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EDINANgaTioN oF

Open almost any mainstream newspaper or news mag-
azine in the world today, and you will find the news of
the world shaped by the same story line. The line goes
like this. After the collapse of communism, thinking
people all over the planet finally came to agree that there
is only one reliable road to freedom and prosperity. To
enter this road, every country must establish some ver-
sion of the political and economic institutions that have
long been secure in the United States and much of West-
ern Europe. The move often requires painful adjust-
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ment, austerity, and sacrifice. There are many obstacles
and surprises along the way. However, the direction of
the path is not in doubt. :

The social misery that may come, initially, with
conformity to the path triggers a populist backlash.
People rebel against the increasing inequality, jobless-
ness, or insecurity that taking the one true way some-
times causes. The rebellion is likely to be most vigorous
in the societies that must travel furthest to reach the
fork toward the right road: the developing countries
of Latin America and Africa or the postcommunist
countries of Eastern Europe and Asia. There, a ragtag
assortment of neocommunists, nationalists, and dema-
gogues try, usually without much success, to ride the
wave of popular resentment. Even Western Europe,
with its entrenched social-democratic traditions, needs
adjustments. Inefficient industries, high unemploy-
ment, and unsustainable deficits make European lead-
ers of the center-left as well as the center-right anx-
jous to reconcile Buropean-style social protections with
American-style market flexibility.

Their efforts speak to a universal concern. The doc-
trine of the one true way claims to describe the in-
evitable in politics and economics. Insofar as possible,

however, the inevitable, according to those who tell this
story, should be humanized; the arrangements imple-
menting the inevitable should compensate for individ-
ual hardship. By combining adjustments to the free
market with programs to help the poor and the jobless,
without destroying their incentive to work, we ensure
decency and prevent the populist backlash from getting
out of hand. Thus, the humanization of the inevitable,
the attempt to make the one true way less cruel to those
who suffer on the road to freedom and prosperity, be-
comes the watchword of chastened progressives every-
where. Their program becomes the program of their ad-
versaries—with a discount, and a falling one at that.

There is, however, at least one country in the world
where the doctrine of the one true way and its compan-
ion, the humanization of the inevitable, remain inse-
cure. That country is the winner of the Cold War; it
enjoys unrivaled cultural, political, and economic lead-
ership in the world; and is supposedly the very embod-
iment of the one true way. That country is the United
States.

The oldest and most American element of American E..n,
is the religion of individual and collective possibility: the

THE HUMANIZATIOM OF THE INEVITABLE
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belief that Americans can make themselves and remake
their society, that they can make everything new, The
American dream includes a middle-class standard of
living for everyone, with economic independence and
security, as well as opportunites for people’s children to
achieve what their parents failed to accomplish or ob-
tain. It also relies upon a more intangible butimmensely

powerful idea of freedom from being bossed around in -

one’s choice of life, tastes, and beliefs.

Today, however, at the apogee of its world power
and in the midst of an economy thriving as rarely before,
most working Americans feel more squeezed than ever,
and convinced that life S;:X harder for them than it
was for their parents. Even politically active and edu-
cated elites feel incapable of addressing, much less solv-
ing, many of the basic problems of the country, from in-
adequate health care and education to the social and
racial apartheid of inner-city poverty, from increasing
inequality of wealth and income to abstention from the
vote and indifference to politics. The practical conse-
quence of this national failure is that Americans despair
of collective solutions to their collective problems, and
alternate between resenting the incapable politics of
their country and blaming themselves for failure to suc-
ceed at a game that so often seems rigged against them.

_ Theyoung in the elite universities—the youth of an im-

perial power—feel the more disenchanted the more se-
rious they are, as if they had been born at the wrong
place and the wrong time, as if everything interesting in
the world were happening somewhere else. The size of
the country, and the decentralization of power and in-
fluence within it, play a part in their frustration: almost
any measure of influence an individual can hope to gain
seems dwarfed by the sheer bigness and variety of the
United States. So does the absence from national life of
anything other than a politics of inconclusive bargain-
ing among organized interests about minor fix-its. In
this American circumstance the triumphalism of the
doctrine of the one true way rings hollow. National tri-
umph goes hand in hand with individual impotence.

