem: Twitter, 
Facebook, and other social media are deliberately used to spread and cultivate hate. 

These facts are easy to observe. The question here is a harder one: what are some of 
the ways that organizations and individuals can resist the onslaught of division and 
hate? How can a multi-ethnic or multi-racial community inoculate itself against the 
spread and influence of hate? How can our communities maintain and increase 
their resilience in the face of this organized effort? 

Several things seem clear. One is that racist appeals generally seek to cultivate fear 
and resentment in their intended audiences. They work by cultivating mistrust 
across groups, framing the "other" as an interloper and a dangerous threat -- a 
threat to safety, to jobs, and to the hegemony of one's own group. And there is a log-
ic of escalation that is implicit here. When the out-group perceives the growing an-
tagonism and mistrust aimed towards its members, it is likely enough that individu-
als and organizations will become defensive -- and in their defensive actions they 
may provide more basis for the hate-based organization to extend its efforts. 

So how can a multi-cultural community prepare itself for these kinds of strategies of 
division and intolerance? It can work hard to cultivate cross-group knowledge, un-
derstanding, and trust. Progressive community-based organizations are key. When 
an ethnically-grounded CBO makes deliberate efforts to involve partners from other 
communities in its efforts, the organization furthers the knowledge of each other 
that is available to members of both groups, and it enhances confidence in both 
groups of the good intentions of the other. A higher level of knowledge across 
groups is an antidote to hate and mistrust. More deeply, a history of partnership, 
collaboration, and successful initiatives together provides a solid ground for confi-
dence and trust across groups. 

Community leaders have a key role to play in enhancing the resilience of a commu-
nity. When the mayor of a city is clear in his or her commitment to the equal value 
of all groups in the city, when he or she maintains a high level of community en-



gagement through city offices, the various social groups in the city are enabled to 
develop a higher level of trust in the institutions that surround them and the values 
of respect and equality that their polity embraces. A mayor can be an important 
source of community cohesion in the face of divisive events and extremist efforts. 

Leaders and organizations in civil society are equally impactful in maintaining an 
environment of trust and respect. Hospitals, universities, faith-based institutions, 
social-service organizations, and civic clubs all have the capacity to influence the 
values and behavior of large numbers of people. By being explicit and clear in their 
commitment to civility, respect, and equality, they can have a major impact on so-
cial cohesion as well. 

It is crucial that individuals, organizations, and leaders speak out when hate-based 
incidents occur. By doing so they signal their solidarity with the affected group, and 
they reaffirm the commitments of respect and equality that they have articulated in 
easier times. 

In the longer term, it is crucial to help children and adolescents understand the val-
ues of inclusion, respect, and acceptance of others. This means that it is very impor-
tant for schools, places of worship, playgrounds, or youth organizations be attuned 
to the affirmative value of a democratic, multi-cultural society, and what goes into 
participating in an inclusive social world. Children are naturally open to each other 
without regard to differences; it is imperative to cultivate and extend that trust and 
mutual acceptance into adulthood. 

Each of these social forces have the potential for signaling and advancing a set of 
values of inclusion that provide a powerful buffer against the toxic workings of hate. 
And in the end, we have the ability to stand together and affirm the values of soli-
darity, mutual respect, and democratic equality that are anathema to the purveyors 
of hate. 

The Southern Poverty Law Center has compiled a report with some very useful 
strategies for combating hate at the community level; link. Here is a related post on 
social resiliency on Medium (link). 

https://medium.com/@dlittle30/maintaining-social-resiliency-118248754484?source=linkShare-b60eb81b0546-1505164808


SECTION 3 
 

Strategies for Resisting Right-Wing Ex-
tremism 

 

Saturday, April 29, 2017 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/04/strategies-for-resisting-right-wing.html 

Social Europe is a vibrant publisher of current progressive thought in Europe. 
Readers can find data, opinion, and policy analysis on the site, highly relevant to the 
core priorities of progressives across the continent and Britain -- social opportunity, 
inequalities, work, the threat of right-wing populism, the refugee crisis, and the fu-
ture of the European Union. Here is the Twitter feed for Social Europe (link). 

SE also publishes a bi-annual journal called the Social Europe Journal. The most 
recent issue is focused on a recurring theme in Understanding Society, the menace 
posed by the rise of extreme-right populism. The volume is available as a digital 
book under the title, Understanding the Populist Revolt, edited by Henning Meyer. 

Several chapters of Understanding the Populist Revolt are particularly interesting, 
including Bo Rothstein's contribution, "Why has the white working class abandoned 
the left?". Rothstein's title poses a critical question, which Rothstein unpacks in 
these terms: 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/04/strategies-for-resisting-right-wing.html


Maybe the most surprising political development during this decade is why 
increased inequality in almost all capitalist market societies has not 
resulted in more votes for left parties. Especially telling is the political 
success of Donald Trump and why such a large part of the American 
working class voted for him. In a country with staggering and increasing 
economic inequality, why would people who will undoubtedly lose 
economically from his policies support him? Why did his anti-government 
policies such as cutting taxes for the super-rich and slashing the newly 
established health care insurance system succeed to such a large extent? 
Moreover, why were these policies especially effective in securing votes 
from the white working class?  

One answer may be in an issue often neglected by the left, namely how people per-
ceive the quality of their government institutions. The idea behind this “quality of 
government” approach is that when people take a stand on what policies they are 
going to support, they do not only evaluate the policy as such. In addition, they 
also take into consideration the quality of the government institutions that are go-
ing to be responsible for its implementation. 

... 

Surveys show that the reason for Trump’s unexpected victory was his ability to get 
massive support from what has historically been a stronghold for the Democratic 
Party, namely low-educated white working class voters. However, as has recently 
been pointed out by, among others, Paul Krugman, this is a group likely to be the 
big losers from the policies Trump said he will launch. Many would say that race 
and immigration determined this election, but this can only be a part of the story 
because in many of the areas where Trump got most of the white working class 
votes there are few immigrants and no significant multi-ethnic population. (Kindle 
Locations 461-469) 

This is indeed a key question for politicians and activists in the United States to 
consider. However, Rothstein's answer is a fairly narrow one; he argues that a wide-
spread belief about corruption and favoritism in Democratic elites is a primary fac-



tor leading to the disaffection of the white working class in the US. This seems to be 
only a secondary factor, however. 

A more comprehensive attempt at an answer to the question, why is populism on 
the rise?, is suggested in the concluding chapter of the volume in an interview with 
Jurgen Habermas. Habermas calls out several factors in the past twenty-five years 
that have led to a rising appeal of right-wing populism among large segments of the 
populations of democratic countries in Europe and the United States. First among 
these factors is the steep and continuing increase in inequalities that neoliberal 
economies brought about since 1989. He believes that this trend could only be offset 
by an active state policy of social welfare -- the policies of social democracy -- and 
that advanced capitalist democracies have retreated from such policies. 

Second, he highlights the deliberate politics and rhetoric of the right in both Europe 
and the United States in pursuing a politics of division and resentment. People suf-
fer; and politicians aim their resentment at vulnerable others. 

Third, Habermas emphasizes the fact that neoliberal globalization has not delivered 
on the promises made on its behalf in the 1970s, that globalization will improve 
everyone's standard of living. In fact, he argues that globalization has led to stagna-
tion of living standards in many countries and has led to an overall decline of the 
importance of the western capitalist economies within the global system overall. 
This trend in turn has given new energy to the nationalistic forces underlying right-
wing populism. 

So what advice does Habermas offer to the progressive parties in western democra-
cies? He argues that the progressive left needs to confront the root of the problem -- 
the increasing inequalities that exist both nationally and internationally. Moreover, 
he argues that this will require substantial international cooperation: 

The question is why left-wing parties do not go on the offensive against 
social inequality by embarking upon a co-ordinated and cross-border 
taming of unregulated markets. As a sensible alternative – as much to the 
status quo of feral financial capitalism as to the agenda for a völkisch or 
left-nationalist retreat into the supposed sovereignty of long-since 
hollowed-out nation states – I would suggest there is only a supranational 
form of co-operation that pursues the goal of shaping a socially acceptable 



political reconfiguration of economic globalisation. (Kindle Locations 
566-569) 

In Habermas's judgment, the fundamental impetus to right-wing populism was the 
cooptation of "social-democrat" parties like the Democratic Party in the United 
States and the Labour Party in Britain by the siren song of neoliberalism: 

Since Clinton, Blair and Schröder social democrats have swung over to the 
prevailing neoliberal line in economic policies because that was or seemed 
to be promising in the political sense: in the “battle for the middle ground” 
these political parties thought they could win majorities only by adopting 
the neoliberal course of action. This meant taking on board toleration of 
long-standing and growing social inequalities. Meantime, this price – the 
economic and socio-cultural “hanging out to dry” of ever-greater parts of 
the populace – has clearly risen so high that the reaction to it has gone 
over to the right. (Kindle Locations 573-578) 

So what is the path to broad support for the progressive left? It is to be progressive -
- to confront the root cause of the economic stagnation of the working class people 
whose lives are increasingly precarious and whose standard of living has not ad-
vanced materially in twenty-five years. 

But this requires being willing to open up a completely different front in 
domestic politics and doing so by making the above-mentioned problem 
the key point at issue: How do we regain the political initiative vis-à-vis 
the destructive forces of unbridled capitalist globalisation? Instead, the 
political scene is predominantly grey on grey, where, for example, the left-
wing pro-globalisation agenda of giving a political shape to a global 
society growing together economically and digitally can no longer be 
distinguished from the neoliberal agenda of political abdication to the 
blackmailing power of the banks and of the unregulated markets. (Kindle 
Locations 590-595) 



So the distance between Rothstein and Habermas is substantial: Rothstein ulti-
mately chalks up the Trump victory to a successful marketing campaign ("crooked 
Hillary"), whereas Habermas believes that very large forces within the neoliberal fi-
nancial and trade regimes of the past twenty-five years have in fact worked to the 
disadvantage of the very people needed for achieving a majority for progressive pol-
itics. 

