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CHAPTER 1

Political Culture

From The Liberal Tradition in America:
An Interpretation of American Political Thought
Since the Revolution

Louis HArTZ

Political culture refers to the orientation of citizens toward the political system
and toward themselves as actors in it. This includes the basic values, beliefs, at-
titudes, predispositions, and expectations that citizens bring to political life.
Given the great diversity of the American population, one might expect a simi-
larly diverse array of thought within political culture, with rival sets of political
values challenging each other. In his classic and influential work, Louis Hartz
argues that in fact there is broad agreement in the United States around a set of
political beliefs. Hartz refers to this as the “liberal tradition”; the terms “liberal
consensus” and “American Creed” have also been used by other authors. “Lib-
eral” here means a focus on the individual and minimizing government inter-
vention in daily life. Within the liberal tradition, the values of equality, private
property, liberty, individualism, protection of religious freedom, and democracy
are especially powerful. There is certainly debate over what these terms mean or
how much to emphasize one versus another, and these clashes drive party poli-
tics, but we do not see successful political movements in the United States that
directly challenge these values. On the contrary, most movements seek to show
how their beliefs and principles are highly consistent with these basic American
values. Hartz argues that it is the nature of American history that led to this un-
usual uniformity. Not having had a feudal stage, Americans also did not witness
the revolutionary stages and ideologies that challenged feudalism in Europe. As
Hartz puts it, “no feudalism, no socialism.” This historical path does present
some problems, in Hartz's view. Americans view liberalism as natural, as obvi-
ous. Indeed, to some extent, we are hardly aware of it as an ideology because it
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has been unchallenged. To Hartz, writing in the 1950s, this sometimes blinds

Americans to policy alternatives, heightens our fears of social disharmony and
‘foreign _zdeas, and makes it hard for Americans to understand other societies
where a liberal tradition is not so dominant.

1. America and Europe

The analysis which this book contains is based on what might be called
the storybook truth about American history: that America was settled
by men who fled from the feudal and clerical oppressions of the Old

World. If there is anything in this view, as old as the national folklore it-

self, then the outstanding thing about the American community in West-
ern history ought to be the non

. -existence of those oppressions, or since
the reaction against them was in the broadest sense liberal, that the
American community is a liberal community. We are confronted * * * with
*** America skipping the feudal stage of history * * *. “Feudalism” refers
technically to the institutions of the medieval era, and it is well known
that aspects of the decadent feudalism of the later period, such as primo-
geniture, entail, and quitrents, were present in America even in the eigh-
teenth century. “Liberalism” is an even vaguer term, clouded as it is by
all sorts of modern social reform connotations, and even when one insists
on using it in the classic Lockian sense, as I shall insist here, there are as-
pects of our original life in the Puritan colonies and the South which
harc_lly fit its meaning.! But these are the liabilities of any large general-
1zation, danger points but not insuperable barriers. What in the end is
more interesting is the curious failure of American historians, after re-
peating endlessly that America was grounded in escape from the Euro-
pean past, to interpret our history in the light of that fact. * * *

*  * %

- 2. "Natural Liberalism”: The Frame of Mind

One of the central characteristics of a nonfeudal society is that it lacks a
genuine revolutionary tradition, the tradition which in Europe has been
linked with the Puritan anjd French revolutions: that it is “born free,” as
Tocqueville said. And this Vbeing the case, it lacks also a tradition of reac-
tion * * * TIts liberalism is ** * a “natural” phenomenon. But the matter is
curiously broader than this, for a society which begins with Locke, and
thus transforms him, stays with Locke, by virtue of an absolute and irra-
tional attachment it develops for him, and becomes as indifferent to the
challenge of socialism in the later era as it was unfamiliar with the her-
itage of feudalism in the earlier one. It has within it, as it were, a kind of
self-completing mechanism, which insures the universality of the liberal
idea. * * * It is not accidental that America which has uniquely lacked a
feudal tradition has uniquely lacked also a socialist tradition. The hidden
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origin of socialist thought everywhere in the West is to be found in th\c«\\
feudal ethos. * * * N

America has presented the world with the peculiar phenomenon, not
of a frustrated middle class, but of a “frustrated aristocracy”—of men,
Aristotelian-like, trying to break out of the egalitarian confines of middle-
class life but suffering guilt and failure in the process. The South before
the Civil War is the case par excellence of this, though New England of
course exemplifies it also. * * * The Southerners were thrown into fan-
tastic contradictions by their iconoclastic conservatism, by what I have
called the “Reactionary Enlightenment,” and after the Civil War for good
historical reasons they fell quickly into oblivion. The South, as John
Crowe Ransom has said, has been the part of America closest to Old
World Europe, but it has never really been Europe. It has been an alien
child in a liberal family, tortured and confused, driven to a fantasy life
which, instead of disproving the power of Locke in America, portrays
more poignantly than anything else the tyranny he has had.

