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IT’S NOT (JUST) THE ECONOMY1 

MARC STIER 

 

Look at the polls and you find that a substantial majority of voters—including an overwhelming 

majority of Democrats, a strong majority of independents, and at least 20%–35% of Republicans—

have progressive views on health care, housing, child care, tax credits for children, investments in 

infrastructure, and climate change. And taxing the rich to pay for these policies is wildly popular. 

It used to be that when we polled some new progressive spending program and then added “raise 

taxes to pay for it,” support for the program would decline. But now when we add “tax the rich to 

pay for it” to almost any progressive public policy idea, support for it goes up across the board. 

Until you get to the top—and sometimes even there—people up and down the income scale 

understand that the ultra-rich and wealthy corporations benefit unfairly from our economic 

arrangements, including our tax system.  

People love Democratic policies. Why don’t they love Democrats?  

A large majority of voters support a progressive economic agenda. Democrats in Washington 

support it with two notable exceptions in the Senate and a few in the House. Republicans, of course, 

oppose it—but they rarely do so with serious argument. Instead, Republicans try to change the 

subject and fall back on racist dog whistles about the border, critical race theory, defunding the 

police, and so on.  

Yet President Biden’s poll numbers have been declining. And while Democratic positions on 

economic policy questions receive a great deal of support, when asked which party is more likely 

to create a good economy, Republicans have a small and growing advantage.  

And when Democrats do things that help working people, they rarely seem to get much credit. 

Neither American Rescue Plan nor the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act seems to have lifted 

support for Democrats or Biden. Perhaps Democrats will get credit for the remnants of Build Back 

 

1. I wrote the first draft this paper sometime in late August or early September 2022, relatively 

soon after the Inflation Reduction Act was passed. I shared it with a few people but was dissatisfied 

with some of it. And I then had to put it aside because of the pressure on my day job as Executive 

Director of the Pennsylvania Policy Project. I recently re-read it and liked what I had written. So 

quickly finished about three pages and embellished it at a few places here or there. While I would 

update some of it in light of the 2024 election—mostly to distinguish between the short-term factor 

and long-term factors that led to Trump’s marginal victory— I’m inclined to think that the results 

of that election very much vindicate my analysis of the political problems facing the Democratic 

Party. At some point I’ll write a 2025 update but I don’t have the time to do so now. So I’ve left it 

as a piece written from the perspective of the time in which I finished the first draft two and a half 

years ago.  
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Better because the proposals that are embodied in the Inflation Adjustment Act—an extension of 

higher tax credits for health insurance purchased on the exchanges; a plan to reduce prescription 

drug costs; and an aggressive set of tax credits and subsidies to climate change—will have some 

impact on public perception of Democratic economic policies. But it’s just as likely that news 

stories will focus on the care economy ideas that the President now didn’t win and how his 

economic plan will have a limited impact on the economic issue uppermost in the minds of voters: 

inflation.  

Inflation is a serious problem, and Biden would be wise to focus attention on it. Since 

representative democracy became a reality, governing parties, no matter whether they are left, 

right, or center, have come to grief because of inflation. People pay little attention to most 

economic policy until it directly touches them—and sometimes not even then. And that’s 

especially true if those policies benefit targeted groups of people rather than everyone. But voters 

all pay attention to the prices they pay at the supermarket every week. 

Inflation, Joe Biden’s sinking poll numbers, and Republican efforts across the country to make 

voting more difficult make Democrats justifiably nervous about the midterm congressional 

elections. And while the Supreme Court’s reversal of Roe v. Wade may help—and might help a 

great deal—Democratic electoral prospects are not robust for 2022 or in 2024 when the electoral 

map in the Senate is worrisome.  

Those prospects will remain worrisome so long as working and middle-class voter support for 

Democrats remains as low as it has been in the last few elections or drops even lower. And that 

raises the question: Why don’t our popular economic ideas generate more political support? How 

is it that a Republican Party, whose only economic agenda is to cut taxes for corporations and the 

richest Americans, appeal to people who will not benefit from those policies? Why do so many 

people who support Democratic economic proposals say Republicans stand with them? And why 

do so many of them embrace the lies Republicans tell about the 2020 election, and about the threat 

of immigrants, critical race theory or defunding the police? Why did they reject commonsense 

efforts to minimize the threat from COVID?  

And why can’t we mobilize the people who not only benefit from our economic policies but 

support them, yet don’t turn out at the polls at the level they need to for Democrats to win elections? 

Why weren’t people marching in the streets for Build Back Better, or even more importantly, to 

save our representative democracy after the failed coup of January 6?  

I’m going to come back to the problems Democrats have in appealing to voters about the economy. 

But first we have to take a detour through another set of issues.  

The Rise of Cultural Issues  

For almost fifty years, Democrats have struggled to cope with the rise of a set of issues—called 

alternately social or cultural issues—that have now coalesced into a witch’s brew of neo-fascism. 

This nexus of retrograde policies and atavistic appeals to racism, patriarchy, and xenophobia has 

divided the long-term base of Democratic support among working people and the old middle 

class—that is small business people and independent professionals.  
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For most of the last fifty years, Democrats have failed to make headway against these issues even 

as the Republicans who embrace them become ever more extreme. Right-wing political appeals 

that were once somewhat subtle dog whistles are now explicitly racist, sexist, xenophobic, and 

anti-democratic. Working-class and old middle-class support for Democrats has continued to 

decline. And there are some reasons to be concerned about the appeal of right-wing social and 

cultural ideas to Latinos and even some Black people and especially Black and Latino men.  

Joe Biden’s appeal to these voters helped in 2020. And Democrats in that race, as well as in down-

ballot races, have managed to win elections by making up for the voters they have lost among 

working people and the old middle class by building support in urban and suburban upper-middle-

class (that is professional-managerial class) communities, especially among women who are 

worried about abortion rights and are generally more sympathetic to progressive economic 

policies. But the 2021 election in West Virginia and New Jersey showed that we cannot count on 

continuing to secure the high margins of victory among this bloc of voters. For they are not entirely 

immune to appeals to xenophobia, racism, and fear of crime.  

Democrats agree on the response and that is their problem  

Read the pundits or what Democrats say about one another, and you would conclude that 

Democrats have had sharp disagreements about the best response to the rise of the cultural Right 

or how to defend our popular economic policies. Yet underneath all the internecine struggle 

between Left and Center, Democrats actually agree more than they disagree. Democrats are united 

in thinking that an effective response to the miasma of right-wing cultural politics requires us to 

remember that “it’s the economy, stupid.” James Carville may despise the Democratic Left, but 

Bernie Sanders embraces his slogan even more than Bill Clinton did. 

Sandernistas and Clintonites—those who think the problem is “corporate Democrats” and those 

who think it is “leftist extremists” (those who call-out the corporate elite and those who want to 

soften those attacks)—share a fundamental assumption that Democrats can ultimately win 

elections by focusing on bread-and-butter economic issues and reminding voters that the 

Democratic Party wants to use government to raise their incomes and help them secure basic 

goods— affordable and quality child care, housing, and health care—address climate change and 

invest in infrastructure. 

I believe this underlying Democratic consensus is deeply wrong. What the Democratic consensus 

fails to understand is that all politics is identity politics and that economic interests influence 

political choices not directly but in how they shape group identities and our understanding of the 

place of our group in the larger political world.  

The centrality of identity in our politics 

Like most of us on the Left, I believe that class analysis is critical to the understanding of politics—

thus my earlier focus on classes, as traditionally understood on the Left rather than education level, 

when I talk about groups that are more or less likely to vote for Democrats. But one can believe 

that a focus on class is the beginning of good political analysis and still recognize that day-to-day 

politics is rarely just about economic interests. Rather, all politics—not just the politics of race, 

gender, ethnicity, and religion but any effective politics focused on the economy—is necessarily 
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about the identity, self-image, and the struggle for honor and respect among different groups of 

people. It is questions of identity, group membership, and public respect that energize people about 

politics, that move them to become active in it, and to vote.  