I find it interesting that Habermas does not address the themes of radical national-
ism, xenophobia, racism, and anti-Semitism that are raised by populist parties in 
many European countries and the United States. In his telling of the story, it is an 
issue of interests and structural advantages and disadvantages for various groups. 
By implication, the racism of the far right will subside if the US Democratic Party or 
progressive parties in France, Germany, or the Netherlands succeed in redefining 
the social contract in a way that is more favorable for the less advantaged citizens in 
their societies. Interestingly, this is exactly the argument constructed by Manuel 
Muñiz in his contribution to the volume, "Populism and the need for a new social 
contract." Here are Muñiz's central ideas: 

The decoupling of productivity and wages is the explanation behind the 
structural stagnation of salaries of the middle class and the increase in 
inequality within our societies. Wealth is being concentrated in the hands 
of those that invest in and own the robots and algorithms while most of 
those living off labour wages are struggling. The McKinsey Global Institute 
recently reported that over 80% of US households had seen their income 
stagnate or decline in the period 2009-2016. (Kindle Locations 224-227) 

The people most negatively affected by these trends are the abandoned of 
our time, the ignored, and are beginning to constitute a new political class. 
The embodiment of this new class is not just the unemployed but also the 
underemployed and the working poor – people who have seen economic 
opportunity escape from them over the last few decades. (Kindle Locations 
230-232) 



And here is a preliminary description of the new social contract he believes we will 
need: 

The appearance and design of the new social contract that we need is only 
now starting to be discussed. What is clear, however, is that it will require 
a big change in the way the state procures its income, possibly through a 
reinvigorated industrial policy, large public venture capital investments 
and others. In essence, if wealth is concentrated in capital some form of 
democratisation of capital holding will be required. On the spending side, 
changes will also be required. This might adopt the form of negative 
income taxes, the establishment of a universal basic income, or the launch 
of public employment schemes. (Kindle Locations 246-250) 

So there seems to be a degree of consensus among these contributors to Social Eu-
rope: the best strategy for fighting radical right-wing populism, and the tendencies 
towards racism and authoritarianism that it brings with it, is to re-establish the ro-
bust terms of social democracy that have the potential to offset the destructive 
structural dynamics of contemporary neoliberal capitalism. This means a more ac-
tive state; more redistribution; more regulation of the financial industry and other 
sectors; and a more level playing field for all citizens in our democracies. And these 
are precisely the political values that Tea Party conservativism, Trumpism, and 
mainstream Republicans agree about; their rhetoric has demonized precisely these 
kinds of policies for decades. What would it take for the parties of the left to em-
brace the pro-working class policies described here? And is the underlying suspicion 
voiced by Rothstein above actually correct: that the Democratic Party is so beholden 
to large corporate interests that it is incapable of adopting these kinds of platforms? 



SECTION 4 
 

Community Resilience 

 

October 4, 2017 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/10/community-resilience.html 

We know what is meant by saying that a physical system is resilient: for a given 
range of shocks, the system has the ability to recover its structural integrity. This 
does not mean that a resilient system is impervious to shocks, but rather that it is 
capable of recovery from a given range of shocks at a given level of severity (through 
redundancy, decentralized systems, or repair mechanisms). (Here is a discussion of 
urban resilience and fragility in face of natural disaster by Kathleen Tierney in The 
Social Roots of Risk: Producing Disasters, Promoting Resilience; link.) 

We also think we know something about individual resilience. It is a complex capac-
ity of personality and character that permits the individual to regain equanimity af-
ter some of life's common hazards -- loss of a job, onset of a serious illness, death of 
a loved one. Here is how the American Psychological Association defines resilience 
(link): 

Resilience is the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, 
threats or significant sources of stress — such as family and relationship problems, 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/10/community-resilience.html


serious health problems or workplace and financial stressors. It means "bouncing 
back" from difficult experiences.  

Research has shown that resilience is ordinary, not extraordinary. People com-
monly demonstrate resilience. One example is the response of many Americans to 
the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks and individuals' efforts to rebuild their 
lives.  

Being resilient does not mean that a person doesn't experience difficulty or dis-
tress. Emotional pain and sadness are common in people who have suffered major 
adversity or trauma in their lives. In fact, the road to resilience is likely to involve 
considerable emotional distress.  

Resilience is not a trait that people either have or do not have. It involves behav-
iors, thoughts and actions that can be learned and developed in anyone. 

How does the idea of resilience work in application to communities -- in particular, 
multi-ethnic, multi-racial, and multi-religious communities? Shocks occur in all 
communities -- a violent crime is committed, a fiery speech is issued, a labor crisis 
occurs, a harvest fails. All of these incidents have the capacity to initiate a cycle of 
inter-group recrimination and separation. What features of community life and or-
ganization permit a multi-group community to regain its stability and inter-group 
harmony? What features exist that can stop the slide into escalation and eventual 
antagonism and violence across groups? 

Historical experience in many parts of the world shows that communities of mixed 
populations sometimes degenerate into antagonism and violence across groups. The 
histories of ethnic and religious violence in India and the current tragedy of the Ro-
hingya in Myanmar provide clear examples. Mixed communities that have lived 
peacefully and harmoniously are suddenly riven by mistrust, antagonism, and hate 
that lead to inter-group violence. (An earlier post dissected some of the pathways 
through which this process takes place; link.) 

Here is how Paul Brass describes the emergence of violent collective action in India 
in The Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence in Contemporary India. 

Most commonly, the rhetoric is laced with words that encourage its members not 
to put up any longer with the attacks of the other but to retaliate against their ag-
gression. There are also specific forms of action that are designed to provoke the 



other community into aggressive action, which is then met with a stronger retalia-
tory response. (24) 

Here Brass describes a dynamic process of provocation, escalation, and inter-group 
competition that leads quickly to antagonism and violence. And, as he makes clear 
throughout his book, this process is often stimulated and prodded by political en-
trepreneurs who have an interest in inter-group antagonism. 

So the question here is this: what features of community life can be developed and 
cultivated that can serve as "shock absorbers" working to damp down the slide to-
wards antagonism? What social features can make a multi-group community more 
resilient in face of provocations towards separation and mistrust? 

Without pretending to offer a full theory of inter-group community stability, there 
are a few measures that seem to be conducive to stability. 

First, the existence of cross-group organizations and partnerships among organiza-
tions originating in the separate groups, seems to be a strongly stabilizing feature of 
a multi-group society. The presence of a group of leaders who are committed to en-
hancing trust and cooperation across group lines provides an important "fire break" 
when conflicts arise, because these leaders and organizations already have a basis of 
trust with each other, and a willingness to work together to reduce tensions and 
suspicions across groups. 

Second, person-to-person relationships across groups (through neighborhoods, 
places of work, or family relations) provide a basis for resisting the slide towards 
suspicion and fear across groups. If Chandar and Ismael are friends at work, they 
are perhaps less likely to be swayed by Hindu nationalist rhetoric or Islamic sepa-
ratist rhetoric, and less likely to join in a violent mob attacking the other's home and 
community. Neighborhood and workplace integration ought to be retardants to the 
spread of inter-group hostility. 

Third, policing and law enforcement can be an important buffer against the escala-
tion of ethnic or religious tensions. If a Muslim shop is burned and the police act 
swiftly to find and arrest the arsonist, there will be a greater level of trust in the 
Muslim community that their security interests are being protected by the system of 
law. 



Intergroup violence is the extreme case. But the separation of communities into mu-
tually fearful and mistrustful groups defined by religion, race, or ethnicity is inher-
ently bad, and it has the prospect of facilitating intergroup violence in the future. So 
discovering practical mechanisms of resilience is an enormously important task in 
these times of division and antagonism presented by our national political leaders. 



 

CHAPTER 6 
 

Explaining Fascism 



SECTION 1 
 

Explaining Fascism 

 

December 7, 2007 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2007/12/explaining-fascism.html 

Kevin Passmore's short introduction to fascism comes out at a good time (Fascism: 
A Very Short Introduction). Passmore does a great job of framing the problem. He 
poses a definitional question -- what is fascism -- and demonstrates that this appar-
ently semantic issue requires careful historical and theoretical analysis. Arriving at a 
good definition of fascism is itself an empirical and historical task. Passmore asks a 
set of causal questions: How do the fascisms of Europe relate to important social 
forces in the early twentieth century (for example, the role of great social classes in 
conflict)? And he addresses the issue of saying what is involved in explaining fas-
cism (the role of analysis and theory). Passmore also presents a very sophisticated 
treatment of the variety and diversity of human institutions -- issues raised else-
where under the topic of "heterogeneity". 

Of special interest for us is the question, Is fascism a particular social system(dicta-
torship with such-and-so attributes)? Or was it first and foremost a historically dis-
tinctive political and social movement with characteristic values and ideology(vio-
lence, nationalism, anti-communism)? Is it a historically specific moment, or is it a 
systemic development stimulated by some structural feature of modern society 
(deadlocked conflict between workers and the bourgeoisie)? Crudely -- is fascism a 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2007/12/explaining-fascism.html


social formation, an ideological complex, a social movement, or a type of govern-
ment apparatus? And our efforts of explanation will depend on what sort of answer 
we give to these ontological questions. 

These alternative definitions of fascism would give rise to very different explanatory 
challenges. And in fact, there is a wide variety of explanatory and causal questions 
that can be considered: Why did the fascist movements arise? Why did they gain a 
mass following? How did the social realities of capitalism affect the emergence and 
form of fascism? How important were the particular qualities and ideas of Hitler, 
Mussolini, or Franco in the evolution of fascism as a social system? Why did fascist 
dictatorships take the form they did? Why did official and affiliate group violence 
take the virulent forms that it did? How did fascist governments maintain power? 
Did these governments gain "legitimacy" and support in their populations? Is there 
a characteristic "pattern of development" for fascist regimes, or are their political 
histories deeply contingent on events and persons? Are Germany, Italy, and Spain 
variants of one social form, or are they simply independent social systems possess-
ing some family resemblances in ideology, propaganda systems, and propensities 
for violence? 

