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Populism, Democracy and
Paradigm Shift

By James M. Youngdale

In American culture, terms like populism and democracy, are often
used with great contradictionand confusion; and these twoin particul ar
are often used interchangeably. At the same time, the term, capitalism,
is a0 used interchangeably with democracy, especidly in cold war
circles with rhetoric about defense of democracy, and used as a
euphemism for Western capitalism. The effort of thisessay is dedicated
toward disentangling confusion of this kind with specid attention to the
linkage o populism and democracy as a problematic matter; and
throughout this essay, it will be understood that "ism" terms, like
capitalism, socialism, or populism, are descriptive of an ideologicaly
defined socia structure whereas democracy will be conceived as a
method in terms of which power conflicts are negotiated and hence a
method which varies in its implications with each of the ideologica
“jams.”

Taking populism as a starting point, the term is used in popular
discourse in reference to any mass movement or about any political
leader who enlists mass enthusiams; and in this context, one can find
allusions to such disparate persons as Harry Truman, Jimmy Carter,
George Wadlace, Huey Long and even Ronald Reagan as populists,
making for great confusion. Discussion about populism among acade-
mic historianshas been more preciseeven though vastly different points
o view have emerged. I n afamous text from the 1930s, John Hicksin
The Populist Revolt presented populists as aggrievedJeffersonians, aview
reinforced by Vernon Parrington with hisoverview of American history
as an eternal conflict between Hamiltonian autocracy and Jeffersonian
democracy. This perception o populism prevailed until the publication
o Richard Hofstadter's The Age 6 Reform in which he argued that
populists were frustrated petty capitalists who were nostalgic for a lost
golden age of egalitarian individualism and who turned angry, hateful
and undermocratic with the inability to restore their utopia. In The
Populist Responseto Industralism, Norman Pollack responded that populists
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wereredly thetrue democrats of American history and forwardlooking
protosociaistsaswell. Sincethe publication of these two books, ahost of
scholarshave examined the populist past and havefallen somewhereon
the spectrum between Hofstadter and Pollack. It is not the purpose of
thisessay to review this scholarship but rather to make an independent
statement about this debate with incidents from upper midwestern
populist experiencefor supportive evidence.

It is a matter of elementary logic that texts are explicated within a
broader context and that a given interpretation of a text is related to
assumptionsabout itscontext. T hetext here, of course, is populism; and
the context is my view o the sweep of American history which | call
" history as overlapping paradigms.” | n thisframework there have been
a succession of world views which compete for cultural hegemony, one
replacing another in a process called paradigm revolution.

Priefly, a paradigm is a hegemonic intellectual synthesis expressed
with both myths and theoriesin terms of which a consensus view of
socid reality emerges as the "common sense'” of an age. A paradigm
revolutionoccurs with along range shift in social outlock, a shift which
implies a new "common sense” to fit a changed redlity. In this short
essay, it is not possible to elaborate upon the complexity of paradigm
revolutions other than the following notations to set the stage for an
interpretation of populism. A paradigm revolution represents a philo-
sophical shift over perhapsfifty or even ahundred yearsand is not to be
confused with the concept of revolutionascoup dztat. Furthermore, ideo-
logical revolutionsoverlapin time as gravitation toward a new paradigm
is uneven among personsin differing class or status levels, making for
much cultural conflict and dissonance in society at large. Finaly,
paradigm shift involves not just two competing world views for ascen-
dancy. Usually, severa possible alternativesemergeto viefor support to
becomethe new reigning paradigm when an old one shows " decay™* or
amismatch between theory and redlity. There ismuch ambivalenceand
vacillationamong peopleinvolved in paradigm shift asthey aretorn be-
tween commitment to old vaues (theories, myths) and a necessity to
change valuesin consonancewith a changed socid reality. Thus, there
isadways atendency to look both forward toward a new radicalism and
backward to a past golden age as a reactionary dream, often both
tendenciesinternalized within a given person or movement to makefor
a contradictory eclecticism.