The centrality of the desire for honor and prestige was recognized by every major political 

philosopher between Plato—who wrote about thymos, which is often translated as spiritedness—

and Rousseau who called a similar sentiment amour-propre or self-esteem. The proto-liberal 

Hobbes and classical liberal Locke recognized the power of the pursuit of self-esteem and honor 

but sought to divert that pursuit from political life to economic and family life where it would be 

less dangerous. And then the utilitarians, who flattened out the psychology of Hobbes and Locke, 

gave us picture of human beings in which the pursuit of pleasure—and the income and wealth 

necessary to secure it—was thought to be the only human motive. Marx more or less followed in 

that same path and his continuing influence, and that of the utilitarians and Locke, blinds 

contemporary liberals and progressives to the power of thymos and amour-propre—to the sense 

of honor and self-esteem—in political life. Yet it was, after all, Marx who said that the proletarian 

revolution would only be possible when the working class became not just a class for itself—not 

just a class that fought for certain economic aims—but a class in itself—a class that understood 

itself as an organic movement that aimed to radically change the world.  

It's time to recapture the insights of the pre-liberal tradition in political thought and Marx at his 

best and recognize that we can’t understand American politics today without understanding how 

right-wing Americans embrace racism, patriarchalism, and xenophobia as a way to seek the public 

honor that they believe is their due and that they believe is denied them by Democrats, liberals, 

and progressives.  

While the Right has built a political identity that animates a powerful movement, we on the Left 

keep talking about single payer health insurance, free college tuition, and wealth taxes. There are 

many things we deeply fear—the threat to abortion, the loss of democracy, the fascist Right 

generally, and of course that sword hanging over our heads: climate change. But we respond to 

them with four-point plans and omnibus bills that appeal to economic interests. We do not 

articulate a vision of the country and our place in it—that is a political identity—deep enough to 

turn out voters from our base and convert those who doubt us. Infrastructure and building back 

better are not the stuff of powerful political movements. There is fear but little organized urgency 

among Democrats because there is little sense that we have a historic mission to transform our 

country and change people’s lives. We can’t articulate what the country would look like and how 

we would all do better if our agenda were put in place. Nor is there much confidence that we can 

be successful in addressing the large tasks we know are before us in overcoming inequality and 

climate change. 

Democrats fail not because we don’t talk about economic issues enough or don’t challenge the 

gender- and race-based identity politics of the Right. We fail because the only way to do these 

things effectively is to create an identity politics of our own. We have to present an idealized vision 

of our future. We have to say who we are and why we stand together, what we need, and who our 

enemies are. We have to connect our aspirations to our activity as a group of people working 

together to advance our common good. We have to focus on how an expansion of the safety net 

and opportunities to secure education and worker training, paid for by taxes on billionaires, is 

critical to giving all working people an opportunity to live a good life and contribute to our 
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community. We have to connect those ideals to our aspiration to break down all barriers of class, 

gender, and race to full inclusion in our economy and politics. And we have to explain that this 

aspiration is both a realization of the deepest ideals of our country and the most secure path to 

prosperity for all.  

An identity-based appeal is the only way to both motivate our base to vote, to win back the support 

of working-class people in the cities and rural areas who we have been turning to the Right losing 

and of the upper-middle-class urban and suburban voters who are increasingly ready to break with 

the Republicans. 

We can learn this not just by looking at polls but by looking at our history—and that history shows 

us how central group identity has been to creating and mobilizing leftist movements in the past.  

Identity and Politics in our Past 

The populist movement of the late nineteenth century presented a set of economic policy proposals. 

But it was far more than that. It was in part both a citizen uprising and a religious revival that 

mobilized people to work together to restore the people-centered economy that had been damaged 

by huge corporations—and especially railroads. It lost its way when Bryan united Democrats and 

populists around a single economic idea, free silver, which was the functional equivalent of single 

payer / Medicare in the left-wing politics of the time.  

The progressive movement built on ideals that had broad appeal not just to rural farmers but also 

to urban workers and a growing middle class. Like the populists, the progressives had a list of 

public policies they favored—although they actually varied a great deal from one city and state to 

another and from one level of government to another. But what united the progressives in both 

political parties was a vision of using government, informed by expertise, to create an economy 

that worked for the people, not the corrupt and corrupting corporations and their allies among 

traditional politicians. Read the histories of the progressive movement and you will see people 

rushing to meetings and joining organizations with the hopes of connecting with other people in 

the great task of reform based on scientific knowledge. 

The labor movement of the 1930s shows most dramatically the importance of identity politics to 

movements for economic reform. Union organizers certainly appealed to working people by 

talking about higher wages, better benefits, and safer workplaces. But they primarily fought for 

the dignity and respect of working people, ideas that had been central to our country since the 

Revolution became not just a political moment but a social and cultural one. They called on people 

to join together to achieve these goals through a great collective effort, one that demanded passion 

and sacrifice and commitment, not just filling out forms to receive benefits.  

And, of course, the civil rights movement of the ’50s and ’60s was not primarily about economics 

or politics but was a broad movement, not just of Black people but also some white people, 

dedicated to removing the stain of racism in our country and creating a world in which Black and 

white people could move forward together.  

The New Deal drew on the populist, progressive, and labor movements to forge a larger identity 

that encompassed them all but did not replace them. (And later, the New Deal coalition included 
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the civil rights movement as well.) Political scientists of the 1950s and 1960s, the first to use 

survey research, were startled to discover that voters at that time were barely able to articulate their 

ideological commitments or the issues the made them Democrats and Republicans. Instead, they 

found that party affiliation was shaped by what they called “group identity”—that is the 

attachments of people to those like themselves. By the standards of their own progressive-inspired 

commitment to a politics of discussion and debate about issues, they saw the emphasis on group 

identity as a failure of our politics. But the failure was actually their own—a resistance to 

understanding that group identities were themselves shaped by and generated by ideological 

commitments and that those commitments were stronger because they were tied to group identities. 

Group identity has been central to the left-wing economic movements and achievements. In 

imperfect and multiple ways, left-of-center Americans in the past were able to articulate a vision 

for the country that forged a sense of common identity and destiny, and in doing so they mobilized 

people to take part in political action.  

False choices among Democrats: economics 

Democrats do not do that as well as Republicans today. Deep down we all recognize that most of 

what we Democrats say about economic issues doesn’t strike a deep chord with voters. But we 

blame that failure on other Democrats instead of on the ideas all Democrats embrace.  

The Left thinks that the problem Democrats have is that their economic policies aren’t bold 

enough, that they compromise too much with corporate interests while failing to deliver the goods 

to working people, and that they are unwilling to make corporations the enemy. They think we are 

losing working people because we rarely put forward public policies that serve their interests. The 

centrists—who are really left-centrists—think that the Left underestimates the difficulty of 

convincing people to embrace new policy ideas especially when, thanks to both our anti-statist 

tradition and the attacks of both Left and Right, no one trusts the government 

The truth is that both sides in this debate are right in what they affirm. Leftist Democrats are right 

to recognize the problems of economic centrism—the failure to be vigorous enough in talking 

about the economic distress of working people, aggressive enough in challenging corporate power, 

or bold enough in offering alternative. The timidity of the Obama administration in holding the 

banks accountable for the crash of 2008 or in rescuing banks, but not families with underwater 

mortgages, points both to the truth about corporate influence on the Democratic Party and its 

failure to capture the anger of working people towards the economic elite. 

Yet the leftist notion that Democrats have abandoned working people is both overstated and 

ignores deeper problems in the political appeal of progressive economic ideas. For one thing, it 

based on a misleading history. Working people started turning against Democrats long before they 

began to suffer economically and soon after Democrats put Medicare and Medicaid in place. 

Democrats have not won a majority of white voters since 1964. As Lyndon Johnson expected when 

he signed the Civil Rights Bill of 1965, the Democratic Party’s embrace of civil rights cost it white 

votes in the South. But the phenomenon was not limited to the South. Proto-Trump candidates like 

George Wallace found support among working-class voters in the North as did local politicians 

who embraced similar ideas such as Frank Rizzo in Philadelphia and Mario Procaccino and John 

Marchi in New York, one of whom would have defeated John Lindsay for mayor in 1969 if they 
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had not split the white backlash vote. And cultural backlash issues—"acid, amnesty, and 

abortion”—played a major role in Nixon’s massive defeat of George McGovern in 1972.  