We might also consider whether explanation needs to occur at a lower level -- not 
"why fascism?" but rather, "why the Iron Guard in Romania", "why this or that fea-
ture of Italian fascism", "why this particular feature of Spanish state-military rela-
tions in Franco's fascism?". Here the point might be that there are no general or 
comprehensive explanations of the emergence and development of fascism in all the 
places it occurred; no common causes that were always or usually instrumental; but 
rather that each national history needs to be treated in its own terms. But, as Pass-
more demonstrates, this would be somewhat too skeptical; there certainly were 
some large international and national forces that facilitated fascist mobilization and 
seizure of power in many different countries. 

The historical phenomena of fascism are interesting and important, because they 
represented powerful social forces (movements and governments that had great in-
fluence on events in the twentieth century). We would like for historical social sci-
ence to have something substantive and illuminating to say about the causes and 
trajectory of fascism. And, of course, we would be well advised to notice the warning 
signs if there are any! 



(Another excellent very short introduction from Oxford that is relevant to this topic 
is Helen Graham, The Spanish Civil War: A Very Short Introduction.) 



SECTION 2 
 

Explaining Large Social Formations: 
Fascism 

 

December 12, 2007 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2007/12/explaining-large-social-formations.html 

In a previous post I discussed the problem of explaining fascism. Let's return to this 
issue as a topic for historical and social inquiry. 

There are clearly a number of different explanatory questions we might have in 
mind: why did fascist movements emerge and gain popular support in the first three 
decades of the twentieth century? Why did these movements prevail in several 
countries and not in others? (This version parallels Skocpol's question about revolu-
tions.) Why did fascist states develop the political institutions they did in Germany, 
Italy, and Spain? How did fascist states and leaders exercise power? What prevent-
ed the rise of powerful fascist movements on France and Britain -- in spite of the 
presence of ultra-nationalist leaders and organizations? 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2007/12/explaining-large-social-formations.html


These are all different questions -- even if there are relations among them. A partic-
ularly central question concerns the factors that were conducive to the emergence of 
extremist beliefs and organizations in certain periods and what factors favored the 
growth and power of some of these movements. This is a bundle of questions about 
the conditions that favor collective mobilization and ideological formation on a 
mass society. It is the sort of research question that Chuck Tilly and other scholars 
of popular mobilization have been concerned with. 

Another set of questions about the course of fascism has more to do with institution 
building and state formation. Given the goal of creating powerful stare institutions 
within the general framework of fascist ideas and goals, what institutional and or-
ganizational possibilities existed? Here we might refer to the repertoire of mass or-
ganization that fascist "revolutionaries" brought to their movement, as well as the 
historical and practical options that existed. This area of inquiry may provide a basis 
for answering questions about the particular nature of fascist political institutions. 

Finally, the distinct question of why it was that fascist movements and leaders were 
able to defeat democratic movements and states requires that we identify some of 
the circumstances that weakened democratic regimes. This may be a wide range of 
factors: challenges of war, ideological conflict with communists and other critics of 
the state, and the economic circumstances of the great depression. (These fall in the 
same category as the circumstances that Skocpol brings forward as being relevant to 
the success or failure of revolutions.) 

It would appear that social scientists and historians have better tools for addressing 
the issue of successful mobilization than the institutional or causal conditions sur-
rounding seizure of power and state building. Schematically, we might consider a 
causal narrative along these lines: Conditions that favor fascism include the pres-
ence of a marginalized group of young people who are subject to great economic in-
security; an ideology that combines nationalism, ethnic suspicion, and disaffection 
from established social institutions and values, and a compelling narrative of how 
and why this group ought to wield power. To this we might add a few propitious in-
ternational conditions: the threat of war, a widening economic crisis, and a broad 
view that the modern state isn't up to handling these challenges. 

This approach sketches out a view of what might be a basis for an explanation of the 
rise of fascist social movements. Here we have singled out several causal-social fac-
tors that facilitate popular mobilization and the politicization of social movements. 
What it doesn't yet explain is why and in what circumstances these movements are 



likely to grow powerful enough to challenge the existing state structure; this re-
mains for another discussion. 



SECTION 3 
 

Fascist Movements 

 

January 8, 2010 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2010/01/fascist-movements.html 

The crimes of fascist governments in Spain, Italy, and Germany are among the most 
terrible pages of twentieth-century history.  And these governments commonly 
came to power by long mass-based mobilization by right-wing nationalist parties 
rather than by seizure of power by a strategically located minority.  How was it pos-
sible for parties based on hatred and violence to be able to gain support from large 
parts of the populations of these states?  And how should the social sciences pro-
ceed in efforts to diagnose and explain these processes? 

In Fascists Michael Mann offers a thorough and nuanced account of the rise of fas-
cist movements in many countries in Europe in the early part of the twentieth cen-
tury.  And in The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing he looks at 
the processes that have led to genocidal violence by a range of modern states.  These 
are important books by a particularly acute historical sociologist of political power 
and the state.  It is particularly interesting to examine Mann's research strategy -- 
the empirical research he brings to bear to his research questions and the assump-
tions he makes about what is needed in order to arrive at an explanation of various 
aspects of fascism.  (Another important sociological contribution to the study of fas-
cism is Juan Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes.) 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2010/01/fascist-movements.html


Mann's approach is through the people, ideologies, and social movements that led 
to the establishment of fascist regimes: 

This book seeks to explain fascism by understanding fascists -- who they 
were, where they came from, what their motivations were, how they rose 
to power.  I focus here on the rise of fascist movements rather than on 
established fascist regimes.  I investigate fascists at their flood tide, in their 
major redoubts in interwar Europe, that is, in Austria, Germany, 
Hungary, Italy, Romania, and Spain.  To understand fascists will require 
understanding fascist movements.  We can understand little of individual 
fascists and their deeds unless we appreciate that they were joined together 
into distinctive power organizations.  (9) 

Here is Mann's definition of fascism: 

I define fascism in terms of the key values, actions, and power 
organizations of fascists. Most concisely, fascism is the pursuit of a 
transcendent and cleansing nation-statism through paramilitarism. (13) 

Mann disputes the common dichotomy between "idealist" and "materialist" theories 
of large movements and structures such as fascism.  Instead, he brings forward his 
own long-developed analysis of the four major sources of power in complex soci-
eties: 

But my own approach to fascism derives from a more general model of 
human societies that rejects the idealism-versus-materialism dualism. My 
earlier work identified four primary “sources of social power” in human 
societies: ideological, economic, military, and political. ... To attain their 
goals, social movements wield combinations of control over ultimate 
meaning systems (ideological), control over means of production and 
exchange (economic), control over organized physical violence (military), 



and control over centralized and territorial institutions of regulation 
(political). (5) 

His analysis of the fascisms of Europe attempts to assess each of them in terms of 
these sources of power.  This analysis also plays into his account of the failure of 
fascism in countries such as France or Sweden.  Mann makes an important point 
when he observes that fascism never prevailed in countries where parliamentary 
democracy had developed a secure base.  There were fascist parties and leaders in 
France, Great Britain, and Sweden; but democratic institutions held, and fascism 
did not prevail in these countries. 

Mann makes a very important point when he emphasizes that fascism was not an 
historical anomaly; rather, it was the expression of forces and crises that can recur 
in the twenty-first century as well.  "Fascists have been at the heart of modernity....  
Fascists only embraced more fervently than anyone else the central political icon of 
our time, the nation-state, together with its ideologies and pathologies" (9). 

The largest single topic in each of the country studies is Mann's effort to understand 
the motivations of the fascist followers themselves.  Who were the committed fol-
lowers?  Who were the sympathetic but less-engaged followers?  

As in all my case studies I examine in some detail the social backgrounds of 
the fascists. They offer the best evidence regarding ordinary fascists. Yet 
social movements are not mere aggregations of individuals, each of whom 
can be counted equally and statically. Movements contain particular social 
structures and processes. This fascist movement greatly respected order 
and hierarchy, and the attainment of substantial power within the 
movement was an important part of the “career” of fascists. Moreover, 
paramilitary violence conferred distinctive powers on a “mass” (though 
less than “majority”) movement committed to violence.  (100) 

Mann uses a variety of empirical sources to answer simple questions: what were the 
occupational backgrounds of the members?  What can we infer about their values 
and motivations?  



Which particular social groups within these countries were most attracted 
to fascism? I spend many pages over several chapters examining the social 
backgrounds of fascist leaders, militants, members, fellow-travelers, 
coconspirators and voters – compared (wherever possible) with their 
counterparts in other political movements. How old were fascists, were 
they men or women, military or civilian, urban or rural, religious or 
secular, economic winners or losers, and from which regions, economic 
sectors, and social classes did they come? (25-26) 

He goes to some effort to refute the Marxist interpretation of fascist movements: 
that they were led and supported by the lesser bourgeoisie.  Instead, he finds that 
there was significant support for fascist ideology and movements across a wide 
range of social-class locations. 

 

Ideology and values play a large role in Mann's interpretation and explanation of 
the program of fascism.  He rejects the view that fascism was wholly opportunistic 
and succeeded solely through its adeptness with propaganda; rather, he takes fascist 
social and political theory seriously, judging that fascist parties offered plausible so-
lutions to perceived social problems (p. 2).  These parties attracted followers be-
cause they persuaded large numbers of Italians, Germans, or Spaniards that they 
had the ability to solve the problems their societies faced.  Key ideological themes 
were nationalism (the aggressive values and emotions of ethnicity and the nation) 
and "state-ism" (the legitimacy and necessity of a strong state with few limits on its 



power as an institution for solving "modern" problems).  "Fascists were motivated 
by a highly emotional struggle to cleanse their nation of “enemies,” and so they in-
dulged in reckless aggression and terrible evil" (22). 

Another key characteristic of fascist movements in the 1930s was the role played by 
paramilitary organizations as tools of intimidation, coercion, and mobilization. 

Paramilitarism also conferred a concrete and enveloping social identity. 
The returning soldiers were young, mostly unmarried with little labor 
market experience, poorly integrated into local communities centered on 
family, occupation, and religion, prone to identify with the nation as a 
whole – which the mass army had claimed to “represent” (104). 

