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I. Politics in an Age of Fantasy

In the autumn of 2004, shortly before the U.S. presidential election
and in the middle of a typically bloody month in Iraq, the New York
Times Magazine ran a feature article on the casualty of truth in the
Bush administration. Like most Times articles, it was well writ-
ten, well researched, and thoroughly predictable. That George W
Bush is ill informed, doesn't listen to dissenting opinion, and acts
upon whatever nonsense he happens to believe is hardly news.
(Even the fact that he once insisted that Sweden did not have an
army and none of his cabinet dared contradict him was not all
that surprising) There was, however, one valuable insight. In a
soon-to-be-infamous passage, the writer, Ron Suskind, recounted
a conversation between himself and an unnamed senior adviser
to the president:

The aide said that guys like me were “in what we call the reality-
based community,” which he defined as people who “believe that
solutions emerge from your judicious study of discernable reality” |

nodded and murmured something about Enlightenment principles
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and empiricism. He cut me off. “That’s not the way the world really
works anymore,” he continued. “We're an empire now, and when
we act, we create reality. And while you are studying that reaiity:
_k judiciously, as you will—we'l! act again creating other new realities,

! which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We're
history's actors ... and you, all of you, will be left to just study what
we do?

It was clear how the Times felt about this peek into the po-
litical mind of the presidency. The editors of the Gray Lady pulled
out the passage and floated it over the article in oversized, multi-
colored type. This was ideological gold: the Bush administration
openly and arrogantly admitting that they didn't care about
reality. One could almost feel the palpable excitement gener-
ated among the Times liberal readership, an enthusiasm mirrored
and amplified all down the left side of the political spectrum on
computer listservs, call-in radio shows, and print editorials over
the next few weeks.’ This proud assertion of naked disregard for

reality and unbounded faith in fantasy was the most damning
evidence of Bush insanity yet. He must surely lose the election
now.

What worried me then, and still worries me today, is that my
reaction was radically different. My politics have long been dia-
metrically opposed to those of the Bush administration, and i've
had a long career as a left-leaning academic and a progressive po-
litical activist. Yet I read the same words that generated so much
aﬂngwng liberals an_d_the‘ lefE and felt something else:
excited, in_spirea‘ffﬁ]@ps. Whereas the commonsense view
held that Bush's candid disregard for reality was evidence of the
madness of his administration, I perceived it as a much more dis-
turbing sign of its brilliance. I knew then that Bush, in spite of
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making a mess of nearly everything he had undertaken in his first
presidential term, would be reelected.

How could my reaction be so different from that of so many of
my colleagues and comrades? Maybe | was becoming a neocon,
another addition to the long list of defectors whose progressive
God had failed. Would [ follow the path of Christopher Hitchens? A
truly depressing thought. But what if, just maybe, the problem was
not with me but with the main currents of progressive thinking in
this country? More precisely, maybe there was something about
progressive politics that had become increasingly problematic.

The problem, as I see it, comes down to reality. Progressives
believe in it, Bush's people believe in creating it. The left and right
have switched roles—the right taking on the mantle of radical-
ism and progressives waving the flag of conservatism. The politi-
cal progeny of the protestors who proclaimed, "Take your desires
for reality” in May of 1968, were now counseling the reversal: take
reality for your desires.? Republicans were the ones proclaiming,
“I' have a dream.”

Dreams often make those who are left-of-center nervous.
Fantasy and spectacle have been the property of Fascism, totali-

‘tarian Communism, and, more recently, the unspeakable horror

known as Entertainment Tonight. Traditionally we are more comfort-
able with those things mumbled by the Times reporter underneath
his breath: “Enlightenment principles and empiricism.” But what

are these things in which liberals put so much faith? Empiricism,
put simply, is the theory that things exist and can be measured
independently of those doing the measuring. There are facts to be
discovered and truth to be discerned, if only we can separate out
the desires of people. In the early 1600s the pioneering scientist
Galileo Galilei wrote of the necessity of distinguishing qualities
that “exist in external bodies” and can be measured—size, shape,



4 Dream

quantity, and motion—from qualities like color, smell, and taste,
which are subjective judgments. The former have an autonomous
and verifiable reality, while the latter “exist only in the sensitive
body, for when the living creature is removed all these qualities
are carried off and annihilated.” These latter, all-too-human im-
pressions are, in Galileo’s wonderful phrase, “nothing more than
mere names.™ The job of science, then, is to hold human subjec-
tivity in check in order to reveal the objective reality that precedes
it. Reality, once freed from tradition and superstition and no lon-
ger clouded by imagination and emotion, is self-evident.