As a result of these early losses of working-class voters, Democrats have only held control of the 

presidency and both Houses of Congress for six of the forty-two years between 1975 and 2025. 

During much of that time, the House Democratic majority had a substantial number of conservative 

Southern Democrats in the House. And they only had a filibuster-proof majority in the Senate for 

three of those years—and even in those years at least three and sometimes more conservative 

Democrats were part of their caucus. That Democrats did not enact policies to help working people 

during this period is mostly a matter of them not having the political power to overcome a set of 

political institutions that are deeply biased against change. 

The Left’s critique of Democratic centrism also fails to notice that in Congress the party has 

become far more progressive in the last twenty years. As a result, Democrats have achieved much 

since 2008 when they did have a majority. The ACA is the most redistributive policy ever adopted 

in the US. The American Rescue Plan enacted tax credit policies that will reduce income 

inequality, drastically reduce child poverty, and raise taxes on corporations and the wealthy. And 

while many of the care economy policies were dropped from it, the Inflation Adjustment Act will 

dramatically reduce greenhouse gases, reduce drug prices for seniors, and expand ACA subsidies.  

Contrary to leftist critics of the Democrats—and despite the terrible problems created by NAFTA 

and China’s accession to the WTO—this is not the record of a party that has abandoned working 

people.2 These achievements may not go as far as many of us would have liked—the loss of the 

public option still hurts as does Biden’s inability (so far) to get Manchin and Sinema to embrace 

an extension of the CTC and the EITC. But the leftist claim that the centrists are “corporate 

Democrats” is unfair. The Biden administration will go down in history as the most economically 

progressive since not just the Great Society but the New Deal.  

And despite that, as we head into the 2022 election, Biden and the Democratic Party appear to be 

losing support among working-class white voters.  

Leftists claim that the problem is that despite these steps forward, Democrats have not been bold 

enough to deal with the problems afflicting working people from decades of policies that serve 

corporate interests. They say that the policies I have been lauding are only half-steps toward what 

working people need. 

 
2 I think the corporate influence on trade policy is somewhat overstated. Democrats support for tariff reduction and 

free trade has a very long history going back to the 19th century when it was a critical demand of farmers. That 

support was reinforced during the New Deal when Roosevelt and Hull pursued tariff reduction and American 

manufacturers and workers both benefited from it. Many labor-connected analysts tried to warn Clinton and Obama 

that free trade with advanced countries was a very different thing than free trade with less developed countries. And 

they noted that US manufacturers were not in a position to invest in new technology that would enable them to 

compete with factories relying on older technologies and really cheap labor. But Clinton and Obama were very still 

attuned to older ideas about free trade that were almost unquestioned in the academy at the time. It was, in my 

judgment, as much outdated ideas as corporate influence, that led them to embrace free trade policies that did harm 

working people.  
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There is some truth to this. Yet centrists rightly respond it is not just the fear of corporate objections 

that stymie bolder policies. The truth is that while the public loves government programs that 

benefit them once they are in place, it is difficult to overcome distrust over government in enacting 

those policies.  

Indeed, the most progressive economic initiatives have been policies that addressed this distrust 

by partly hiding the expansion of government. The genius of the movement that brought us the 

ACA was that it found a way to justify a major expansion of government-provided health care 

program while largely escaping that kind of attack (although that attack and the perfidy of Joe 

Lieberman and Ben Nelson did block the public option). The genius of Biden’s resuscitation of his 

climate change proposals was that he hid the huge expansion of government and pacified Manchin 

and Sinema by choosing tax credits and subsidies instead of government regulation to reduce the 

emission of greenhouse gases. 

Centrists are also correct to point out that the policies Sanders and Warren champion that have not 

yet been adopted by the Biden administration don’t appear to light a fire under anyone but leftists. 

Medicare for all doesn’t seem to have greater appeal than the ACA and many Democratic or 

potentially Democratic voters remain suspicious of it. Free tuition is not overwhelmingly popular 

among working people who are not college educated and don’t think they or their children will 

benefit from it and among older college-educated people who have already paid back or never had 

student loans.  

As I hope this brief rehearsal of the tension between leftist / progressive Democrats and centrist 

Democrats shows, neither side seems to have found policy proposals that can reverse the 

continuing decline of support for Democrats among working people. And that clues us into the 

real problem: Democrats on both sides are mistaken in thinking that we can appeal to those who 

have abandoned the party by talking about policy.  

We might better understand our situation if we recognized that Democrats on both the Left and 

Center who talk incessantly about policy are not really engaged in policy debates. Most people 

who embrace Medicare for all or who criticize it actually know very little about the public policy 

issues involved. But taking one side or another is a marker of our political identity as member of 

the left or centrist wing of the Democratic Party. The same is true of most of the “policy debates” 

among Democrats. We make fine distinctions about policy not because the difference between one 

side and the other is so great but because we are drawing a line between us and them. Intra-

Democratic Party struggles are mostly about the narcissism of small differences.  

The policy-based identity of Democrats on both the left and left-center forged mostly in internal 

battles against other Democrats. And that’s a big part of the reason that they have limited appeal 

both among and beyond Democrats. Survey research from 2016 shows us that support for Bernie 

Sanders’s policy ideas did very little to differentiate his supporters from those of Hilary Clinton. 

Rather his supporters were attracted to the anger he expressed at billionaires and corporations for 

tiling the economy in their direction. And if his policy proposals could really move people, Bernie 

Sanders (or Elizabeth Warren) might have been the Democratic nominee in 2020.  

There is plenty of time to talk about the details of public policy when we hold power. We 

Democrats have to first figure out how to talk about our ideals and commitments in ways that 
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broaden our appeal and don’t divide us from those who could and should be part of a larger and 

growing movement / identity. 

False choices among Democrats: cultural issues 

When it comes to challenging the Right’s cultural war politics, leftist and centrist Democrats make 

the same fundamental mistakes.  

Bernie Sanders in 2016, like Bill Clinton in 1992, campaigned on the assumption that the best way 

to diminish the power of right-wing appeals to racism, sexism and xenophobia was to basically 

ignore or temporize on those issues while trying to focus on the public policies that would relieve 

the economic distress that, they presumed, led white working-class people to blame their problems 

on Black people and immigrants and white men to blame their problems on feminism.  

That strategy worked for Democrats for a few decades. Democrats were successful in 1976 when 

they nominated a Southerner who promised welfare reform—which some of us then and many of 

us now recognize as code word for cutting off government support for the presumably 

“undeserving” Black poor; opposed busing (as did Senator Biden at the time); and waffled on 

abortion. And in 1992 Clinton did much the same as his campaign also embraced welfare reform 

in ways that invoke the racist idea of denying benefits to the undeserving; “stood up to Jesse 

Jackson” by criticizing Sister Souljah; waffled on gay marriage; and allowed a mentally challenged 

man convicted of murder to be put to death to show that he was tough on crime. 

Bill Clinton was artful enough—and Democrats desperate enough—that he could do all this 

without losing left or Black voters. Lacking Clinton’s artfulness, comfort and history with Black 

voters, and campaigning in a different time, Sanders found himself criticized by his own base for 

his reluctance to talk about issues of race and gender as well as class. 