THE HUMANIZATION OF THE INEVITABLE
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Speaking in Madison Square Garden during his unsuc-
cessful campaign for reelection as president of the
United States, Herbert Hoover summarized the quin-
tessential American self-conception when he said: “It is
by the maintenance of equality of opportunity and
therefore of a society absolutely fluid in freedom of the
" movement of its human particles that our individualism
departs from the individualism of Europe. We resent
class distinction because there can be no rise for the in-
dividual through the frozen strata of classes and no

stratification of class can take place in a mass livened by
the free rise of its particles.” Not even the people stand-
ing in bread lines outside could impress upon Hoover
the incongruity of seeing the country as a collection of
free-floating particles rising and falling in an unresisting
social medium.

Hoover was describing a facet of the American reli-
gion of possibility. In America, men and women have
placed hope above memory. They have believed that the

future remains open to national renewal as well as to in-

dividual self-transformation. They have refused to be-
lieve that anything in their situation condemns them to
languish in permanent poverty, dependency, and weak-
ness. They have rejected the idea that their country was
locked by its history into an orbit.of familiar solutions
1o recurrent problems. They have insisted that, both as
individuals and together, people can confront and de-
feat the forces that prevent them from living more fully
and freely.

Hoover’s claims highlight the social side of this idea
of possibility. It is the belief that everyone can lift them-
selves up from the bottom, and win power to shape their
immediate circumstances. In their own lifetime and the
lifetimes of their children, they can escape penury and
subjection, and achieve a measure of independence. A

THE AMERICAK RELIGION OF POSSIBILITY




THE FUTURE OF AMERICAN PROGRESSIVISM

family farm, a small independent business, or a stable,
respectable job in an organization or profession, have
been the most traditional bases of such an indepen-
dence. According to this idea of social opportunity, class
distinctions in America have never become so rigidasto
prevent the rise of the individual.

Individual effort remains the primary instrument
of self-empowerment. There may often be obstacles to
this free movement of the “human particles” that indi-
vidual self-reliance is unable, unassisted, to overcome.
Collective action may then become necessary: people
working together in their communities, jobs, churches,
and clubs. To be effective, according to the dominant
version of the American religion of possibility, such a
joint effort must be uncoerced. Above all, it must never
be commandeered and orchestrated by government ex-
cept in extreme situations Or OVer anarrow, well-defined
range of problems.

According to this view, voluntary association does
not suffice to make self-reliance effective for the broad
masses of ordinary Americans. Governmental action
may also be needed to make self-reliance work. There
are many basic needs—like the requirement of univer-
sal public education-—that will always demand initiative
by government. Sometimes a great crisis, or the accu-

mulated effect of slow but ?&oﬁ&& changes in the or-
ganization of the society and the economy, may require
an expansion of governmental activism. In its form and
scope, however, such an expansion should be careful to
respect the primacy of individual initiative and free as-
sociation,

There has almost always been just enough oppor-
tunity in America to make this facet of the American re-
ligion of possibility plausible. Each epoch in American
history witnesses its own paradoxical developments,
extending social mobility in some respects while limit-
ing it in others. Today, for example, there is evidence
that, while the differences between rich and poor have
widened, the role of inherited advantage, the hereditary
transmission of property and inherited educational op-
portunity, has diminished.

The admissions practices of universities and the hir-
ing practices of professional firms and big business have
slowly extended the reign of meritocracy. The merito-
cratic opening may be less significant for members of
the working class, with the notable exception of the
strengthening of restraints on discrimination against

" people defined by the physically inscribed characteris-

tics of race, gender, or handicap. However, working-
class men and women may find it harder than ever to

THE AMERICAN RELIGION OF POSSIBILITY
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grasp the structure of privilege and inequality in the
country. The institutional complexity and regional vari-
ety of this structure, its wealth of manifestations and
qualifications, keep it from being readily visible.