The cryptic observations in the previous paragraph about the
complexity of paradigm revolutionset the stagefor further discussion of
populism in American history. The populistsof the late 19th century
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and the early 20th century were a pivotal part of the larger paradigm
revolution from laissez-fazre liberalism to progressivism. Representing
the "underdogs" of society, the populists were more explicit and more
insistent upon reformist intervention; and thusthey pushedthe progres-
sve " upperdogs” "to theleft," 0 to speak. However, to the extent that
progressive reformers like the two Roosevelts and Woodrow Wilson
responded to populist pressures, they, by the same token, often co-opted
populist initiatives and, at times, employed repressivetactics with " big
red scares” when co-optation failed. Thus, as is often observed about
Franklin Roosevelt, the progressives "saved capitalism™ with limited
reforms.

While, in general, populism served as a pressure point upon the
emerging progressive outlook, a more careful examination of populist
movements reveals much internal contradictory eclecticism which has
madefor vacillationon the part of individual sand schimswithin specific
movements, often viewed as "left” vs. "right” splits. These tendencies
deserve examination in order to resolve the opposing views about
populism from such historians as Hofstadter and Pollack.

I n American experience, the cooperativeideafrom Robert Owen has
eclipsed notionsfrom Karl Marx for ideological hegemony over refor-
mism. Within circles committed to cooperatives, however, there has
often been a polarization between those who view coops as a path to
democratic socialism under the rubric of the cooperative common-
wedlth idea and those who see coops only as a profitsharing device to
shore up the petty capitdlist reality being undermined by trustification.
Thus, the coop movement itsalf has reflected the tensionsinvolved with
the breakdown of the laissez-faire liberal paradigm o the 19th century.

While Robert Owen promoted an ill-fated attempt to found a
communal society at New Harmony, Indiana, prior to the Civil War, it
was not until the 1870sthat the Patrons o Husbandry (the Grangers)
under Oliver Hudson Kelley systematically began to organize coopera
tives. They organized both consumer coops as state buying clubs,
includingmail order buying through Montgomery Ward, and producer
coops in the form of manufacturing plants for plows, reapers and
threshers. There is no evidence that the early Grangers imagined
building a cooperative commonwealth. Rather, adl indications point to
support for cooperativesresting on a desire to sustain petty capitalism
among hard-pressed farmers. The various producer coops failed in
rather short order, both from undercapitalization and aso from an
inability to keep abreast of technological innovations being ‘rapidly
introduced by such private farm equipment makers as Cyrus McCor-
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mick. The "radicalization” of the Granger's occurred around their
demand for railroad regulation, not around their cooperative move-
ment. Oliver Hudson Kedley, who dreamed o Jeffersonian agrarianism
uncorrupted by amarket economy, sulked in Minnesotawhileleadersin
other states, employing militant language about railroad abuses, built
the Grange to haf a million members in just a few years time. Once
some political victorieswerewon for railroad and warehouse regul atory
commissionsin several midwestern states, the raison detre for the Grange
melted away as did the membership, which was anyway poorly
organized and hardly aware of arole by Kelley and the national |eader-
ship.

As the Grange distintegrated in the 1880s, a new organization took
root, at first in the South, the Farmers Alliance, about which much has
been written, notably Lawrence Goodwyn's Democratic Promise The
Allianceworked on two fronts: cooperativesand political action. Itspoli-
tica program departed from laissez-faire doctrine, raising demands for
strong federal interventionin the economicsystem toward socid justice.
The Allianceplatformincluded such proposalsas nationalization o rail-
roads, the eight-hour day and a support system for farm prices. (The
farm pricing plan becamethe centerpiece of the New Deal farm legida
tion in the 1930s)) Out of the Alliance, there sprang the People’s Party
in 1892, a third party which registered strong gains both in 1892 and
again in 1894. This party, better known as the populists, finaly failed
when it confronted the American electoral system which gravitates
against minority parties, contrary to European parliamentary systems.
Also, itfailed over internal tensionbetween " left” and "'right," especidly
in that many of these populists were satisfied with supporting William
Jennings Bryan on the Democratic ticket around the inconsequential
issued Bryan's cdl for coinage of silver aswdl as gold toward monetary
inflation as a panacea for "hard times." The Peopl€'s Party is remem-
bered for the stirring preamble to its platform written by Ignatius
Donnelly of Minnesota, which saysin part: ... we meet in the midst o
anation brought to the verge o moral, political and material ruin. Cor-
ruption dominatesthe ballot box, the Congress and even the ermine of
thebench. The peoplearedemoralized. ... From the same prolificwomb
of governmental i njusticeswe breed two great classes- tramps and mil-
lionaires. ... We bdlieve that the powersd government - in other words,
of the people- should be expanded asfar asthe good sensedf an intelli-
gent people and the teaching of experienceshdl justify, to the end that
oppression, injustice and poverty shall eventually cease in the land.”
Donnelly, himself, was ambivalent about his own radicalism, dways
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looking back to the Jeffersonian Dream and refusing to join with the
emerging socidist movement before he died in 1900.