Furthermore, by 2016, and perhaps even earlier, the strategy of evading questions of race and 

gender by focusing on economic issues could not work for two obvious and a number of deeper 

reasons. The first obvious problem is that Democrats can avoid talking about race, gender, and 

immigrants all they want, but that won’t stop Republicans from doing so. They have done so 

incessantly since the mid-sixties in increasingly less subtle ways. Critics of Democratic politicians 

who say that they should stop talking about defunding the police or critical race theory or 

protecting transgender people or DEI are just deluded. Democratic politicians almost never talk 

about those things during campaigns—with just a few notable exceptions that prove the rule. Left-

wing advocacy groups do talk about these things but (1) there is no Left commissar who is going 

to stop them from doing so and (2) they should keep talking about them so long as we haven’t 

overcome the barriers of racism, sexism, and other former of bigotry to the full acceptance and 

inclusion of everyone in our society, economy, and polity. And at any rate, all of us who are left 

of center could drop these ideas entirely between now and November 2024 and the Republican 

attacks on critical race theory and the other racist dog whistles will continue unabated. Nixon 

showed Republicans the appeal of backlash politics, and Trump has shown them the power of a 

more and more explicit appeal to racism, sexism, and xenophobia. And they are not going to give 

it up.  
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The second obvious problem is that, as Bernie Sanders found out, even if Democratic politicians 

can (and mostly should) avoid cutting-edge cultural progressive ideas, Black people and women 

will not go along indefinitely with the strategy of evading issues of race and gender. Nor should 

they. There is no escaping the moral imperative to address the many ways that white supremacy 

and patriarchy structure our lives. And as the white workers and small business owners turn more 

decisively from Democrats, our party has appealed directly to Black people and women in order 

to raise their turnout at the polls. And that makes the Democratic strategy of ignoring racism and 

sexism increasingly problematic.  

The deeper sources of Trump’s movement 

The deeper problem is that Democrats on the Left and Center have simply never understood that 

appeals to racism and sexism and xenophobia and cultural conservatism generally are not just 

political messages that work because we fail to talk to working-class people about economic issues. 

As I have shown in greaer detail elsewhere, they work because racism and sexism are built into 

the fabric of everyday American life and because traditional religious ideas, especially about 

sexuality, are the way many Americans deal with the any anxiety generated by the market-based 

economies.3  

Right-wing appeals on social and cultural issues are not just a mirage or a diversion strategy. 

Racism and sexism, in particular, shape all aspects of our lives from who gets a good education, 

to who secures good jobs and advances in business, to who can find a decent place to live, to who 

has to worry about interactions with the police to who can advance in politics. Racism, sexism, 

and traditional cultural ideas are part of the base not the superstructure. Democrats have not gone 

far enough to challenge challenged those deeper structures of racism and sexism. But making slow 

progress in enabling women and Black people to advance in ways that are hard to ignore is seen 

by white men as a direct threat to their preeminent place in our society. That’s why Republicans 

can gin up so much anger not just against Black people and women but against the “liberal elites” 

who support them.  

The power of deep-seated racism and sexism and xenophobia in America does not mean that their 

power is totally independent of economic forces. Rather the adherence to traditional ideas about 

gender, the continued embrace of racism, and fear of those who are different from us is deeply 

connected to a series of anxieties that have been generated by market economies for centuries.  

Market economies free people in many ways. But that freedom also leads to forces that constantly 

turn the lives of people upside down. Market forces and technological change eliminates jobs and 

create new ones. And when they lead people to move from one place to another in search of 

opportunity, the extended families and communities and families that ground people are disrupted.  

 
3 The ideas I develop here and a the previous paper about psychological and ideological responses to the uncertainty 

and anxiety generated by the market go were initially put forward by Michael Walzer in The Revolution of the 

Saints. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1965).  

http://marcstier.com/blog2/?p=8930
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All this was true from their beginnings of market economies in the 17th century. But these rapid 

transformations have been accelerated by the rise of a global marketplace has led to even larger 

shifts in where goods are produced and what jobs are available to people.  

These rapid economic change creates stress and anxiety. They are manageable when they also 

bring prosperity. But when they are accompanied by forty years in which both the market and 

government increasingly reward wealth not work, the anxiety and stress about one’s economic 

status becomes even greater. And it is greater still if one lives in a once prosperous but now 

economically stressed region of the country, that is in the rural areas and smaller cities throughout 

our country that have been devastated by the flight of good unionized manufacturing jobs to the 

South and overseas.  

If one lives in a declining community, one sees people not only rise but fall in a market society. 

Working people fall into poverty, into illness, into family chaos, into substance use disorders, into 

crime, and into suicide. And that generates additional anxiety as people fear not just that they will 

fall as well, but even worse, that their children will do so.  

But it is not just economic change that generate anxiety. A market economy in a continental nation 

like the United States that has relied on waves of immigration to create our workforce and that 

continues to be a magnet for immigrant from around the world generate a second source of 

anxiety—that of living with people different from oneself who one fears may take one’s job or 

change our country.  

Since the beginning of market economies in the 17th century, the anxiety they generate has led to 

the embrace of we today call religious and cultural traditionalism or fundamentalism. But those 

religious and cultural ideas were not actually traditional at all. They were and still are being created 

in response to the anxiety generated by the disruptions created by market economies.  

The puritanical, bourgeois morality of self-denial and sexual self-restraint originally developed in 

the 17th century as a reaction to the uncertainty of modern life including the stresses of the market 

and the growing diversity of peoples living together. That morality is what enables men and women 

to steel themselves to deal with the uncertainties of the world and gives them consolation when 

life becomes hard. And those who hold it deeply believe that it is critical for their children to 

embrace those same ideals, not just because they are concerned about the prospects of their 

children for salvation in the next world but because they believe that the morality of self-restraint 

and self-denial is critical to getting ahead in the competitive world of capitalism. 

(By the way, the very same process has generated Islamic fundamentalism as the power of global 

market economies disrupt life and generate anxiety in the Islamic world. It’s a lot easier to 

understand the rise of Islamic fundamentalism is we notice its similarity to Cromwell’s movement, 

not to mention his embrace of terrorism.)  

And it is still at work in our country, right now. The increasingly right-wing turn of much of 

Christianity in the United States may have been created by charlatans who sought either political 

power or personal wealth. But it has struck a chord with people who are dealing with the anxiety 

if not terror that comes with rapid economic change, immigration, and the stark examples of people 

who lose their way in dealing with them.  
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And then there is the other side of market economies; the desire for freedom and liberation they 

create that challenges traditional / conservative ideas. The cultural and political changes that since 

the 1960s have powered the civil rights movement, feminism, and LGBTQ liberation movements 

are, in a number of ways, also a product of liberal market economies.  

The logic of individual freedom encourages people to questions the exclusion of people of color, 

women, and sexual minorities the freedoms given white men. Geographic and occupational 

mobility and growing cities and suburbs breaks down the social controls found in small 

communities. A consumer society in which enormous resources are directed at encouraging people 

to believe that consumption without any restraint is our birthright contributes to progressive 

cultural change as well. These various forces coalesced in the 1960s to create a number of 

movements that deeply challenged traditional religion, patriarchy, white supremacy and the 

traditional sexual morality that had been breaking down more quietly since the 1920s.  

We on the Left rarely understand how threatening these movements are, especially to people who 

have struggled to embrace self-restraint and propriety in order to get ahead in the market and 

protect themselves from falling into the underclass. We see the necessity of overcoming barriers 

to inclusive societies. We revel in the range of ideas and art and ways of life that come with living 

in more diverse communities. But what we embrace is deeply threatening to those with traditional 

ideas.  

Of course, we on the left do not demand that everyone adopt new mores. While we support women, 

Black and brown people, and members of the LGBTQ community, contrary to what those on the 

right claim, we don’t insist that all women enter the workforce, that everyone have friends outside 

their race or engage in non-traditional sexual relationships.  

Yet we do increasingly, and rightly, criticize not just public policies but private actions and speech 

that is racist, sexist, or xenophobic. And, far more importantly, we encourage acceptance of a 

people ideas and lifestyles that adherents to traditional ideas find threatening not just to themselves 

but even more their children. That creates a backlash among people who find the ground on which 

they stand is shifting under their feet and who are aggrieved by those who implicitly or explicitly 

challenge their mores and beliefs.  

And, of course, these change especially affect working class men who, after having been brought 

up with traditional ideas about how the head of a household must provide for their family, find 

themselves struggling economically, increasingly reliant on the income of their wives, and 

struggling to protect their children from ideas they find threatening. And on top of that, their 

formerly secure place in public esteem is being challenged by our movements.  