Faith in the power of the individual to better his or
her life is the most prominent element in the American
religion of possibility, but it is not the only or even the
most important one. That religion also includes some-
thing more basic and something more ambitious: a
belief in the unlimited potential of practical problem
solving and a faith in democracy as a terrain on which
ordinary men and women can become strongly defined
personalities, in full possession of themselves.

The United States is a country of tinkerers. To hold
the American religion of possibility is to believe that
each of the problems that oppress, weaken, and frighten
us as individuals can be confronted, problem by prob-
lem, through human effort and ingenuity. Americans
resist seeing particular problems as the manifestation of
hidden, hard constraints. They believe that the terrors
of vast problems yield to the effects of many smail solu-
tions. :

Usé little things to break big things, says Saint Paul,
describingan essential feature of the psychology of hope.

For hope is more the 82.3;38 of action than its
cause. As the experience of the spectator favors fatalism,
so the experience of the agent produces hope. A prefer-
ence for acting over watching has been the most impor-
tant consequence of the problem-solving attitude.

Social opportunity as a condition and problem
solving as an attitude fail to describe the most potent
and fundamental strand in the American religion of
possibility: faith in the genius of ordinary men and
women. Walt Whitman, in the secular bible of democ-
racy, Democratic Vistas, cited John Stuart Mill’s discus-
sion of the twin attributes of a great nation living under
liberty, redescribing them as central ambitions of
American democracy: first, a large variety of character
and second, full play for human nature to expand itself
in numberless and even conflicting ditections. The ca-
pacity for strong and original experience, rather than
being confined to a small number of geniuses, heroes,
and eccentrics, should become widespread among or-
dinary people.

This belief in the elevation of ordinary humanity
contrasts with the pressures to conformity that have
played so powerful a role in American life. Intoler-
ance of actual difference—difference of experience and

THE AMERICAN RELIGION OF POSSIBILITY
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vision—flourished amid the celebration of outward
group distinctions. Yet the idea persists that no closed

elite enjoys a privileged hold upon the capacity for ex-

traordinary effort, experience, and achievement.

The soul of the ordinary man and woman hides vast
recesses of intensity. The sadness of much human life
lies in the disproportion between this intensity and the
accidental or unworthy objects on which people so of-
ten lavish their intense commitments. That this reserve
capacity for devotion and obsession can be tapped pro-
ductively, for the good of the community as well as the
individual, has always been a major tenet of the Ameri-
can. religion of possibility. Democracy, Americans un-
derstand, depends upon demophilia, love of the people.

Here we encounter another subtle and paradoxical
element of the American faith in the possible. A distrust
of collective enthusiasms, especially when they seek to
work through the power of government, has always
been an integral part of the American faith. Thus, that
faith contains a basis for the “countermajoritarian re-
straints” so famously prized by American constitutional
tradition.

Trouble for American democracy and for the Amer-
jcan imagination of the possible arises when disap-
pointment with the results of popular democracy leads

1o a perversion to which American democracy has often
been subject: the effort to use the countermajoritarian
power of a judicial elite to impose through judicial law-
making what the people through their elected represen-
tatives are unwilling to achieve themselves.

There then begins a self-reinforcing cycle of popu-
lar political disempowerment. The oppressed minori-
ties or social victims are defined as the wards of a cadre
of enlightened and benevolent notables. As politics
shrinks in scope and wanes in practical effect, the peo-
plelose interest in it and seek to cut their losses. They re-
sist, for example, the substantial tax take required to
fund the programs of an activist government. The polit-
ical incapacity of the people becomes a self-confirming
prophecy. What starts as a way to protect the many-
sidedness of the future against the single-mindedness of
the present ends as an outright expression of demopho-
bia, fear of the people.

We shall later ask whether the present constitutional
arrangements of the country strike the right balance
between demophilic hopes and demophobic anxieties,
and strike it in the way most faithful to the American
religion of possibility.

THE AMERICAN RELIGION OF POSSIBILITY