Mann also spends some time assessing the role that "crisis" played in the rise of fas-
cism: war, defeat, economic crisis.  He does not believe that crisis was the primary 
cause of the rise of fascism; rather, it was a contributing condition that helped to ac-
celerate processes that were underway already.  And Mann notes that there is a pro-
nounced geographical dimension to fascism and authoritarianism, as indicated in 
the following map representing the state of affairs in 1929. 

 

So what does Mann's explanatory scheme amount to?  It comes down to something 
like this: fascist parties and leaders articulated a vision of the current problems and 



their solutions.  A significant proportion of the young adults (18-35) were receptive 
to these messages, including the call for radical change and the use of street vio-
lence.  War, financial crisis, class conflict, and insecure parliamentary institutions 
created an environment in which the ideology of fascism could flourish and fascist 
mobilization was feasible.  In several countries demobilized and defeated veterans 
represented a population of prospective recruits to fascist groups.  Paramilitary vio-
lence could not defeat the military arm of the state; but it could intimidate other 
parties and pressure governments.  The experience of a fascist organization was it-
self a reinforcing one; young people who found their way into a fascist group were 
reinforced in the attitudes that had brought them there in the first place.  State and 
military organizations varied in effectiveness across the map of Europe, and those 
states whose governments were weak and unstable were less able to repress the ris-
ing fascist challenge. 

There is a deep question implicated in the effort to provide a definition of fascism.  
Is the definition Mann offers a stipulative statement about how Mann will use the 
word "fascism"?  Or is it a condensed empirical theory, abstracted from the small 
number of clear cases -- Italy, Austria, Germany?  Is it an inductive discovery that 
"fascism is the extreme version of nation-ism and state-ism"; or is it a purely con-
ventional stipulation?  Put it another way; does it make a difference that Mann finds 
that Spain is not "fascist" by this definition?  Does such a finding provide any gen-
uine sociological/empirical insight?  Does it allow us to judge that "Spain's regime 
was likely to have other important behavioral differences relative to Italy"?  I am 
tempted to think that Weber's conception of the ideal type is relevant here; the defi-
nition offered above is a description of the ideal type of fascism, and each of the ex-
isting fascisms differ in various ways from this description.  The empirical issue is 
one level lower: not at the level of "fascism", but rather at the cluster of characteris-
tics that are invoked in the ideal-type theory (paramilitary organizations, ideology 
of nationalism, authoritarian theory of the state, anti-democratic rhetoric). 

It is interesting to think back to Fritz Ringer's analysis of the intellectual climate of 
the German mandarins (link) and relate his interpretation to Mann's treatment of 
the conservative-authoritarian ideologies of central Europe. Ringer's treatment sin-
gles out many of the same ideological themes and dissatisfactions that Mann identi-
fies -- hostility to class conflict and mass democracy and the main elements of liber-
al modernity.  Ringer's narrative serves as something like a snapshot of the educat-
ed elites going through the intellectual-ideological progressions Mann describes. 



These crises were exacerbated by an ideological crisis. On the right, though 
only in one half of Europe, this became a sense that modernity was 
desirable but dangerous, that liberalism was corrupt or disorderly, that 
socialism meant chaos, that secularism threatened moral absolutes – and 
so cumulatively that civilization needed rescuing before modernization 
could proceed further. So there emerged a more authoritarian rightist view 
of modernity, emphasizing a more top-down populist nationalism, 
developmental statism, order, and hierarchy. (355) 

The book also suggests something else about the present: that there are good rea-
sons to pay close attention to the claims, complaints, values, and resentments of the 
American right today. As Mann discovered a coherent worldview and programme 
for the future in the rightist authoritarian movements he discusses, so we may find 
there is greater coherence, greater popular appeal, and greater danger in the rightist 
movements today. Conservative Christian values, hostility to government and to so-
cial welfare provisioning, hostility to unions, antipathy to immigrants, and hateful, 
inflammatory rhetoric give talk radio and cable television a worrisome coherence. 

*.  *.  * 

Here is a sobering and tragic video (in Spanish) documenting the Spanish National-
ist government's expulsion of thousands of Republican veterans to the Austrian 
concentration camp Mathausen, where most of them were murdered.  There is a 
Facebook group, Plataforma Memoria Histórica - Guerra Civil Español (link), 
which is collecting materials on the Civil War.  This is a great collective effort to re-
member and to make sense of that struggle with fascism. 



SECTION 4 
 

Macro Causes of European Fascism 

 

May 3, 2012 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2012/05/macro-causes-of-european-fascism.html 

Michael Mann's book Fascists makes use of causal claims at a range of levels, from 
the macro to the micro, to explain the emergence of European fascism.  Here is a 
passage that highlights four macro-level causes of fascism: 

The interwar period in Europe was the setting that threw up most of the 
self-avowed fascists and saw them at their high tide. My definition is 
intended firstly as “European-epochal,” to use Eatwell’s (2001) term (cf. 
Kallis 2000: 96), applying primarily to that period and place – though 
perhaps with some resonance elsewhere. The period and the continent 
contained four major crises: the consequences of a devastating “world,” 
but in fact largely European, war between mass citizen armies, severe 
class conflict exacerbated by the Great Depression, a political crisis arising 
from an attempted rapid transition by many countries toward a 
democratic nation-state, and a cultural sense of civilizational contradiction 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2012/05/macro-causes-of-european-fascism.html


and decay. Fascism itself recognized the importance of all four sources of 
social power by explicitly claiming to offer solutions to all four crises. And 
all four played a more specific role in weakening the capacity of elites to 
continue ruling in old ways. (23) 

So what are the causal ideas expressed here?  

The factors Mann singles out here are decidedly macro-level: 

•  war 

•  class conflict and economic depression 

•  rapid transition to democratic nation-states 

•  cultural impressions of decay 

These are high-level social conditions involving military power, economic power, 
political power, and cultural realities. Perhaps not surprisingly, these factors corre-
spond to the main legs of Mann's own theory of social power: "My earlier work iden-
tified four primary 'sources of social power' in human societies: ideological, eco-
nomic, military, and political" (5).  

So the causal factors identified here are clearly at the macro level.  The outcome 
Mann identifies is equally macro-level: the advent of fascist movements and gov-
ernments in a handful of major European states.  So the basic claim here is a macro-
macro causal claim.  

The causal claims expressed in the paragraph can be summarized in this way: 

•  Factors F1, F2, F3, F4 each played a causal role in the rise of fascism 

•  Factors F1, F2, F3, F4 each weakened (caused) the capacity of elites to continue 
to rule 

What is the meaning of the idea that "F1 played a causal role in the rise of fascism"? 
Most simply, it is the notion that the factor occupies a position in the full causal dia-
gram or causal narrative of the rise of fascism, beginning at some point in time.  The 
action of hops in the process of brewing beer plays a causal role: many events and 



processes must occur in a timed sequence, but the activity of the hops is one neces-
sary part of the overall process.  

And how would an investigator piece together the causal narrative of a complex 
happening?  It would appear that the method of "process tracing" is the most direct 
way of piecing together a causal narrative.  This requires going through one or more 
empirical cases and probing the events that occurred to attempt to assess whether 
and how they played a causal role in the production of the outcome. This is exactly 
the form that Mann's investigation of the various fascisms of Europe takes; he ex-
amines the histories and tries to discern the causal sequences that are contained in 
them. (George Alexander and Andrew Bennett consider some of the challenges of 
this methodology in Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences.) 

To say that a condition is a cause of a given outcome expresses as well the idea that 
the condition is either necessary or sufficient for the outcome; the presence or ab-
sence of the condition makes a difference for the occurrence of the outcome. The 
appearance of the cuckoo is neither necessary nor sufficient for the chiming of the 
clock; so the cuckoo is not a cause of the chiming. It would appear, then, that Mann 
is also committed to claims like this: 

•  If war and depression had not occurred then fascism would not have prevailed 
in Italy  

•  If Spain's democracy had been more solid and well established, then fascism 
would not have prevailed in Spain 

Other causal ideas are suggested by the paragraph, even if not explicit: 

•  War has the causal power to stimulate powerful social movements in combat-
ant countries. 

•  Widespread economic depression has the causal power to stimulate class an-
tagonism. 

•  Ideologies have the causal power to stimulate mobilization of adherents. 

•  Ideologies of cultural decay have the power to weaken the capacity of elites to 
govern. 

How do these ideas about causal powers flesh out in detail?  How does "war" pos-
sess a causal power? War encompasses a complex set of circumstances and inter-



locking organizations: mobilization and demobilization of mass armies, disruption 
of civilian production, massive damage to people and property, unusual stresses on 
governments, etc. And each of these circumstances in turn has consequences which 
ultimately influence the circumstances in which the mass home population finds it-
self.  Those home circumstances in turn play into the factors that are known to 
stimulate and amplify social movements -- popular grievances about government, 
economic deprivation, a general environment of uncertainty, and the availability of 
entrepreneurial leaders and organizations prepared to take advantage of these con-
ditions. So war has a causal power that is embodied by the social, economic, demo-
graphic, and political circumstances that accompany it; and that power is expressed 
through influence on the home population. 

One way of encapsulating this kind of story about the causal powers of a structural 
circumstance is to say that the circumstance conditions and motivates actions by 
many individuals in ways that lead to a certain class of outcomes.  So the causal 
power story is also a Coleman's Boat kind of story; it is a specification of the micro-
foundations of the causal power in question.  However, once we have satisfied our-
selves about the microfoundations, we are not compelled to retrace our steps 
through the individual level in order to move the argument from Italy to Spain. We 
can rely on the idea that war has a given set of causal powers on macro outcomes in 
the next case in which we observe war and disorder. 



SECTION 5 
 

The Rise of Austrofascism 

 

Saturday, August 20, 2016 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/08/the-rise-of-austrofascism.html 

Several recent posts have commented on the rise of a nationalistic, nativist politics 
in numerous contemporary democracies around the world. The implications of this 
political process are deeply challenging to the values of liberal democracy. We need 
to try to understand these developments. (Peter Merkl's research on European 
right-wing extremism is very helpful here; Right-wing Extremism in the Twenty-
first Century.) 