And if that response seems overboard, ask yourself why we on the Left talk often and rightly about 

the importance of “de-centering” white men from the story of America and recognizing the place 

that other people have had in our collective story. For us, as well as for the Right, identity is 

important. And what we, rightly, want to change can’t help but be seen as problematic by those 

we want to “de-center.” And it is not just white men who are upset by cultural change. Their wives, 

whose lives are bound up with the success of their husbands, and who share their bigotry, also 

resent their decentering. 
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Challenging traditional cultural and moral ideas in the public sphere cannot help but generate an 

intense reaction. That is especially true when it is combined with the advance of women and Black 

people—who in the conservative American imagination have always been thought to be lacking 

in the smarts and self-restraint needed to succeed in the market—and the increase in immigrants 

with their unusual languages, religions, and practices.  

Changes in mores, practices, and how we on the Left talk about our ideals are threatening to people 

who struggle not only to survive in the market but to hold onto the self-restraint they need to work 

long difficult hours in often lousy jobs that, however, have enabled them to rise a bit above the 

folks at the bottom of the economic ladder.  If those at the bottom vote—and they often don’t—

they mostly continue to vote for Democrats. They have never been the political base for right-wing 

cultural politics and fascism. The class base of the cultural Right is the old middle class, small 

business people and workers who, when they had good union jobs, were doing well—or had 

parents who were doing well—and are now afraid that they or their children might lose what they 

have. These are the voters who embrace the cultural right and fascism.  

Right-wing identity politics has long played a role in our country. One side of American identity 

politics has a common shape: rejection of cultural change, an attempt to enforce uniformity while 

embracing tradition and authority, opposition to immigration and efforts to repress those who 

threaten the status quo merely by being different. And it has had its enemies, beginning with those 

they believe are favored while they are struggling, and whose advance is seen as undermining their 

own prestige and position—Black people, women, and immigrants. But since the 1960s, another 

important enemy of the cultural Right are the members of the cultural, economic and political elite 

who support the advance of Black people, women, and immigrants and embrace progressive 

cultural ideas. These folks—called at different times, limousine liberals, radical liberals, socialists 

and so forth—are doubly condemned, not only for who and what they support but for being traitors 

to the political and cultural preeminence of white men.  

Clashes about moral, cultural, and identity issues have been as important to our political history as 

economic disputes. The current cultural Right has many antecedents, such as the Know Nothings; 

the Confederate ideology; the First and Second Klan; the America First movement; the Wallace 

campaign; the Nixon “southern strategy” and its attack on the acid, amnesty, and abortion it 

attributed to Senator George McGovern; the Buchanan campaign; the tea party attack on Obama 

and the ACA; and the Trump movement of today. 

Now in writing about how the cultural Left has created a backlash on the Right, I don’t want to be 

misunderstood. I stand firmly on the cultural Left. (I was the first person ever to run for State 

Representative in Pennsylvania to endorse gay marriage in 2004.) And despite my anguish about 

having lived my adult life at a time when the right has been ascendant, I frankly believe that the 

rise and achievements of the civil rights movement, feminism, and the LGBTQ liberation 

movement are worth the cost of the horrifying tilt of our economy from rewarding work to 

rewarding wealth. My point is not that we on the Left made a mistake by embracing these 

movements. We were right to do so.  

But we have to acknowledge that the cultural liberalism is partly responsible for the rise of fascism 

in America. We simply can’t understand our politics today without understanding why we have 

been living with the strong political backlash to advances for Black people and women and new 
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sexual mores since the late 1960s and deepening economic anxiety since the late 1970s. For we 

lost the ability to effectively respond to that economic problems that created that anxiety when the 

rise of social and cultural issues cost us the votes of the white people and especially white workers. 

And then left us open to the three ways Trump took advantage of the heightened economic anxiety 

of the twenty-first century to deepen the appeal of right wing social / cultural ideas.  

First, he gave voice to the most vulgar racist, sexist, and anti-immigrant ideas. And in doing so he 

legitimated others—from Republican politicians to your neighbor down the street—to do so as 

well. And that has led to an astounding upsurge of increasingly disgusting political rhetoric that, 

sadly, generates passion and energy on the right, and not just the far right. Trump is not solely 

responsible for this development. We have all become sorely aware of how much the old 

gatekeepers to the public sphere—the editors of newspapers and respectable politicians who shied 

away from vulgarity and explicit appeals to baser instincts—did to repress racist and xenophobic 

sexist speech. Trump took advantage of the opening created by lack of editors in social media to 

take American political speech to its lowest level since the decade before the Civil War.  

Second, Trump has gone to great lengths to heighten the fears of his right-wing followers a few 

different ways. He points explicitly and implicitly to the very real likelihood that they are becoming 

a smaller and smaller minority. Trump took the theory of “the emerging Democratic majority” 

united it with neo-Nazi “replacement theory” and then used it a cudgel with which to sow 

enormous fear about the future in his followers. He incessantly talks about crime, vastly 

overstating how much crime there is. And there is also fear of immigrants who are, in his mind, 

the source of a great deal of crime and also have been invited to this country to displace the white 

founders of the United States. And, finally, there is the fear of other countries who supposedly 

exploit our open economy and generosity, including China and the members of NATO and the 

European union (though, of course, not Russia). In all these ways, Trump’s method is to stoke 

great fears among his followers and present himself as the “only one” who can protect them. 

George W. Bush was not wrong when he said that Trump’s “American Carnage” inaugural address 

in 2017 was “some weird shit.” But the weirdness of using an inaugural address to give a portrait 

of America approaching ruin makes sense if one understands that heightening fear and blaming 

Democrats for strengthening the forces lined up against us are central to the strategy of Trump and 

the fascist movement he leads.  

Even worse for Democrats, Trump has, third, reinforced links between economic and cultural 

issues by attacking Democratic policy proposals in racist terms. In the last century, political 

scientists held, rightly in my view, that cultural conflict was orthogonal to economic conflict. They 

were cross-cutting issue dimensions that divided the voting population in different ways. There 

were some groups who were liberal or conservative on both dimensions. But there was also a large 

bloc of working-class Democrats who were economic liberals and but leaned to the right on social 

and cultural issues. And there were among Republicans economic conservatives who were liberal 

on issues of race, gender, and immigration.  

In recent years, Trump and his followers have stitched together right-wing economic and cultural 

arguments in a way that make both more powerful. The two dimensions of political conflict have 

almost merged. This is not an entirely new phenomenon. Republicans have for decades been 

implicitly or explicitly attacking Democratic economic policies on the grounds that they are put in 
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place by highly educated government officials who engage in “social engineering” that takes from 

hard-working white people to benefit, in their minds, far less hard-working Black and brown 

people. This is one more place where so much of Trump’s rhetoric borrows from the politics of 

Queens where he grew up during the 1970s. Naming the Affordable Care Act “Obamacare” was a 

way to raise the same point. We have seen in our work in Pennsylvania what survey research has 

found—even white, working-class and middle-class people who are the beneficiaries of the ACA 

frequently think that it was gives more benefits to undeserving Black people than to them.  

This way of using cultural themes to undermine liberal economic policies is not new. But Trump’s 

movement has embraced two deeper ways to connect the cultural Right to opposition to liberal 

economic policies.  

On the one hand, he has connected resentment against cultural “elitism” to resentment against 

economic regulation. One of the common themes of the cultural Right is the resentment of white 

men against “elitists” who tell them what to think and how to talk about and how to interact with 

Black people and women. That is to say, a lot of white men are simply tired of being told what to 

do.4 This set of ideas runs through the right-wing rejection of economic shutdowns and mask and 

vaccine requirements to counter the spread of COVID-19. But it goes far beyond police power 

issues. For these right-wingers, economic regulations are similar to regulations that prohibit 

discrimination or aim to expand opportunities for Black and brown people, women, and sexual 

minorities In my conversations with Trump supporters in Pennsylvania, I have seen working 

people who make $18 an hour criticize a $15 minimum wage on the grounds that the government 

shouldn’t tell business people how to run their businesses. (And they often add that the minimum 

wage mainly helps Black and brown people.) 