The cooperativeideaplayed an important role again after the organi-
zation of the Society d Equity in Indianapolis in 1904. The Equity
movement at first stressed the need for asupport system for farm prices;
but by 1910, it began building a chain o coop elevatorsthrough which
farmers could sl their grain without fear o being cheated in the
grading or the weighing process. The movement in North Dakota and
Minnesota also endorsed and fought for state-owned terminal elevators
to which the loca could deliver grain for sale to domestic millersor to
foreign buyers, a plan designed to benefit farmers by eliminating
middleman's profiteering. The demand for a state-owned terminal
elevator sparked the formation o the Nonpartisan League in North
Dakota in 1914 after farmers were dlegedly told to "go home and dop
your hogs' at alegidative hearing in Bismarck in 1914. In 1916, they
elected the Governor o North Dakota along with thelower House o the
L egislature as dissident Republicans(the subject o the award winning
film, " Northern Lights"), and in 1918 in the midst of wartime hysteria
about radicals and "Hun lovers” they aso won control of the State
Senate and Supreme Court around amuch broader quasi-socialist plat-
form than simply the terminal elevator plank, again as nominal Repu-
blicans.

Out of the Equity movement and the Nonpartisan League arose the
Farmer-Labor Party in Minnesota. After electing Henrik Shipstead to
the U.S. Senate along with two Congressmen in 1922, the Farmer
Laborites aso elected Magnus Johnson, former Equity manager for
Minnesota, to the U.S. Senate in 1923, who was defeatedin the regular
election in 1924. However, Shipstead and the two Congressmen re-
mained in office during the remainder o the 1920s. In 1930, with the
Great Depression gatheringforce, the Farmer-L abor Party captured the
Governor's seat with the election of Floyd Olson. Under Olson's
dynamic leadership, the party became a grass roots movement around
an adjunct movement known as the Farmer Labor Association which
published a newspaper and carried on radical political education. The
influence of the Association was 0 marked that Olson himself spoke
with confidencein 1934, "'| am not alibera. | am what | want to be -
aradical." Taking acuefrom the Governor, the party platform commit-
tee, headed by Howard Y. Williams, aSocial Gospel minded Congrega:
tional minister, wrote the following preamble for the party platform
which was adopted by the convention:
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At thistime when al of us could livein prosperity and happiness, we find there are
millions of working men and women in proverty ... aso hundreds of thousands of
farmers, business and professiona people who have become poverty stricken and
bankrupt ... Palliativemeasureswill continue to fail. Only acompl etereorganization
of our socia structure into acooperativecommonweal thwill bring economicsecurity
and prevent a prolonged period of further sufferingamong the people. ... We, there-
fore, declarethat capitalismhas failed and immediate steps must be taken to abolish
capitalismin apeaceful andlawful manner and that a new, sane and just society must
be established, a system where al natural resources, machinery of production,
transportation and communication shall he owned by the government and operated
democratically for the benefit of the people and not for the benefit of the few.2

Although Governor Olson toned down the rhetoric, interpreting this
statement as an endorsement o the Swedish " middle way," he did not
repudiate the plank; and he was reelected in 1934 by a sizablemargin,
the only example in U.S. history of a statewide victory around a co-
operative commonwealth platform. In subsequent campaigns, the
Farmer-L aboriteswere more circumspectin regard to their declarations
about the capitaistic system, but ill radicalism remained implicit in
their planksasthey gravitated toward being aleft wing of the New Deal.