One plausible approach to trying to understand the dynamics of this turn to the far 
right is to consider relevantly similar historical examples. A very interesting study 
on the history of Austria's right-wing extremism between the wars was published 
recently by Janek Wasserman, Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 
1918-1938.  

Wasserman emphasizes the importance of ideas and culture within the rise of Aus-
trofascism, and he makes use of Gramsci's concept of hegemony as a way of under-
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standing the link between philosophy and politics. The pro-fascist right held a dom-
inant role within major Viennese cultural and educational institutions. Here is how 
Wasserman describes the content of ultra-conservative philosophy and ideology in 
inter-war Vienna: 

The ideas represented within its institutions ran a broad spectrum, yet its 
discourse centered on radical anti-Semitism, German nationalism, völkisch 
authoritarianism, anti-Enlightenment (and antimodernist) thinking, and 
corporatism. The potential for collaboration between Catholic 
conservatives and German nationalists has only in recent years begun to 
attract scholarly attention. (6) 

This climate was highly inhospitable towards ideas and values from progressive 
thinkers. Wasserman describes the intellectual and cultural climate of Vienna in 
these terms: 

At the turn of the century, Austria was one of the most culturally 
conservative nations in Europe. The advocacy of avant-garde scientific 
theories therefore put the First Vienna Circle— and its intellectual forbears
— under pressure. Ultimately, it left them in marginal positions until 
several years after the Great War. In the wake of the Wahrmund affair, 
discussed in chapter 1, intellectuals advocating secularist, rationalist, or 
liberal views faced a hostile academic landscape. Ernst Mach, for example, 
was an intellectual outsider at the University of Vienna from 1895 until his 
death in 1916. Always supportive of socialist causes, he left a portion of his 
estate to the Social Democrats in his last will and testament. His theories of 
sensationalism and radical empiricism were challenged on all sides, most 
notably by his successor Ludwig Boltzmann. His students, among them 
David Josef Bach and Friedrich Adler, either had to leave the country to 
find appointments or give up academics altogether. Unable to find 
positions in Vienna, Frank moved to Prague and Neurath to Heidelberg. 



Hahn did not receive a position until after the war. The First Vienna Circle 
disbanded because of a lack of opportunity at home. (110-111) 

Philosophy played an important role in the politics of inter-war Vienna, on both the 
right and the left. Othmar Spann was a highly influential conservative thinker who 
openly defended the values of National Socialism. On the left were Enlightenment-
inspired philosophers who were proponents for reason and science. The pioneering 
analytic philosopher and guiding light of the Vienna Circle was Moritz Schlick. In 
1934 Schlick was required to report to the Viennese police to demonstrate that the 
Vienna Circle was not a political organization (Black Vienna, 106). Schlick respond-
ed with three letters intended to demonstrate factually that the Circle was "abso-
lutely unpolitical". He defended a conception of value-free science, and maintained 
that the debates considered by the Vienna Circle were entirely within the scope of 
value-free science. But, as Wasserman points out, the doctrines of positivism and 
modern scientific rationality that were at the core of Vienna Circle philosophy were 
themselves politically contentious in the conservative intellectual climate of inter-
war Vienna. It is also true that some members of the circle were in fact active pro-
gressive thinkers and actors. The most overtly political member of the Vienna Circle 
was Otto Neurath, who had been imprisoned for his participation in the Bavarian 
Soviet Republic in 1918. 

Intellectual influence depends on the ability of an intellectual movement to gain po-
sitions in universities and other cultural institutions. The effort to win positions of 
influence in Austrian universities and other leading cultural institutions was strong-
ly weighted towards the conservatives and nationalists: 

A comparison of placement success with the Vienna Circle of logical 
empiricists is telling. Spann managed to place four students into full 
professorships in Austria during the interwar period; Moritz Schlick did 
not manage to place a single one. Likewise, the psychologists Karl and 
Charlotte Bühler could not place anyone in German or Austrian 
universities. Although members of Schlick’s and Bühler’s respective circles 
attracted international recognition for their work in philosophy and 
science, they could not find institutional security in interwar Austria. The 



converse was true for the members of Spannkreis: they dominated the 
Austrian intellectual landscape yet enjoyed little international success. (91) 

The rise of fascism in Austria was a violent history, including the 1927 police killing 
of 89 demonstrators (2) as well as the assassination of Moritz Schlick in 1936. 
Right-wing individuals and organizations were unleashed in attacks on progressives 
and socialists in Vienna, and the Austrofascist state (1933-38) was more than will-
ing to use force against its enemies. 

The assassination of Moritz Schlick was a single tragic moment in this large histori-
cal canvas. Schlick was shot to death in the main building of the university by a 
right-wing student, Johann Nelböck, in 1936. The background of the assassination 
appears to have involved politics as well as personal grievances, according to a doc-
ument titled "Philosophie der Untat", drafted by Professor Eckehart Köhler in 1968 
and made publicly available in the 2000s through Reddit (link). Köhler's document 
is well worth reading. It was drafted in 1968 and printed by the Union of Socialist 
Students of Austria for distribution at a philosophy of science conference in Vienna; 
but the student organization then got cold feet about the claims made and dumped 
2000 copies into the Danube River. The document was rediscovered in the 1990s. 
According to Köhler, Nelböck was influenced by reactionary Vienna philosopher 
Leo Gabriel. It is apparent that the scientific philosophy of the Vienna Circle was at 
odds with the conservative thought that dominated Vienna; in fact, after his pardon 
by the Nazi government after the Anschluss, Nelböck proposed to create an alterna-
tive to positivism that he named "negativism". It is ironic that the violence against 
Schlick had to do with the philosophy of positivism rather than the political pro-
gram of socialism. 

The University of Vienna had a shameful history during the Nazi period. Following 
the Anschluss the university expelled more than 2,700 faculty and students, most of 
whom were Jewish, according to Professor Katharina Kniefacz's short history of 
these issues in the university (link). "Anti-Semitic tendencies culminated in the 
complete and systematic expulsion of Jewish teachers and students from the Uni-
versity of Vienna after Austria's 'Anschluss' to the National Socialist German Reich 
in 1938" (6). Few were invited to return, and public contrition for these expulsions 
only began to occur in the 1990s. According to Kniefacz, anti-semitism within the 
university persisted for decades after the end of Nazi rule. And two rectors of the 



university who served without objection during the Nazi period are memorialized in 
the Main Building of the University (10). 

This history is still of great relevance in Austria today. The Austrian far right came 
within a handful of votes of winning the presidency in May 2016, based on a viru-
lent anti-immigrant platform. And the country's high court has now invalidated that 
election, preparing the ground for a second election later this year. It is a very good 
question to wonder how widespread attitudes of racism, nativism, and anti-semi-
tism are in the Austrian population today -- the very climate of racism and intoler-
ance mentioned in the Schlick memorial above. 



SECTION 6 
 

Non-Action in Times of Catastrophe 

 

December 30, 2019 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2019/12/non-action-in-times-of-catastrophe.html 

Ivan Ermakoff's 2008 book Ruling Oneself Out: A Theory of Collective Abdications 
is dense, rigorous, and important. It treats two historical episodes in close detail -- 
the passing of Hitler’s enabling bill by the German Reichstag in the Kroll Opera 
House in March 1933 (“Law for the Relief of the People and of the Reich”) and the 
decision by the National Assembly of the French Third Republic in the Grand Casi-
no of Vichy to transfer constitutional authority to Marshal Pétain in July 1940. 
These legislative actions were momentous; "the enabling bill granted Hitler the 
right to legally discard the constitutional framework of the Weimar Republic," and 
the results in France were similar for Pétain's government. In both events major po-
litical parties and groups acquiesced in the creation of authoritarian legislation that 
predictably led to dictatorship in their countries and repression of their own parties 
and groups. Given that these two events largely set the terms for the course of the 
twentieth century, this study is of great importance. 

The central sociological category of interest to Ermakoff here is "abdication" -- es-
sentially an active decision by a group not to continue to oppose a social or political 
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process with which it disagrees. Events are made by the actions of the actors, indi-
vidual and collective. But Ermakoff demonstrates that sometimes events are made 
by non-action as well -- deliberate choices by actors to cease their activity in resis-
tance to a process of concern. 

Abdication is different from surrender. It is surrender that legitimizes one’s surrender. It 
implies a statement of irrelevance. When the act is collective, the statement is about the 
group that makes the decision. The group dismisses itself. It surrenders its fate and agrees 
to do so, thereby justifying its subservience. This broad characterization sets the problem. 
Why would a group legitimize its own subservience and, in doing so, abdicate its capacity 
for self-preservation? (xi) 

Based on a great deal of archival research as well as an apparently limitless knowl-
edge of the secondary literature, the book sheds great light on the actions and inac-
tions of the individual and collective actors involved in these enormously important 
episodes of twentieth-century history. As a result it provides a singular contribution 
to the theories and methods of contentious politics as well as comparative historical 
sociology. 

The book is historical; but even more deeply, it is a sustained contribution to an ac-
tor-centered theory of collective behavior. Ermakoff wants to understand, at the 
level of the actors involved, what were the dynamics of decision making and action 
that led to abdication by experienced politicians in the face of anti-constitutional 
demands by Hitler and Pétain. Ermakoff believes that the obvious theories -- coer-
cion, ideological sympathy, and the structure of existing political conflicts -- are in-
adequate. Instead, he proposes a dynamic theory of belief formation and decision 
making at the level of the actor through which the political actors arrive at the posi-
tion they will adopt based on their observations and inferences of the behavior of 
others with regard to this choice. Individuals retain agency in their choices in mo-
mentous circumstances: "Individuals fluctuate because (1) they are concerned about 
the behavioral stance of those whom they define as peers and (2) they do not know 
where these peers stand. Individual oscillations are the seismograph of collective 
perceptions. Their uncertainty fluctuates with the degree of irresolution imputed to 
the group." Ermakoff wants to understand the dynamic processes through which 
individuals arrive at a decision -- to abdicate or to remain visibly and actively in op-
position to the threatened action -- and how these decisions relate to judgments 
made by individuals about the likely actions of other actors. 