And on the other hand, the cultural Right’s embrace of hierarchy is extended to reject government 

regulation of corporations. The neo-fascist cultural Right is at base a movement in defense of a 

series of hierarchal distinctions—of men over women, of white over black and brown people, of 

Christians over Muslims and Jews, of Americans over other peoples, of Republicans over 

Democrats, and ultimately of a “strong” leader over other politicians. Hierarchy is justified in part 

by the assumption that men, white people, Christians, Americans, and Trump himself are better, 

or more capable or more deserving than others. And it is also justified by the fear that the 

alternatives to the favorite groups threaten our lives, our way of life, and our well-being. This same 

appeal to hierarchy is taken by the right-wing as a justification for the power of corporations. This 

is another theme that shows up in my discussion of economic policy with Trump supporters in 

Pennsylvania. These mostly working and small business people believe that regulation or taxation 

of large corporations will harm our economy by limiting the “job creators” or “geniuses like Elon 

Musk.” And that, they believe, will ultimately hurt them as well. Trump secures working-class 

support for tax cuts or the rich and corporations in part by giving working people a small tax cut 

 
4 In the earlier paper where I first discussed the sources of Trump’s fascism, I pointed much more to the ways in 

which feminism deeply stoked resentment in men as it not only challenged their privileges in the household but in 

bed as well. Rehearsing these ideas here would take me too far afield. But I want to acknowledge the feminist 

insight that the personal is political helps us understand how powerful the disruption of male privilege in sexual 

relationships has been in generating the backlash against cultural liberalism.  
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as well. But he also convinces working people that they will do better if the ultra-rich and wealthy 

corporations get even deeper cuts than they do.  

And fourth, Trump has tied all these themes together to call democracy itself into question. If one 

believes that the cultural and economic policies of Democrats give elites power over working- and 

middle-class white Americans, and if the power of those elites rests on demographic change, then 

majority rule comes to seem dubious. There is, of course, a long tradition of fear of the majority 

in American political culture—and in the institutions created by the Constitution—on which the 

Right can draw. It does not take much of a leap from fear of Black people, radical women, and 

immigrants to support for limitations on voting and democracy as way to preserve the cultural 

ideas and right-wing economic policies that presumably made America great.  

Like fascists and fundamentalist movements of the past, Trump’s neo-fascism not only responds 

to the anxiety of its social base but heightens it with bucket and buckets of fear. Trump does this 

to mobilize people in support of a traditional vision of America that valorizes white, heterosexual 

men who are ruggedly independent and take care of their wives and children, protecting them from 

the threat of Black and brown people and immigrants, who are dependent on a liberal state under 

control of morally and sexually degenerate liberal elites. The aim of Trump’s neo-fascism is not 

(yet) national greatness or world conquest. It is to uphold the honor, dignity, and self-respect of 

white men (and their wives) against the efforts of the liberal elite to displace and dishonor them 

by supporting Back people, women, immigrants and members of the LGBTQ communities.  

The Limits of a Progressive Economic Agenda 

Trump’s neo-fascism, then, is a toxic brew of deeply illiberal ideas. Too often those of us who 

grew up in the Post World War II era forget that these ideas, which have a long history in our 

country, are fundamentally hostile to the liberal democratic ideas that have largely animated our 

politics since the New Deal.  

The Democratic strategy of emphasizing economic issues and playing down cultural issues cannot, 

by itself, undermine this toxic brew of ideas. It is increasingly difficult for Democrats to speak to 

and for white working- and middle-class people about economic issues when the other side frames 

liberal economic policies as a way for elites to enlarge a government that takes from white working 

people to give to the undeserving poor, and especially, Black and brown people. And it is morally 

and pragmatically impossible for Democrats not to talk about advancing the well-being of Black 

and brown people and women. Even if they tried to do so, the Republican attack machine wouldn’t 

stop talking about the threat of Black and brown people and women. So even if the liberal 

economic message sinks in, when asked to choose between higher wages and respect, honor, and 

prestige, many working- and middle-class people will always opt for the latter. 

And that is why, even though it is critical for us to have a set of economic ideals and a policy 

agenda that serves the working people and the middle class—and that will ultimately create the 

sense of security that market capitalism undermines—it is not enough. And even if we could 

convince people to support those policies by campaigning on themselves alone, putting them in 

place would not relieve economic anxiety fast enough to undermine the appeal of fascism in  short 

order. 
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Politics for Trump’s fascists is fundamentally not a struggle for economic advantage for but for 

honor, respect and dignity. And, as I have pointed out, it is that for many of us on the Left as well, 

not just when we advance the cause of Black and brown people, women, and LGBTQ people but 

also when we identify ourselves with a set of left-wing economic policies. But because we have 

not recognized the centrality of identity to our own politics, let alone that of the other side, we 

have not done enough to figure out how to talk about our aspirations in ways that create a strong 

movement not only opposed to the Right but appealing to some Trump supporters we can still 

reach.  

An Identity Politics for the Left  

Let me unpack that last paragraph and tentatively spell out what I think are the key elements of 

progressive Democratic identity politics.  

Emphasizing the Importance of Work  

First a Democratic identity politics must be focused on recognizing, supporting, and honoring the 

dignity of everyday working Americans. It must embrace the value of work and emphasize that 

everyone, no matter what they look like and where they live, works hard to take care of their 

families and contribute to their community.5  

Upholding the value of work is why we support a minimum wage, encourage labor unions to form, 

and seek to break up monopolies that use their power to hold down wages.  

This recommendation will, I know, stick in the craw of many of us on the Left who believe that a 

progressive politics should challenge the centrality of work to the American ethos. Many of us 

believe that human well-being and a sustainable economy would be better served by using our 

productivity to expand leisure time rather than make it possible for us to live in bigger homes with 

ever more gadgets. Challenging that individualist work ethic would also help us recognize how 

much our own well-being depends on common goods while also breaking down the distinction 

between the deserving and undeserving poor, which is so responsible for the mean-spirited social 

welfare policies that characterize our country. 

I very much share this aspiration. But I also recognize that is a long-term project, one that requires 

cultural and economic transformations that will remain out of our reach if we do not first secure 

the power to address the economic insecurity that afflicts too many Americans today. We won’t 

hold power for long unless we can convince persuadable working- and middle-class people that 

we stand with and for them. And that will not be possible unless we uphold the value of work in 

the lives of individuals who seek to provide for themselves and their families.  

We can do this while also fighting back against the right-wing efforts to divide us on the base of 

race, ethnicity, gender, and whether we are native-born or immigrant by emphasizing how 

 
5 I started thinking along these lines before I heard about the Winning Jobs Narrative. But that work reinforced my 

belief that recognizing the value of work was important to a new progressive political narrative. Their work also 

reinforced my belief that such a narrative must find new and better ways to defend the importance of collective 

provision and the social safety net in a society that idealize individualism and self-reliance. For this work see 

https://winningjobsnarrative.org.  

https://winningjobsnarrative.org/
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universal the work ethic is. We need to tell stories of Black and brown people, immigrants, and 

women who live by the work ethic and who make enormous sacrifices for their families, and 

especially their children.  

And we can do this while also recognizing the value of those who cannot work. Most of us value 

all lives, at least in the abstract. Those of us who work usually do so not just for ourselves but also 

for people who we care for who cannot work—the young and old, the disabled and ill. Supporting 

people who for no fault of their own can’t work helps them. And it also helps those of us who care 

for them. 

Defend the Safety Net as the Provider Opportunity and Security We all Need  

Second, we must reframe our defense of the social safety net—and our efforts to expand it—in 

ways that reinforce rather than challenges the American work ethic. Again, this requires a shift in 

perspective that will be unattractive to some folks on the Left. Many of us believe, rightly, that 

every human being has a right to essential goods like housing, food, and health care. And we think 

government should vindicate those rights. Our problem, however, is that when we talk about 

government providing essential goods, we implicitly challenge the American idea that everyone 

has a responsibility to work hard to provide for their families. And that sets us up for the claim that 

the elites are taxing working people to help others who are not pulling their own weight. 

There are, however, ways to defend a larger role for a stronger safety net, as well as for education 

and worker training, that supports rather than undermines the centrality of work in our lives. We 

can do this by focusing on the role that government plays in providing the opportunity and security 

we need to make the best use of our talents to benefit ourselves, our families, and our communities.  