When the Social Democreétic Party (socialist) was organizedin 1901,
several midwestern figures played a key role. There was Eugene Debs,
of course, and also Victor Berger, long time socialist Congressman from
Milwaukee, and the Reverend George Herron, Professor of Applied
Theology at Grinnell College in lowa. This Socidist Party was suf-
ficiently eclectic that it embraced many socidist tendencies, including
the foregoing cooperative commonwealth approach as wel as liaisons
with the militant IWW when it wasfirst organized. Thelarger contribu-
tion of the Debsian socidists to American radicalism has been well
documented, but the special role of these sociadistsin rural Americaand
within midwestern populism has been too much ignored.

Prior to World War One, the socidists became a grass roots move-
ment in many rural areas. In this short essay, it is not possible to fully
exploretherole of thesocidigtsasa left wing™ current withinthelarger
populist movements which emerged in the upper midwest. It is quite
clear that the Nonpartisan League spread like a " political prairiefire,”
quoting from the title of a book by J.L. Morlan, because the socidist
clubsof North Dakotavoted to transform themsevesinto L eagueclubs,
not without some debate about “selling-out” their principles. A.C.
Townley, himsalf the charismatic leader of the League, had for atime
beentheagricultural director for the Socidist Party until hewas expelled
for lacking knowledge about socialism; but he, nevertheless, worked
closdy with severa socidist farmersin launching the League in 1914.
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In Minnesota, the sociadists likewise gravitated to support the
Farmers Nonpartisan League, which in this state, like North Dakota,
sponsored radical candidates within the Republican Party primaries
from 1916 until 1922, at which time they el ected Shipstead as a Farmer-
Labor independent. Socialist sentiment also flourished within thelabor
movement as evidenced by the election of ThomasVan Lear, an officer
o the Machinists Union, as Mayor o Minneapolis. William Mahoney,
asocidist labor officid from St. Paul, was instrumental in organizing a
Workingman's Nonpartisan League as a counterpart to the farmer's
organization and in uniting the two Leagues finaly into the Farmer-
Labor Party after failingto win electionsin Republican primariesashad
been the case in North Dakota.

Of specidl interest in Minnesota was the role of the Finnish socialists
on the iron ranges in the northeastern part of the state. After being
locked out of the minesfollowinga strikein 1907, the Finns transformed
their Prohibition movement into socidigt clubs and proceeded to
organize cooperatives and to found community halls for lectures and
entertainment. The Finns divided sharply at the time of the Russian
Revolution. Some, with memoriesdf hated czarist rulein Finland, be-
came staunch supporters of the Workers Party and later Communist
Party while others adhered to a socia democratic outlook at odds with
those committed to the third international . This division between " Red
Finns" and " Church Finns" colored politica developmentson theiron
rangefor several decades. By and large, neither faction among the Finns
becameinvolved with the Nonpartisan L eaguesor the forming Farmer-
Labor Party until the Popular Front period beginning in 1936. At this
time, the communists began to play an active role in Farmer-Labor
politics and in the election o John Bernard to Congress, who won
immediate famefor hislone vote against the Neutrality Act of 1937, an
act which hamstrung aid to Republican Spain to the advantage of
Francisco Franco.