Self-evident reality was critical to the Enlightenment as well.
Philosophers of the Enlightenment—the name bestowed upon a
loose school of thought centered in Europe around the 1700s—
believed that politics should strive to model itself upon the “real”
of the world, including the real nature of man. For Thomas Hobbes,
man was brutish and cruel; for Jean-Jacques Rousseau, he was
noble and good; yet both held that any system of just and last-
ing governance must base itself upon this revealed “real.” That is,
politics must be based in fact, not mere tradition or superstition.
Another key tenet of Enlightenment thought followed from this.
Man, in order to reveal this “real” and act upon it accordingly, must
be able to reason and act rationally. Just as an empiricist astrono-
mer could examine the trajectory of a planet without reference to
heavenly bodies, the citizen imagined by the Enlightenment had
the ability to discern the forces governing his or her life and make
thoughtful decisions based upon the (judicious) study of such ob-
servations. Through reason a citizenry could intelligently choose
one leader, policy, or system of government over the other. As a
rational actor, homo economicus guided the invisible hand of the
market. Reason and rationality, so the theory goes, were and are
the cornerstones of democracy and capitalism.
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It is not surprising that progressives feel an affinity for the\

Enlightenment and empiricism. It was empiricism that broke the
Church’s grip on the interpretation of the world. By challenging
the Church on its explanations of the physical world, the empiri-
cists opened up an assault on its political and spiritual power as
well. Likewise, the Enlightenment ideal of man as a rational, rea-
soning creature undermined the hierarchies of feudalism and the
foundations of divine right. Traditional “common sense” held that
common people could not govern themselves nor act orderly in
the marketplace. Contesting these assumptions cleared the way
for new forms of politics and economics.s The religious festivals
and entertaining spectacles mobilized by Church and crown to
excite or divert the masses and cement religious or royal power
could now be replaced by town meetings and coffeehouses where
enlightened citizens debated the issues of the day. These reason-
able citizens, understanding reality as it is and not as it is imag-
ined, would guide democracy and rationalize the market, break-
ing forever with a reactionary past cloaked in magic, mystery, and
manipulation. In other words, and more to the point, progressives
throughout history embraced the Enlightenment and empiricism
because historically these ideas were progressive.®

But all this is history. Appeals to truth and reality, and faith in
rational thought and action, are based in a fantasy of the past,
or rather, past fantasy.” Today's world is linked by media systems
and awash in advertising images; political policies are packaged
by public relations experts and celebrity gossip Is considered
news. More and more of the economy is devoted to marketing and
entertainment or the performance of scripted roles in the service
sector.* We livein a "society of the spectacle,” as the French theorist-
provocateur @H_eﬁcgg_declared back in 1967. Yet, faced with
this new world, progressives are still acting out a script inherited

&
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{from the past. This is a mistake, for those who put their trust in
Enlightenment principles and empiricism today are doomed to
political insignificance.?

This is largely where liberals and the left reside now. Consider
the recent ghoulish spectacle of Terri Schiavo, the brain-dead
woman kept alive by forced medical feeding against the wishes
of her husband and the decisions of a court. In a roundabout ef-
fort to inch toward outlawing abortion, conservative politicians
dramatized the tragedy as an epic struggle of the right to life,
of the lofty primacy of the spirit over the body. Politician stood
shoulder to shoulder with priest in an appeal for state interven-
tion to prevent a helpless innocent from court-mandated death.
It was grand theater, played to the hilt—despite opinion polls re-
cording anywhere from 6o to 70 percent of Americans believing
that government has no place in end-of-life decisions.” How did
the Democrats capitalize on their opponents’ popular weakness?
With meek statements about proper judicial process and respect

for expert medical opinion—all the inspiration of aS_er_&

Must the facts, ma'am. No need to get excited.” This was
not merely a case of political ineptitude; it was the manifestation
of an Enlightenment-era faith that facts are more powerful than
fantasies.

To be fair, there are some things that progressives do reason-
ably well. We reveal the lies of institutionalized power through
investigative reporting and media exposure (Watergate, torture at
Abu Ghraib prison). We demonstrate to those in power that “the
whole world is watching” by marshalling hundreds of thousands
of people for mass protests (the ritual “March on Washington”).
And we influence privileged youth through our relative domi-
nance in the universities (even though this victory is never ac-
knowledged since doing so would mean admitting that what we

Politics in an Age of Fantasy 7

teach is not simply the Truth). But these strengths are based upon
a fundamental weakness: an Enlightenment faith that some-
how, if reasoning people have access to the Truth, the scales will
fall from their eyes and they will see reality as it truly is and, of
course, agree with us.