The notion that everyone should have an equal opportunity to work hard and provide for 

themselves and their family remains deeply embedded in our society. Yet we are also aware that 

rapid economic change—from the destruction of much work in manufacturing to the rapidly rising 

cost of housing, child care, housing and education has made it increasingly difficult for individuals 

and families to take advantage of opportunities to work hard or get ahead. And too many families 

have suffered from downward mobility. We can and should make the case that in these difficult 

times working people often need a little help from their government, not to replace individual 

effort, but to enable people to effectively work for themselves and their families.  

For example, people can’t work if they are not healthy or if they have the responsibility to care for 

those who cannot work. That’s why we want quality, affordable health care and child care for all. 

And they can’t make uses of their talents and abilities to help themselves and their family and fill 

the employment needs of businesses large and small if they have not had an opportunity to secure 

good education or training at all levels from pre-K to higher education and apprenticeships, that 

make it easier for them work harder and smarter so that they can better and provide for themselves 

and their families while contributing to all of us as well. 

And we should also talk about the security for all created by the social safety net. This is difficult 

to do because Americans often believe that the safety net is only important for those who can’t or 

won’t work. We can and should reminding people that there might be times when they need a 

helping hand—if they lose their job due to rising unemployment or they or their family members 
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are hurt by illness disability of if they have an opportunity to take a little time off to retrain 

themselves.  

Even this approach can be is politically challenging because, in a society which valorizes men who 

are too tough to ever need help from others, most of us hate to think about ourselves as having 

such problems. But if we are careful, we can and should remind people that our rapidly changing 

economy or a sudden illness of a family member can leave us temporarily behind. In these 

moments, safety net programs like Medicaid, SNAP, the EITC and the CTC, enable people to 

survive as they figure out how to move forward. We can emphasize the importance and the 

normality of these programs by pointing out that very few people rely on safety net programs like 

Medicaid and SNAP for long but most of the us rely on them for some period in their lives. We 

should defend the safety net, then, as a way to ensure that people and families who have hit hard 

times have the support they need to pull themselves together to move forward again.  

And we should insist that far from being opposites, security and opportunity go together. Our 

economy needs people who are willing to take risks to secure more education or move to a new 

place or change careers or start a business or devise a new technology. We have to remind people 

that the security provided by the safety net doesn’t undermine individual initiative but encourages 

its. And the safety net together with publicly supported education created the opportunity for us to 

we work hard and develop our skill and talents to get ahead, support our families and contribute 

to the good of all.  

At this moment, when education, child care, senior care and housing are increasingly costly, we 

should defend public policies that reduce their cost as a way to ensure opportunity and security for 

all. Child care and senior care helps people can enter the work force. Affordable housing makes it 

possible for people to live and work where they are needed. Government support for health care is 

also a way to ensure that people are healthy enough to work and that worry about paying for health 

insurance does not stand in the way of getting education and training or taking a new job or starting 

a business. And of course, good education from pre-K to advanced training is essential to providing 

opportunity people to work hard. Parents worry about paying the increasing cost for early 

childhood and college education and increasingly fear that the schools in many communities are 

inferior to those in the wealthiest ones. Good public policy should address and alleviate those fears.  

The best way to ensure that these public policies are seen as providing opportunity and security 

not a hand out is to make them as new and expanded safety net programs, such as the child tax 

credit, universal even if that also make them costlier. A robust social safety net and educational 

system ultimately requires that we break down the two-tiered system that characterizes health and 

housing and, to a large extent, education today.  

Create a Fair Economy that Rewards Works More than Wealth.  

Third, we must focus on creating an economy that works for everyone and make clear that it is 

wealthy corporations who stand in our way of doing so. All identity politics needs an enemy and  

a program to limit their power. And we all know why working people in America are hurting. We 

Americans increasingly believe that the economy is rigged to benefit the rich and wealthy 

corporations who use their wealth to influence politicians to unfairly increase their wealth. Now 

we have to be careful in how we do this as polls show that most people do not want to challenge 
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the existence of large corporations and appreciate their contribution to our economy. But the same 

polls suggest that the American people also increasingly aware of the damage they have done. The 

corporate elite have for decades used their economic power to hold down our wages and raise 

prices not just for the working people of America but for the small businesses. They have used 

their political power to cut taxes on corporations and the wealthy while raising them on the rest of 

us. They have blocked policies that would create new jobs, raise wage, create opportunity and 

security for all and protect us from climate change. And worst of all, they have formed an alliance 

of convenience with Trump to enhance their power and wealth by dividing on the base of race, 

gender, and place of origin.  

That is, we to remind people that efforts to divide us are, as proponents of the race / class narrative 

explain, designed by the corporate elite to turn us away from blaming those who are really harming 

us. 

We might do well to bring back FDR’s phrase “economic royalists” to capture the combination of 

political and economic power that looks down on and blocks the aspiration of common people. 

And we should combat the economic royalists by calling for new anti-trust laws, making 

billionaires and wealth corporations pay what they owe, and helping American workers form 

unions to offset the power of corporate employers.  

Reduce the Barriers of Race, Gender, and Nationality so that We Can all Benefit 

Fourth, a Democratic identity politics must oppose white supremacy, patriarchy, and xenophobia. 

It must insist that the dignity and equality we fight for includes everyone, white, Black and brown; 

men and women; gay and straight; native-born and immigrant. It has to defend the right to abortion, 

the right to consensual sexuality of any kind, the right to marriage for all. And it has to defend 

these rights and our larger project of providing opportunity to all in a larger story with two 

elements.  

One element of our story about diversity and inclusion is that of the gradual awakening of 

Americans to the barriers placed in the way of Black and brown people, women, sexual minorities, 

and immigrants. It’s time for us to embrace rather than flee the idea of being “woke.” We must 

insist that our vision of an inclusive, diverse country that recognizes that the rights to opportunity 

and security is central to the ideals and aspirations of our founding—even though those ideals have 

been terribly compromised in our past. We must insist that every business, enterprise, and 

organization make efforts to encourage and support those who have faced barriers of bigoty and 

discrimination. 

The second element of the story we must tell is how breaking down economic, gender, and racial 

barriers to opportunity and security will benefit everyone. Our economic prosperity is not primarily 

based on technology and capital but on our educated, skilled, and hardworking people. (Here, of 

course, we link to the first element of a progressive narrative.) The barriers of gender, race, and 

class costs us the talents and potential skills of many hard working people.  

In explaining this we should point out that great spurt of economic growth in the 1950s and ’60s, 

and the shared prosperity that came with it, was in large part the result of our taking advantage of 

the talents and ambitions of women and people of color who previously were excluded from much 
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of the economy. Similarly, our diversity has powered the huge contributions to the arts, sciences, 

and athletics made by people in our country.  

Is it an impossible task to get people to recognize the benefits of a diverse, equitable, and inclusive 

society? Given what I’ve said about the deep roots of white supremacy and patriarchy, it certainly 

won’t be easy. But I think the appeal of a society that is a gorgeous mosaic of people, all of whom 

bring something unique to the mix, still has an appeal. It is hard for me to believe it is impossible 

to awaken those sentiments in a country that loves music that’s almost entirely the product of Black 

genius.  

Recognize the Importance of our Collective Work  

Fifth, a Democratic identity politics must be active and communal. It must put forward ideals that 

we the people intend to create together not call for a distant government to give us something 

together. For all their negativity and focus on enemies, the right-wing neo-fascists are mobilizing 

people, not primarily to better their own condition but to create a country in their image. We must 

do the same. And we can do that effectively by drawing a contrast between the other side’s ugly 

vision of a divided country that is on the brink of collapse and our aspirations to create a country 

in which we stand together to attain our common ends.   

We should talk about our pride in our diversity. We should focus on how individuals come together 

in America to build something we cannot build ourselves, whether that is in our workplace or in 

our communities. We should talk about creating an America in which we are comfortable with one 

another in the public sphere, in which we are proud to go to concerts or ballgames or parks with 

people who are different than us but share the same commitment to hard work, family, and our 

communities. Most of us—including those who sometimes fear immigrants and those different 

from us—understand the appeal of living in a political community with a diversity of cultures and 

people from many backgrounds. Most of us can and will take pride in being part of a diverse and 

welcoming community. 