Ermakoff's key theoretical concept is alignment: the idea that the individual actor is 
seeking to align his or her actions with those of members of a relevant group (what 
Ermakoff calls a "reference group"). "By alignment I mean the act of making oneself 
indistinguishable from others. As a collective phenomenon, alignment describes the 
process whereby the members of a group facing the same decision align their behav-
ior with one another’s." For individuals within a group it is a problem of coordina-
tion in circumstances of imperfect knowledge about the intentions of other actors. 
And Ermakoff observes that alignment can come about through several different 
kinds of mechanisms (sequential alignment, local knowledge, and tacit coordina-
tion), leading to substantially different dynamics of collective behavior. 

Jon Elster and other researchers in the field of contentious politics and collective 
action refer to this kind of situation as an "assurance game" (link): an opportunity 
for collective action which a significant number of affected individuals would join if 
they were confident that sufficient others would do so as well in order to give the ac-
tion a reasonable likelihood of success. 

Though Ermakoff does not directly suggest this possibility, it would appear that the 
kinds of decision-making processes within groups involved here are amenable to 
treatment using agent-based models. It would seem straightforward to model the 
behavior of a group of actors with different "thresholds" and different ways of gain-
ing information about the likely behavior of other actors, and then aggregating their 
choices through an iterative computational process. 

Much of the substance of the book goes into evaluating three common explanations 
of acquiescence: coercion, miscalculation, and ideological collusion. And Ermakoff 
argues that the only way to evaluate these hypotheses is to gain quite a bit of evi-
dence about the basis of decision-making for many of the actors. A meso-level 
analysis won't distinguish the hypotheses; we need to connect the dots for individ-
ual decision-makers. Did they defer because of coercion? Because of miscalculation? 
Or perhaps because they were not so adamantly opposed to the fascist ideology as 
they professed? But significantly, Ermakoff finds that individual-level information 
fails to support any of these three factors as being decisive. 

Part III moves from description of the cases to an effort at formulating a formal de-
cision model that would serve to explain the processes of alignment and abdication 
described in the first half of the book. This part of the book has something in com-
mon with formal research in game theory and the foundations of collective action 



theory. Ermakoff undertakes to provide an abstract mid-level description of the 
processes and mechanisms through which individuals arrive at a decision about a 
collective action, illustrating some of the parameters and mechanisms that are cen-
tral for the emergence of abdication as a coordination solution. This part of the book 
is a substantial addition to the literature on the theory of collective action and mobi-
lization. It falls within the domain of theories of the mechanics of contentious poli-
tics along the lines of McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly's Dynamics of Contention; but it 
differs from the treatment offered by McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly by moving closer 
to the mechanics of the individual actor. The level of analysis is closer to that of-
fered by Mancur Olsen, Russell Hardin, or Jon Elster in describing the logic of col-
lective action. 

Consider the logic of the "abdication game" that Ermakoff presents (47): 

 

The "authoritarian challenger" is the leader who wishes to extend his powers be-
yond what is currently constitutionally permissible. The "target actors" are the 
groups and parties who have a say in modification of the constitution and legislative 
framework, and in this scenario these actors are assumed to have a blocking power 
in the legislative or constitutional process. If they remain unified in opposition the 
constitutional demands will be refused and either the status quo or an attempt at an 
unconstitutional seizure of power will occur. If they acquiesce, the authoritarian 
challenger will immediately undertake a transformation of the state that gives him 
unlimited executive power. 



There is a difficult and important question that arises from reading Ermakoff's 
book. It is the question of our own politics in 2020. We have a president who has 
open contempt for law and political morality, who does not even pretend to repre-
sent all the people or to respect the rights of all of us; and who is entirely willing to 
call upon the darkest motivations of his followers. And we have a party of the right 
that has abandoned even the pretense of maintaining integrity, independent moral 
judgment, and a willingness to call the president to account for his misdeeds. How 
different is that environment from that of 1933 in Berlin? Is the current refusal of 
the Republican Party to honestly judge the president's behavior anything other than 
an act of abdication -- shameful, abject, and self-interested abdication? 

It seems quite possible that the dilemmas created by authoritarian demands and 
less-than-determined defenders of constitutional principles will be in our future as 
well. This book was published in 2008, at the beginning of what appeared to be a 
new epoch in American politics -- more democratic, more progressive, more con-
cerned about ordinary citizens. The topic of abdication would have been very distant 
from our political discourse. Today as we approach 2020, the threat of an authori-
tarian, anti-democratic populism has become an everyday reality for American soci-
ety. 

One other aspect of the book bears mention, though only loosely related to the theo-
ry of collective action and abdication that is the primary content of the book. Er-
makoff's discussion of the challenges that come along with defining "events" is ex-
cellent (chapter 1). He correctly observes that an event is a nominal construct, 
amenable to definition and selection by different observers depending on their the-
oretical and political interests. 

Events are nominal constructs. Their referents are bundles of actions and decisions that 
analysts and commentators abstract from the flow of historical time. This abstraction is 
based on a variety of criteria—temporal contiguity, causal density, and significance for 
subsequent happenings—routinely mobilized by synthetic judgments about the past. 
Because events are temporal constructs, their temporal boundaries can never be taken for 
granted. They take on different values depending on whether we derive these boundaries 
from the subjective statements left by contemporary actors (Bearman et al. 1999) or 
construct them in light of an analytical relevance criterion derived from the problem at 
hand (Sewell 1996, 877). 



Ermakoff returns to this theme at the end of the book in chapter 11. The approach 
here taken towards "events" is indicative of one of the virtues of Ermakoff's book (as 
well as the work of many of the comparative historical sociologists who have influ-
enced him): respect for the contingency, plasticity, and fluidity of historical process-
es. We have noted elsewhere (link, link, link) Andrew Abbott's insistence on the flu-
idity of the social world. There is some of that sensibility in Ermakoff's book as well. 
None of the processes and sequences that Ermakoff describes are presented as de-
terministic causal chains; instead, choice and contingency remain part of the story 
at every level. 

(Levitsky and Ziblatt's How Democracies Die provides a stark companion piece for 
Ermakoff's historical treatment of the ascendancy of authoritarianism.) 



 

CHAPTER 7 
 

History 



SECTION 1 
 

Hofstadter on the American Right 

 

Thursday, May 5, 2016 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/05/hofstadter-on-american-right.html 

Richard Hofstadter opened his 1963 Herbert Spencer Lecture at Oxford with these 
prescient words: 

Although American political life has rarely been touched by the most acute 
varieties of class conflict, it has served again and again as an arena for 
uncommonly angry minds. Today this fact is most evident on the extreme 
right wing, which has shown, particularly in the Goldwater movement, 
how much political leverage can be got out of the animosities and passions 
of a small minority. Behind such movements there is a style of mind, not 
always right-wing in its affiliations, that has a long and varied history. I 
call it the paranoid style simply because no other word adequately evokes 
the qualities of heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial 
fantasy that I have in mind. (3) 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/05/hofstadter-on-american-right.html


This lecture became the title essay of The Paranoid Style in American Politics. Its 
emphasis on "uncommonly angry minds" is of obvious relevance to the politics of 
the right in the United States today. There is more that has a great resonance today: 

But there is a vital difference between the paranoid spokesman in politics 
and the clinical paranoiac: although they both tend to be overheated, 
oversuspicious, overaggressive, grandiose, and apocalyptic in expression, 
the clinical paranoid sees the hostile and conspiratorial world in which he 
feels himself to be living as directed specifically against him; whereas the 
spokesman of the paranoid style finds it directed against a nation, a 
culture, a way of life whose fate affects not himself alone but millions of 
others.... His sense that his political passions are unselfish and patriotic, in 
fact, goes far to intensify his feeling of righteousness and his moral 
indignation. (4) 

Hofstadter mentions the particular objects of paranoid wrath in the 1950s and 
1960s: gun control, fluoridation of municipal water, and international Communist 
conspiracy. Most especially, the paranoid philosophy is nativist; it directs fear and 
hostility against "others" (in the first half of the twentieth century in the United 
States, Masons, Catholics, and Mormons, for example; 9). We can hear these same 
strands of thought to be expressed in current political bigotry against immigrants, 
Muslims, and transgendered people. 

Hofstadter offers perspective on this strand of American political thought from an 
historian's point of view. He takes up the American campaign against Illuminism 
and Masonry in the early part of the nineteenth century as an example. 

The anti-Masonic movement of the late 1820's and 1830's took up and 
extended the obsession with conspiracy. At first blush, this movement may 
seem to be no more than an extension or repetition of the anti-Masonic 
theme sounded in the earlier outcry against the Bavarian Illuminati--and, 
indeed, the works of writers like Robison and Barruel were often cited 
again as evidence of the sinister character of Masonry.  But whereas the 



panic of the 1790's was confined mainly to New England and linked to an 
ultra-conservative argument, the later anti-Masonic movement affected 
many parts of the northern United States and was altogether congenial to 
popular democracy and rural egalitarianism. (14) 

So what about the content of paranoid politics in the twentieth century? 

If we now take the long jump to the contemporary right wing, we find 
some rather important differences from the nineteenth-century 
movements. The spokesmen of those earlier movements felt that they stood 
for causes and personal types that were still in possession of their 
country--that they were fending off threats to a still well-established way 
of life in which they played an important part. But the modern right wing. 
as Daniel Bell has put it, feels dispossessed: America has been largely taken 
away from them and their kind, though they are determined to try to 
repossess it and to prevent the final destructive act of subversion. The old 
American virtues have already been eaten away by cosmopolitans and 
intellectuals; the old competitive capitalism has been gradually 
undermined by socialist and communist schemers; the old national 
security and independence have been destroyed by treasonous plots, 
having as their most powerful agents not merely outsiders and foreigners 
but major statesmen seated at the very centers of American power. Their 
predecessors discovered foreign conspiracies; the modem radical right 
finds that conspiracy also embraces betrayal at home. (23-24) 

Hofstadter believed that mass media had a lot to do with the deepening influence of 
paranoid politics in the 1960s; it isn't difficult to argue that social media takes that 
influence to an even greater pitch in the current environment. 