To retain this faith, progressives have, ironically, closed their
eyes to the reality of today’s politico-cultural landscape. Despite
repeated assertions that Saddam Hussein had nothing to do with
al-Qaeda’s terrorist attacks on 9/11 by nearly every respected
news outlet in the United States (and even the not-so-respected
governmental intelligence services), a majority of Americans be-
lieve there was a link. This is not some mass of illiterates living
in a world where information is controlled by priests intoning in
Latin. These are citizens of a highly literate nation awash in 24/7
information. Is there any better evidence that the problem is not
one of access to the truth? The archaic concern with formal cen-
sorship has little validity in our age of informational overload.

Certainly U.S. propaganda gave the public's flight from facts a
helping hand, but it was effective because the Pentagon under-
stood that people often prefer a simple, dramatic story to the com-
plicated truth. Weaned on endless advertisements, sitcoms, and
Hollywood movies, we've learned to find comfort in compelling
narratives and change the channel when confronted with messy
facts. If Osama bin Laden is elusive and al-Qaeda ephemeral,
Saddam Hussein and the easily recognized nation of Iraq seemed
made for prime-time trouncing. When the Iraqis didn't welcome
us as liberators, and catching Saddam proved anticlimactic, no
matter: there was always Saving Private Lynch.

A climate of fear can fuel fantasy, as the Bush administration
so effectively demonstrated in the days after the terronst attacks
on 9/11. When threatened and insecure, people will find a way to
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go with the story—no matter how irrational—that makes them
feel safer. And it may be that the pull toward the dramatic is basic
human modus operandi. Jesus, after all, used parables instead of
rational arguments to get his points across in the Gospels. But
today spectacle is center stage, driven by a mass media and a
consumer economy that panders to and profits off of emotional
narrative and the overhyped story. Once there were a few hold-
outs: news, education, and so on. Now “fair and balanced” Fox is
in the living room and commercially sponsored Channel One in
the classroom. Spectacle is our way of making sense of the world.

P 1

Tmth and power belong to those who te

Walter Lippmann, the influential writer, popular newspaper
editor, and informal political adviser to nearly every president
from Teddy Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson, argued that democratic
theory has little to do with democratic practice. Democratic the-
ory resides in the coffeehouses and government buildings where

enlightened men examine evidence, hold reasoned conversations,
and arrive at rational decisions. Theoretical democracy is a heady
process. Its practice aims a bit lower. To win elections among a
large and diverse population and get the majority to agree upon
policy or go along with decisions, politicians, like their commer-
cial counterparts in Hollywood and on Madison Avenue, speak to
people’s fantasies and desires through a language of images and
associations. By manipulating symbols, exploiting memories, and
spinning stories, the political elite are able to guide the direction
of public opinion. “The practice of democracy has tumed a cor-
ner,” Lippmann argued in his 1922 book Public Opinion, “A revolu-
tion is taking place, infinitely more significant than any shifting
of economic power” He called this revolution the Manufacture of
Consent."

Those of us opposed to rule by a political elite learmed an im-
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portant lesson from Lippmann. If democracy is to be sustained,
and citizens are to truly govern their lives, then the manufacture
of consent must be continuously revealed and deconstructed.
Political stagecraft must be relentlessly attacked with our arsenal
of facts and reason.

We learned the wrong lesson.

Progressives should have learned to build a politics that em-
braces the dreams of people and fashions spectacles which give

“these fantasies form—a politics that understands desire and

speaks to the irrational; a politics that employs symbols and as-

S mm——— .. »
soclations; a politics that tells good stories. In brief, we should
Soclations, a

have learned to manufacture dissent.

We need to do this for strategic reasons. Whether one approves
of it or not, fantasy and spectacle have become the lingua franca
of our time. Progressives can talk all they want about the Bush ad
ministration’s disregard for the truth and its dangerous flights of
fancy, but no one other than the converted is listening. And when
no one listens in a democracy, the alignment of powem

same. If we want our ideas to lead and not trail the politics of this
————

country, then we need to learn how to think and communicate in
today’s spectacular vernacular.

Recently, progressive political writers such as Thomas Frank
have argued that if the Democratic Party is to have a political
future, it needs to adopt platforms and embrace policies that
materially benefit the majority of Americans. Frank is absolutely
correct.'”” But unless the Democrats develop programs to sell
these real material gains and employ strategies that acknowledge
the more immaterial nature of citizens' hopes and dreams, they
will continue to fail. With apologies to Galileo (who merely makes
the mistake common to many modern Western thinkers), real-
ity and fantasy don't inhabit separate spheres, they coexist and
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