And we can be proud of what we have achieved together in the past from social security to 

Medicare, Medicaid and the ACA, to interstate highways, to the dramatic drop in water and air 

pollution since the 1960s and so forth. We should not let people forget those achievement as we 

pledge to match them in the future by eliminating poverty among children and saving the Earth 

and ourselves from climate change. 

Embrace an Optimistic View of the Future  

Sixth, we should talk about the future in a way that encourages optimism and tamps down fear. 

We need to replace the right wing politics of fear with a politics of hope. A politics of fear 

presupposes that we live in a world of scarcity, in which some individuals, groups, or countries 

can only get ahead by taking from others. A politics of hope is based on the idea that human 

cooperation and ingenuity can make all our lives better. The Trump movement has totally lost any 

faith in the future to make life better for all. Trumpism essentially rejects the long enlightenment / 

American view that we can organize ourselves to ensure that our mighty technological advances 

combined with human cooperation through both market and government can create abundance for 

us all. We need to point out that it is not fear but optimism that drives people to invent, innovate, 
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and build businesses. A political community that gives in to the fear Trump plays on and focuses 

on just protecting what we already have will oppose efforts to make our individual and collective 

lives better. We must show people how distant Trump’s cringing, fearful politics is from the 

optimistic, future-oriented ideas and initiatives that has always made America better.  

We know that climate change poses deep challenges that requires great effort to overcome. But we 

must avoid the pessimism about the future that pervades our side as well as the other. The truth is 

that bold steps in the immediate future can radically limit the dangers of climate change while 

creating millions of good jobs, reducing pollution of our air and water, providing more green 

spaces, and developing communities that are closer knit, not least by the expansion of public 

transit. We live at a time when the real excitement of the diversity of urban life can be increasingly 

found all over our county—not just in our great cities but in medium-sized and small communities 

as well. Similarly, we must turn fear of innovations in automation and artificial intelligence into 

optimism about how an economy that works for everyone can take advantage of new technology 

to once again reduce burdensome work, create new and better jobs, and provide more leisure time 

for all of us.6  

Defend Democracy 

Seventh and finally, in talking about what we can achieve together we have to defend democracy. 

We have to make clear that our greatest achievements in the past, and the prospect of new ones in 

the future came about because our government responded to the will of the people. That does not 

mean we allow ourselves to supporters of the status quo. There is no future for a progressive 

politics that can be painted as a reactionary force. We should point to failures of government 

especially when it acts on behest of wealthy corporations not the people. We should not defend 

the status quo. But we can point to examples how a government that responded to the wishes of 

the people has protected us from disaster and helped us thrive. We must remind people that this 

kind of government depends on the right to vote in fair elections. And we must remind people that 

undemocratic forms of government empower selfish corporate interests that seek to reduce our 

wages and increase our taxes while allowing them to rig the economy to benefit themselves.   

Conclusion 

Is this rhetorical approach too optimistic to embrace in this dark time? Too distant from the day-

to-day politics of Washington? Too hard for Democratic politicians used to talking about four-

point plans?  

Perhaps. This is a different way of talking about our political world and what we want. than is 

commonly found in Democratic politics. But Democratic politicians and those of us who support 

them don’t have to be stuck in the rhetorical world of Washington, DC policy makers for whom 

policies and programs and benefits are the lingua franca of everyday political life and the stuff of 

our increasingly problematic political campaigns.  

 
6 Barack Obama, of course, built his political rhetoric around the ideas of hope and change. But, while I don’t claim 

to have influenced him, I was there first in my campaign for Philadelphia City Council at Large in 2006-2007. See, 

my The Politics of Hope. 

https://marcstier.com/blog2/?p=936
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If we learn nothing else from Trump’s ability to create a fascist movement it should be that the 

insides the beltway way of talking about our politics has no appeal beyond that boundary. Indeed, 

as anyone who has studied American history knows, those ways of talking about politics have 

never worked.  

We need to find a new rhetoric that frames an appealing vision for this country that faces our 

current challenges and, in doing so, provides an alternative that can be embraced by at least some 

of those who have voted for Trump.  

No doubt way I’ve stated these ideas are still a bit too rarefied and abstract and certainly too 

intellectual in form. I’m not the best one to find the common words, and the shorthand phrases, 

that express the ideals to which I’m pointing. (And to the extent I can be good at doing that, I 

certainly can’t do it in this kind of paper.) But others can find the right words and then test them 

with not just with polling but by putting them into practice. 

Even more importantly, every one of these ideas that make up this vision of a Democratic identity 

that can be captured in stories—of people working together to help their community; of families 

who take advantage of government help in securing housing or health care to advance in their work 

and contribute to the community; of young people who use educational benefits to rise to jobs that 

enable them to help others; of Black and brown people and women and immigrants who have 

overcome barriers to become successful in many diverse ways and make enormous contributions 

to our communities; of people who have overcome economic dislocation to reestablish themselves 

in a new community; of men and women of different races, ethnicities, creeds, and orientations 

living and working and celebrating together showing how it is possible for all of us to feel 

comfortable in our own diverse communities. We need to tell these and other stories over and over 

again as we make our case.  

If you listened to Joe Biden in 2020, you know that what I recommend here was prefigured in 

some of what he said during his campaign. He embraced some of the themes I’ve put forward, 

albeit not always in the full-throated way I would recommend. He talked about the dignity of work. 

He talked about the kind of people we are and aspire to be. He said that Trump’s vision of 

American is “not who we are.” Instinctively and though the experience of almost fifty years in 

politics Joe Biden understands that politics has to appeal primarily to people’s hearts not their 

pocketbooks. Far more than most Democrats understand, he won the Democratic nomination and 

the General Election not just because he was the safe, consensus candidate but because his rhetoric 

embraced some themes that touch American hearts. 

But while Biden instinctively recognized themes that could touch us, as president his rhetoric has 

suffered from three defects. One is that he has never been a powerful and inspiring speaker and as 

age creeps up on him his deficiencies become more evident. A second is that he’s been rightly 

focused on the legislative struggle where clever policy formulations and artful compromises can 

save the day. And third, and most importantly, is that as his presidency continued, Biden stopped 

framing his policy victories in terms of the themes that connected him to the public. Too often he 

and his supporters have fallen into the Democratic policy miasma of numbers and details. 

We need to build on Biden’s insights and help one another and him define a vision of American 

identity and the community we must become in the twenty-first century—one in which we work 
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together to embrace diversity and the future to provide the opportunity and security we all need to 

work hard to benefit our families and our community and create a common life in which we are 

not just prosperous but proud. 

Will that approach bring most of the working people and the old middle class into our fold? Of 

course not. The profound social changes that created the extreme danger of Trump’s fascist 

movement will not be overcome quickly. And rhetoric can only go so far. It can help us gain 

political power. But then we need to actually put in place the transformative public policies that 

makes life better for most Americans. And winning elections is only the first step to accomplishing 

that. We then have to overcome the barriers our archaic constitution and the financial power of the 

corporate elite put in the way of legislative accomplishment. Our policy achievements will take 

some time to bear fruit. And even when we take steps to make a decent life affordable and reduce 

inequality, the fascist impulse has dug so deeply into the minds of so many Americans that it will 

likely disappear only with their death.  

Still winning elections is the first step and a new progressive narrative of the kind I’ve set out can 

help a great deal. And we don’t have to win over every Trump supporter among white people or a 

majority of them. We just need to raise their support of Democrats by around 4-5 percentage points. 

If we have favorable short-term conditions on Election Day, that is certainly possible.  

And one hopes that when we do hold a trifecta in Washington again that is not compromised by a 

few recalcitrant Senators, our understanding of the deep threat of Trump’s fascist movement will 

embolden us to take aggressive action that tilts our economy back from rewarding wealth to 

rewarding work and that we defend those steps forward in a way that creates a powerful and 

appealing narrative that can hold us together. 
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