The socialis movement provided an important ideological current,
namely: anti-imperialism, which in turn pervaded the populist move
ments generaly. The Anti-lmperialist L eague had significant adherents
in Minnesota prior to the formation of the Social Democratic Party.
GovernorJohn Lind of Minnesotaand Governor Andrew Lee of South
Dakotawerebothvigorousopponentsdf the Spanish-AmericanWar. As
amatter of fact, Governor Lee won a court suit forcing the U.S. Army
to bring South Dakota volunteershome from the Phillipineson grounds
that they were there illiegally, contrary to the agreement under which
they had volunteered. But the socidists developed a near-Marxist



critique o imperialism, which was evident in their 1917 statement
opposing our involvement in World War One:

Modern wars as a rule are caused by the commercial and financial rivaries and
intrigues of the capitalist interests of different countries. Whether they have been
frankly waged as wars of aggression or have been hypocritically represented as wars
of "defenss’  they have dwaysbeen made by the classesand fought by the masses. ...
They [wars] breed a sinister spirit of passion, unreason, race hatred and fase
patriotism. They obscure the struggles of the workers for life, liberty and socia
justice.3

Not al socidistsconcurred with these sentimentsand somedropped out
o the Socidist Party, among them Carl Sandburg who had worked for
the socidistsin Milwaukee and Mayor Van Lear of Minneapalis.

The socidist verson o anti-imperialism was popularized as a sort of
leftwing isolationism during the 1930s, a point of view which was
bolstered by the findings o the committee headed by North Dakota's
Senator Nye who investigated the role o the banking and munitions
industriesin propelling the United States into World War One. Anti-
war sentiment influenced, at times, the character of populist coalitions;
for example, Germans and Scandinavianswith deep reservations about
"fightingEurope'swars" flocked to the Farmers Nonpartisan Leaguein
1917 and 1918 when League leaders expressed cautions reservations
about the war with such dogans as " draft capital aswel as men,” which
in turn provoked vigilante (tar and feathering) action against some
L eague membersand resulted in several Leagueleadersbeingjailed for
sedition in Minnesota. It is of further interest that an important
contributory factor for the defeat o the Farmer-Labor Party under
Governor Elmer Benson in 1938 was the defection of German voters
who preferred the right wing, amost pro-Hitler, isolationism o the
AmericaFirsterstotheanti-Hitler viewsdof Bensonand hisfriendsinthe
leadership of the Party.

At the opposite pole from the coop commonwealth/socialist current
within populist movementswas an outlook | have caled tory populism,
reflecting a view which lays predominant stress upon nostalgia for a
society based on idedlized petty capitalismyet which aso endorsessocid
reform requiring governmental intervention. The tory populists, by
themsdlves, preferred thosereformswhich imply theleast governmental
intervention, such asmoney tinkering, for example, the silver crusade of
thelate 19th century, and anti-trust measuresdesigned to restoreatruly
competitiveeconomy. Tory populistsweredifferent from free enterprise
liberalsonly in their willingnessto participatein broader populist move-
ments which stood for more far-reaching reforms. By virtue o their
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basic commitment to the individualistic syndrome, they were most
prone to vacillate out of the populist orbit altogether and sometimes to
engagein hate campaignsor conspiracy theoriesof history, aswel, and
eventoflirt with afascist outlook asthey moved from left to right on the
political spectrum.

Thematter o vacillationisacomplex onewhich deservesmore atten-
tionthen heretofore. The shift onthe part o tory populiststo the right™
is essentially the process described by Hofstadter in The Age of Rform
Others besides the tory populists made this same shift, for example,
Algie Simons, a sociaist who joined with the loyalty compaigns during
World War One as an informer about his former socidist friends.
Contrary to Hofstadter, therewasal so vacillationfrom right to lft, from
Teddy Roosevelt progressivism to a more radical socialist outlook.
There was Charles Lindbergh, Sr., a Republican Congressman who
joined with the emerging Minnesota Farmer-Labor movement as an
anti-war gubernatorial candidate in 1918, and there was Richard
Pettigrew, maverick Republican U.S. Senator from South Dakota
1894-1900 who later turned radical, denouncing the capitalistic system
from asocidist perspective. On the other hand, Farmer-L abor Senator
Shipstead, elected as a presumed radical in 1922, turned to the rightist
American Firstersand Franklin Roosevelt hating in the late 1930s and
back to the Republican Party in the 1940 election: Townley of Non-
partisan League fame drifted off into right wing McCarthyism in the
1950s. Examples o various kinds of vacillation can be cited in abun-
dance as people made ideologica shifts within the populist movements
and sometimes out of the movements altogether, shifts which are expli-
cablein the context of paradigm/revolutions.