He closes the essay with yet another astute observation very relevant to contempo-
rary right-wing rhetoric: 



In American experience, ethnic and religious conflicts, with their threat of 
the submergence of whole systems of values, have plainly been the major 
focus for militant and suspicious minds of this sort, but elsewhere class 
conflicts have also mobilized such energies. The paranoid tendency is 
aroused by a confrontation of opposed interests which are (or are felt to 
be) totally irreconcilable, and thus by nature not susceptible to the normal 
political processes of bargain and compromise. The situation becomes 
worse when the representatives of a particular political interest--perhaps 
because of the very unrealistic and unrealizable nature of their demands--
cannot make themselves felt in the political process. Feeling that they have 
no access to political bargaining or the making of decisions, they find their 
original conception of the world of power as omnipotent, sinister, and 
malicious fully confirmed. They see only the consequences of power--and 
this through distorting lenses--and have little chance to observe its actual 
machinery. L. B. Namier once said that "the crowning attainment of 
historical study" is to achieve "an intuitive sense of how things do not 
happen." It is precisely this kind of awareness that the paranoid fails to 
develop. He has a special resistance of his own, of course, to such 
awareness, but circumstances often deprive him of exposure to events that 
might enlighten him. We are all sufferers from history, but the paranoid is 
a double sufferer, since he is afflicted not only by the real world, with the 
rest of us, but by his fantasies as well. (39-40) 

This is brilliant diagnosis of the political psychology of reaction, very much in line 
with Fritz Stern's analysis of the politics of cultural despair in the context of Weimar 
Germany (link). What Hofstadter does not clearly distinguish here is the political 
psychology of followers and leaders.  But much about mass political mobilization 
turns on this point. Much of what seems to have transpired in the current political 
season is the artful orchestration of messages of fear, resentment, and antagonism 
along the lines of paranoid politics that Hofstadter describes. Antagonism and sus-
picion appear to be powerful motivators in a mass movement, and scapegoating of 
minority groups is a familiar and repugnant strategy. These messages have succeed-



ed in motivating followers and voters in support of candidates espousing these mes-
sages. What is unclear is what political values actually motivate the candidates; and 
it is fair enough to speculate that there is a substantial degree of cynical manipula-
tion at work in the message mills of the right in creating a movement around these 
hateful and suspicious themes. 

These are important historical observations by Hofstadter, and they seem to shed a 
great deal of light on the political rhetoric and successes of the right in the United 
States over the past fifty years. They capture important insights into the mentality 
and rhetoric of the political passions that have animated a lot of political activity, 
both electoral and social, throughout the past half century. They point to the under-
pinnings of suspicion, hatred, and alienation which seem to drive the bus on the ex-
treme right. And what was on the "extreme" right a decade ago has become main-
stream conservatism today. It seems crucial for the future of our democracy to 
reawaken the political values of trust, mutual acceptance, and equality which are so 
fundamental to stable and sustainable civic peace within a mass democracy. Signifi-
cantly, this was the core political message of Barack Obama in 2008. 

(There is a thread here that I haven't mentioned but may also be illuminating -- 
Hofstadter's analysis of American political consciousness seems to shed some indi-
rect light on the Bernie Sanders phenomenon as well. Hofstadter notes several 
times above that class conflict has not been a prominent theme in American politics. 
But perhaps part of the appeal of the Sanders candidacy is exactly his ability to 
speak about the one percent in ways that resonate with younger voters; and this is a 
class-based message. Wouldn't it be interesting if large numbers of young and poor 
voters in the United States became active in support of their longterm economic in-
terests.) 



SECTION 2 
 

The Politics of Cultural Despair 

 

Friday, January 28, 2011 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2011/01/politics-of-cultural-despair.html 

The last century gave us far too many examples of the rise of extremism in mass so-
cieties -- both democratic and authoritarian.  Some of the political mechanisms of 
extremist seizure of power are well known -- paramilitary force, extremist organiza-
tions, demogogic leaders, hyper-heated rhetoric, appeals to nationalism and racism, 
and inflammatory mass media.  But it's also worth asking -- what is the cultural ba-
sis for the rise of various extremisms?  What factors in the ideas, thoughts, and 
emotions of a population have sometimes led to the rise of extremist states -- fas-
cism, ethnic cleansing, murderous nationalism, or deranged communism such as 
the killing fields of Cambodia?  Does philosophy play a role in the rise of extrem-
ism? 

For observers born since 1930 a natural place to raise this question is the rise of Na-
tional Socialism in Germany.  How could a party dedicated to an explicit pro-
gramme of racism, repression, and murder have gained mass support and control of 
the state in Germany? 

A particularly important early effort to answer this question was Fritz Stern's path-
breaking The Politics of Cultural Despair: A Study in the Rise of the Germanic Ide-
ology (1961), now fifty years old.  The book is a careful intellectual history; but it is 
more than that.  It is an effort to link a set of philosophical ideas to a series of politi-

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2011/01/politics-of-cultural-despair.html


cal developments that involved increasingly wide circles of German citizens.  So it 
serves as one example of how we might think about the relationship between large 
cultural ideas and currents, and more specific developments in politics. 

Stern opens the book with these words: 

This is a study in the pathology of cultural criticism.  By analyzing the 
thought and influence of three leading critics of modern Germany, this 
study will demonstrate the dangers and dilemmas of a particular type of 
cultural despair.  Lagarde, Langbehn, and Moeller van den Bruck--their 
active lives spanning the years from the middle of the past century to the 
threshold of Hitler's Third Reich--attacked, often incisively and justly, the 
deficiencies of German culture and the German spirit.  But they were more 
than critics of Germany's cultural crisis; they were its symptoms and 
victims as well.  Unable to endure the ills which they diagnosed and which 
they had experienced in their own lives, they sought to become prophets 
who would point the way to a national rebirth.  Hence, they propounded 
all manner of reforms, ruthless and idealistic, nationalistic and utopian.  It 
was this leap from despair to utopia across all existing reality that gave 
their thought its fantastic quality. (1) 

These three figures were important cultural voices in Germany, even though they 
were undistinguished within the academic world.  Paul de Lagarde (1827-1891), 
Julius Langbehn (1851-1907), and Arthur Moeller van den Bruck (1876-1925) were 
intellectual and cultural precursors for the ideology of National Socialism.  They 
were harsh, vitriolic critics of modern German social life; they were anti-Semites; 
and they were wedded to a discourse of passion and hatred as devices for influenc-
ing their readers. 

The central focus of this cultural criticism was the fact of modernity -- liberalism, 
secularism, Manchesterism, consumptionism, and individualism.  These were con-
servative critics; they favored an earlier time that was more traditional, moral, hier-
archical, and religious.  They preferred villages and towns to cities; they preferred 



cultivated thinkers to merchants and professionals, and they feared the rise of the 
proletariat. 

By liberalism they meant to encompass several ideas: individualism, self-interest, 
parliamentary government, and glorification of commerce and the market.  And 
their criticisms were unswerving: they hoped to turn back all of the liberal democra-
tic and industrial transformations that modern Europe was undergoing. 

The movement did embody a paradox: its followers sought to destroy the 
despised present in order to recapture an idealized past in an imaginary 
future. They were disinherited conservatives, who had nothing to conserve, 
because the spiritual values of the past had largely been buried and the 
material remnants of conservative power did not interest them.  They 
sought a breakthrough to the past, and they longed for a new community 
in which old ideas and institutions would once again command universal 
allegiance. (7) 

The conservative revolutionaries denounced every aspect of the capitalistic 
society and its putative materialism.  They railed against the spiritual 
emptiness of life in an urban, commercial civilization, and lamented the 
decline of intellect and virtue in a mass society.  They attacked the press as 
corrupt, the political parties as the agents of national dissension, and the 
new rulers as ineffectual mediocrities.  The bleaker their picture of the 
present, the more attractive seemed the past, and they indulged in 
nostalgic recollections of the uncorrupted life of earlier rural communities, 
when men were peasants and kings true rulers. (9-10) 

In addition to their critique of a rising liberalism in Germany (and Europe more 
generally), these critics were also united in a virulent anti-Semitism.  Their denun-
ciations of the Jews became a common thread in Nazi propaganda in the 1920s and 
1930s.  



Stern makes the important point that these three writers depended on the emotions 
and the passions rather than reason and argument to express themselves.  "All three 
wrote with great fervor and passion.  They condemned or prophesied, rather than 
exposited or argued, and all their writings showed that they despised the discourse 
of intellectuals, denied reason, and exalted intuition" (4).  Here is a particularly im-
portant observation of the nature of this cultural criticism that appears to be rele-
vant in our own time as well.  Julien Benda, a liberal thinker, noted that political 
discourse "began to play the game of political passions.... Our age is indeed the age 
of the intellectual organization of political hatreds" (6). 

Stern has two fundamental aims in this study.  First, he hopes that the study of 
these three cultural critics will illuminate an important current of history: Ger-
many's drift towards extremism and anti-Semitism. 

This study, then, takes up the origins, content, and impact of an ideology 
which not only resembles national socialism, but which the National 
Socialists themselves acknowledged as an essential part of their legacy.  
But it will also point to another link, admittedly less tangible--to wit, that 
the Germanic critics in the peculiar tension between their lives and their 
ideological aspirations anticipate the type of malcontent who, in the 1920's, 
found a haven in the idealism of the Hitler movement.  ... We may not have 
sufficiently reckoned with the politically exploitable discontent which for so 
long has been embedded in German culture. (5) 

But second, the book is interested in popular culture as well.  How did ordinary 
Germans fall prey to mobilization and propaganda based on nationalism, violence, 
and anti-Semitism?  Stern tries to show through a detailed study of the cultural 
framework expressed by these thinkers, that we can also attempt to reconstruct the 
modes of popular consciousness that percolated through German society in these 
decades.  These ultra-conservative currents helped to make even ordinary people 
susceptible to the efforts at mobilization that were directed towards them by the Na-
tional Socialists. 