Populist movements were never able to define a centered world view
of their own asavisionfor a " good society'?and hence the movements
tended to be unstable between a socialist left and atory populist right,
dways with tendencies for internal divisons and personality clashes
based on these divisions. But at those timeswhen, under pressurefrom
adversity or an unpopular foreign policy, there was a good deal of unity
between the contending currents in the movements, there were spec-
tacular successes, most notably the North Dakota Nonpartisan League
from 1916-20 and the Minnesota Farmer Labor Party 1930-38, both
cases of winning control of state governments. It isthis central position
within populism which incorporates both the "left” and the "right™
which | cdl radical neomercantilismor radical progressivism, an out-
look in which one can find both the negative tendencies observed by
Hofstadter and the positive ones noted by Norman Pollack if one looks

45



sectively for evidence. On balance, both men were wrong and both
were right and both lacked a wide enough field of vision about the
populist movements.

As a footnote to the Hofstadter position, there is a specid flaw in
ideology of classical liberalismwhich views society as aloose collectivity
o atomisticindividualsand hence not in terms o socid forces, which
can be called American Innocence. I n history, the innocent American
has been a person who can only react with anger and even violence, like
a child having a temper tantrum, when experiencing frustration with
the socia system. Temper tantrumsin the adult world take the form o
bigotry towardreligiousor racial minorities,leading at timestolynching
of Negroesor Indians. It isa veritable paradox that classica liberalism
in Americaisoften idealized asJeffersonian democracy and yet that this
same classicd liberalism bears within it the seeds of bigotry and vio-
lence. This same point about the defect of capitalisticindividualism as
an ideology was made about Germany by Erich Fromm in Escape from
Freedomin which Fromm traces one strand in the rise df fascism into
Protestant individualism.

The foregoing argument about the fragility and limitations of
democracy (often confused with individualism), within the context of
the laissez fare, liberal paradigm is not to suggest that democracy as a
method for socia interaction would flourish like a spring flower under
either an idealized progressive or socidist paradigm with commitments
to group process and citizen participation. A progressive or socidist
paradigm does not obliterate but certainly changes the contours of
powerfulness and powerlessness; and there is hardly need to elaborate
upon the suggestion that power dites have ways o co-opting and/or
subverting the democratic process largely through control by bureau-
cratic structures related to the existing power configuration. While
democracy conceived as group process may often be flawed in al forms
of society, it has been stifled, largely with McCarthyite anti-comminust
tactics, in the United Statesto discourageradical or populist critiquescof
the social system dominated by the military-industrial complex. A
certain amount of democratic populism has dways existed in America
in referencetolocal issues, like parks, street conditionsor garbagecollec-
tion, a populism recently promoted by followersof Saul Alinsky; how-
ever, these community-based movementsrarely ask big questionsabout
national and international issues. When groups begin to ask the big
questions, democracy becomes suspect by the American elite who see
such questionsas unwanted interferencefrom "beow," the point made
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explicity in Samuel Huntington's The Crisis of Democracy, a book spon-
sored by the Trilateral Commission.

Up to this point, populism has been discussed as a political response
to thefailure of the 19th century liberal paradigm which was unable to
deal with the rise of corporate industrialism toward a''good" and stable
society. Thefailure of laissez faire liberalism became most fully apparent
in the 1930s. At thistime, the Roosevelt New Deal came to represent
"upperdog” progressivism which co-opted many proposas from
"underdog"” populism. However, since World War 11, the progressive
paradigm has shown signs of its own failure to deal with an expanded
industrialism dominated by multi-national corporations. Gradually, the
dream o a New Deal "wefare stat€’" has been replace by the vision of
the "warfarestate,” sustained by old dreams of Manifest Destiny linked
with cold war ideology. By this token, Keynesian pump priming has
shifted from the civilian sector to military spending, a form of pump
priming which has been inherently inflationary in that it puts dollars
into circulation without putting goods on the civilian market. Thisshift
has amounted to a paradigm revolution, the implicationsof which have
not yet been fully realized. It isnot possible hereto providein any detail
thefull range of implications. A leading oneisthe deindustrialization of
America, making for mass unemployment in key industries. This, in
turn, has transferred employment within the United States from blue-
collar unionized jobs to so-called service industries, usually non-unio-
nized and with lower pay scales. American agriculture and its suppor-
tive small towns have been caught in a squeeze between high costs and
low prices, a squeeze which is depopulating both farms and towns
through a process of bankruptcy and outmigration of people. The
human impact o these various shifts has been to create a new class of
"haves' who have been ableto capitalize on inflation and a wider than
ever dassof "have-nots' who havelost both status and income security,
many of whom become a new underclasswhich is essentially frozen out
of the work-a-day world. Among the 'have-nots,” there is deep resent-
ment and anger along with disillusionment with the political and socid
system.