Are there parallels in twentieth-century America?  Stern thought there were, in 
1961.  



Cultural pessimism has a strong appeal in America today.  As political conditions 
appear stable at home or irremediable abroad, American intellectuals have be-
come concerned with the cultural problems of our society, and have substituted so-
ciological or cultural analyses for political criticism. ...  There is a discontent in the 
Western world that does not stem from economic want or from the threat of war; 
rather it springs from dissatisfaction with life in an urban and industrialized cul-
ture -- a dissatisfaction that the three critics discussed in this book felt and fos-
tered. (13, 14-15) 

Two elements seem especially relevant in today's political culture: the willingness of 
some voices in the political sphere to engage in the emotional hyperbole and hatred 
that were the stock-in-trade of these German critics; and the extremist language 
surrounding the rejection of "liberalism" that is to be found in the airwaves today.  
Today too we are confronted with a virulent rejection of many aspects of a "liberal" 
world, and an apparent yearning for an earlier (mythical) time when there was one 
defining moral-religious framework to which all of society subscribed. 

One of the greatest failures of German liberals and academics in the 1920s and 
1930s was their inability -- perhaps even their unwillingness -- to make the positive 
case for a modern, liberal society.  The values of justice, equality, citizenship, and 
mutual respect embodied through decent economic and political institutions need 
to be defended; and German thinkers fell short in this historical task in the early 
twentieth century.  It is certainly important for Americans in the early twenty-first 
century to be more successful in making this case. 



SECTION 3 
 

Thurgood Marshall’s Future 

 

Tuesday, August 30, 2016 
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Thurgood Marshall was awarded the Liberty Medal by the National Constitution 
Center in 1992 (link). Marshall had stepped down as a justice of the US Supreme 
Court as its first African-American justice. Prior to his distinguished service on the 
Supreme Court he was the lead lawyer in the 1954 Supreme Court case Brown v. 
Board of Education of Topeka. He was appointed by President Johnson in 1967 and 
retired from the Supreme Court in 1991. He was an astute and engaged observer 
concerning the state of race relations and racial discrimination in the United States. 

The acceptance speech that he provided on the occasion of the Liberty Medal cere-
mony is deeply sobering in virtue of the observations Marshall made about the state 
of racial equality in America in 1992, twenty-four years ago. Here are a few lines 
from the speech: 

I wish I could say that racism and prejudice were only distant memories....  

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2016/08/thurgood-marshalls-future.html


Democracy just cannot flourish amid fear. Liberty cannot bloom amid 
hate. Justice cannot take root amid rage. America must get to work. In the 
chill climate in which we live, we must go against the prevailing wind....  

We must dissent from the fear, the hatred and the mistrust.... We must 
dissent because America can do better, because America has no choice but 
to do better. 

In 2016 these observations seem equally timely, in ways that Marshall could not 
have anticipated. First, his observation that racism and prejudice persist remains 
true today in the United States (link). It doesn't take a social-science genius to rec-
ognize the realities of racial disparities in every important dimension of contempo-
rary life -- income and property, health, education, occupation, quality of housing, 
or life satisfaction. And most of these disparities persist even controlling for factors 
like education levels. These disparities are the visible manifestation of the workings 
of racial discrimination. 

The next paragraph of Marshall's speech is equally insightful. Several currents of 
political psychology are particularly toxic when it comes to improving the status of 
race relations in a democracy. A polity that embodies large portions of fear, hate, 
and rage is particularly challenged when it comes to building an inclusive polity 
founded on democratic values. Democracy requires a substantial degree of trust and 
mutual respect, if the identities and interests of various groups are to be fully incor-
porated. And yet democracy fundamentally requires inclusion and equality. So stok-
ing hatred, suspicion, and fear is fundamentally anti-democratic. 

Marshall closes with a theme that has almost always been key to the Civil Rights 
movement and the struggle for full racial equality and respect in our country: a ba-
sic optimism that the American public both needs and wants a polity that tran-
scends the differences of race and religion that are a core part of our history and our 
future. We want a society that treats everyone equality and respectfully. And we re-
ject political advocates who seek to undermine our collective commitments and 
civic values. "America can do better." 



Why do we have "no choice" in this matter? Here we have to extrapolate, but my 
understanding of Marshall's meaning has to do with social stability, on multiple lev-
els. A society divided into large groups of citizens who distrust, fear, and disrespect 
each other is surely a society that hangs at the edge of conflict. Conflict may take the 
form of group-on-group violence, as is seen periodically in India. Or it may take a 
more chaotic form, with isolated individual acts of violence against members of 
some groups, as we see in the US today through the rise in hate crimes against Mus-
lims. 

But there is another reason why we have no choice: because we fundamentally cher-
ish the values and institutions of a pluralistic democracy, and because the politics of 
hate are ultimately inconsistent with those values and institutions. So if we value 
democracy, then we must struggle against the politics of hate and suspicion. 

There are always political opportunities available to unscrupulous politicians in the 
rhetoric of division, mistrust, and hate. It is up to all of us to follow Marshall's lead 
and insist that our democracy depends upon equality and mutual respect. We must 
therefore work hard to maintain the integrity of the political values of equality and 
civil respect associated with our political tradition. "America has no choice but to do 
better." 



SECTION 4 
 

How Jim Crow Worked 

 

Wednesday, September 12, 2012 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2012/09/how-jim-crow-worked.html 

Understanding history is partly about understanding some of the dry facts of social 
sequence and cause and effect in the making of various periods of historical change. 
But it is also about coming to a more visceral understanding of the human realities 
of the events that historians describe.  This is particularly true in the history of the 
American Civil Rights movement. How can we come to have a more vivid under-
standing of those events and social unfoldings? 

Most white Americans have a very limited understanding of the real social setting in 
the South of the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and 60s. We know it was a 
struggle for equality and freedom, and we know that racism and segregation were 
key elements of the situation of African Americans in their everyday lives. But most-
ly we don't know the systematic violence and racial hatred that served to stabilize 
those social relations of inequality in cities, towns, and rural areas throughout the 
South. 
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And yet a social order based on subordination and degradation of a whole people 
requires a heavy use of coercion to survive.  This coercion was provided by the local 
and regional organizations of white supremacists who enforced the social order of 
the Jim Crow South. 

White supremacist organizations are today an extremist fringe in American politics. 
They are dangerous and violent, but they do not appeal to the great majority of the 
American population. But in the 1950s white supremacy was a viable and wide-
spread ideology, and white supremacist groups were mass-based and powerful or-
ganizations that were very explicitly devoted to maintaining segregation and the 
subordinate status of African Americans. They were explicitly racist and they were 
also explicitly committed to using all means necessary to resist integration and the 
extension of full equality to African Americans. These organizations were key to en-
forcement of the rules of racial separation and behavior in the South.  Key among 
these were the White Citizens' Councils in various southern states. And many 
southern politicians were open advocates of the ideology and rhetoric of WCC in the 
1950s and 1960s -- often under the rhetoric of "states' rights."  (Former Mississippi 
governor Haley Barbour created a stir in 2010 when he recalled his own perceptions 
of the WCCs in nostalgic terms; link.) 

Here is a description of the WCCs from an encyclopedia on the Civil Rights move-
ment maintained at Stanford: 

In response to the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision ending 
school segregation, white segregationists throughout the South created the 
White Citizens’ Councils (WCC). These local groups typically drew a more 
middle and upper class membership than the Ku Klux Klan and, in addition 
to using violence and intimidation to counter civil rights goals, they sought 
to economically and socially oppress blacks. Martin Luther King faced 
WCC attacks as soon as the Montgomery bus boycott, began and was a 
target of these groups throughout his career. 

(It is interesting that I. F. Stone began writing about the violent and racist nature of 
the WCC almost as soon as it was formed (link).) 



What this shows is that at a relatively recent time in the history of the United States 
these organizations competed in the full light of day, without embarrassment, and 
with a rhetoric that encouraged violent enforcement of the racial status quo. To see 
video of the faces of the young men and women who opposed the integration of the 
Little Rock schools following the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, is to 
see a kind of widespread, committed hatred of another social group that is more 
familiar to us from Rwanda or Bosnia. (Here is a short clip of the integration of Cen-
tral High School from Eyes on the Prize; link.) The murder of Emmett Till in 1955 is 
just the most extreme example of this kind of murderous hatred and ferocious de-
fense of the racial order. (The murderer of Medgar Evers was a member of the Citi-
zens' Council.) 

There are several hard and important questions raised by this history. How could an 
otherwise decent society have created the willing participation of so many millions 
of people in such a cruel and unjust system? Where did the virulence of the emo-
tions of racism and aggression come from? How is it that the moral culture of the 
American south was such a fertile and welcoming ground for organizations like the 
White Citizens Councils and the Ku Klux Klan? And most crucially -- can these 
strands of hated, intolerance, and violence emerge again? 

This last question is perhaps the most urgent one.  Are racism and white supremacy 
once again threatening to become parts of mainstream politics? The NAACP has 
tracked connections between the modern descendant of the White Citizens Coun-
cils, the Council of Conservative Citizens, and the Tea Party (link). There are some 
very notable connections. This suggests that white supremacists continue to attempt 
to achieve their goals through politics and political mobilization.  The anti-immi-
grant rhetoric of some strands of contemporary conservative thought, the hyperbol-
ic opposition to Federal legislation for equality of rights, and the equation of a poli-
tics of equality with "Communism" all have enormous resonance with the racialized 
platforms of the WCCs of the 1960s. 

(The Southern Poverty Law Center does very important work in monitoring these 
hate-based organizations.  Here is their report on the Council of Conservative Citi-
zens. The Anti-Defamation League also does great work in this area. Here is their 
report on the role of the Ku Klux Klan during the 1950s and 1960s.) 
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