The poalitical responses among those harboring disillusionment have
been various. In the 1960s, a New Left arose, largely in protest against
the war in Vietnam; but, by and large, this New Left raised few
questions about the legitimacy of the socia system. Rather, it stressed
existential individualism (""doing your own thing') as the central focus
of protest and a reversion to moral indignation so common to the 19th
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century liberal paradigm. It should come as no surprise that some
leaders of the New Left shifted to the New Right, among them the
former editors of Ramparts Magazine and David Stockman, former
Reagan Budget director, who was a Vietnam protester while a college
divinity student. But, by far, the most important response among the
disillusioned has been the turn to religious fundamentalism to find a
"havenin aheartlessworld" to quote a book title by Christopher Lasch
about the Americanfamily. These fundamentalistsare organized under
therubric of the Moral Mgjority, aview about morality linked with 19th
century liberal valuesand a view which paradoxically links these people
with the New Right with its nostalgia for a mythical past "when
America was great.”” A commitment to a Jeffersonian world of free
individualism and minimal government leads a fringe of this Moral
Magjority to join with movementswhich might fairly be caled neo-Nazi
and which engagein gunfightswith policeand tax collectorsin the name
of defeating big government.” The most noted of theseon thefringeare
The Aryan Nation and the Posse Comitatus movements, both of which
look upon Adolph Hitler as a hero!

Whether the Moral Mgjority movements deserve to be considered
under the rubric of populismisamatter of semantics. Thelarger point
should not be logt that these Moral Magjority "populists’ perceive
themsalves to be in rebellion against the New Dedl tradition, not fully
realizing that the New Deda has already been transformed by the
Warfare State; whereasthe old populists of the late 19th and early 20th
centurieswerein rebellion against the liberal laissezfaire paradigm and
finaly helped create New Deal progressivism. Functionally, the two
kinds of populism are quite opposite one another.

The'attempt of the Moral Mgjority to wear the mantle o populismis
not going without some challenge. There is a proliferation o move-
ments in Americacalling for jobs, peace, women'sequality, farm price
supports, civil rights, saving our ecological system and more. Even
though these movementsare poorly reported in the mai nstream pressin
America, they make for an important undercurrent which may yet
surfaceinimportant ways. Even these movementsdisplay someambiva
lence between whether to veer left or veer right; and they are poorly
equipped to deal with this dilemmain view o the fear in America o
thinking about socid theory.

Fear o theory runsdeep in American popular culture, which tendsto
reflect simultaneously a concern with down-to-earth pragmatic con-
cerns and flowery idealism as transcendentalism leaving out the media-
ting role of myth and theory as commonly perceived in the various



academic disciplines, Thus, most Americans are only dimly awarethat
Keynsian economic theory functions in the 1980s as military Keyn-
sianism as a replacement for the social Keynsianism of the New Deal.
Thisisafundamental shift asa part of alarger paradigm revolution, a
shift over which popular movements are very much divided between
"old" populistsand the Moral Magjority variety. My own biasiswith the
"old" populists, but my concern with them is that they also reflect the
typical down-to-earth pragmatism in American culture and hencefail to
project a new vision for a ""good society™ along with appropriate social
theories to match. This bodes not wdl for confronting the Moral
Majority types d the far right.
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