* * * Here we have one of the great and neglected relationships in
American history: the common fecklessness of the Southern “feudalists”
and the modern socialists. It is not accidental, but something rooted in
the logic of all of Western history, that they should fail alike to leave a
dent in the American liberal intelligence. * * * Socialism arises not only to
fight capitalism but remnants of feudalism itself, so that the failure of the
Southern [feudalists], in addition to setting the pattern for the failure of
the later Marxists, robbed them in the process of a normal ground for
growth. * * ¥

Surely, then, it is a remarkable force: this fixed, dogmatic liberalism of
a liberal way of life. It is the secret root from which have sprung many of
the most puzzling of American cultural phenomena. Take the unusual
power of the Supreme Court and the cult of constitution worship on
which it rests. Federal factors apart, judicial review as it has worked in
America would be inconceivable without the national acceptance of the
Lockian creed, ultimately enshrined in the Constitution, since the re-
moval of high policy to the realm of adjudication implies a prior recogni-
tion of the principles to be legally interpreted. * * * If in England a
marvelous organic cohesion has held together the feudal, liberal, and so-
cialist ideas, it would still be unthinkable there that the largest issues of
public policy should be put before nine Talmudic judges examining a sin-
gle text. But this is merely another way of saying that law has flourished
on the corpse of philosophy in America, for the settlement of the ultimate
moral question is the end of speculation upon it. Pragmatism, interest-
ingly enough America’s great contribution to the philosophic tradition,
does not alter this, since it feeds itself on the Lockian settlement. It is only
when you take your ethics for granted that all problems emerge as prob-
lems of technique. Not that this is a bar in America to institutional inno-
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dominatgd by ideological Systems, cannot duplicate. * * *
He.re isa Lockian doctrine which in the West

never been a “liberal movement” or a real “liberal party” in ica:

have only had the American Way of Life, a natignatl}i,st arﬁé?;le;tfcﬁ)lﬁ“(,;
Lockv:a which usually does not know that Locke himself is involved; and
we .chd not even get that until after the Civil War when the Whigs (;f the
ian tradition, saw the capital that could be

s

ger of unanirr}it'y, which has slumbered unconsciously behind it: the
tyranny of opinion” that Tocqueville saw unfolding as even the pathetic
social distinctions of the Federalist era collapsed before his eyes. But in

tion of irrational Lockianism, or of “American-
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ment it intensifies it is to say a lot: it is to say that the basic horizons of the
nation both at home and abroad are drastically widened by it. * * *
[Wlhen has the nation appreciated more keenly the limits of its own cul-
tural pattern as applied to the rest of the world? * * * [Wlhen has the
meaning of civil liberties been more ardently understood than now? * * *
The outcome of the battle between intensified “Americanism” and new
enlightenment is still an open question.

* * *

3. The Dynamics of a Liberal Society

So far I have spoken of natural liberalism as a psychological whole, em-
bracing the nation and inspiring unanimous decisions. We must not as-
sume, however, that this is to obscure or to minimize the nature of the
internal conflicts which have characterized American political life. * * *
What we learn from the concept of a liberal society, lacking feudalism
and therefore socialism and governed by an irrational Lockianism, is that
the domestic struggles of such a society have all been projected with the
setting of Western liberal alignments. * * *

*ox ¥

That society has been a triumph for the liberal idea, but we must not
assume that this ideological victory was not helped forward by the mag-
nificent material setting it found in the New World. The agrarian and

proletarian strands of the American democratic personality, which in

some sense typify the whole of American uniqueness, reveal a remark-
able collusion between Locke and the New World. Had it been merely the
liberal spirit alone which inspired the American farmer to become capi-
talistically oriented, to repudiate save for a few early remnants the village
organization of Europe, to produce for a market and even to enter capi-
talist occupations on the side such as logging and railroad building, then
the difficulties he encountered would have been greater than they were.
But where land was abundant and the voyage to the New World itself a
claim to independence, the spirit which repudiated peasantry and ten-
antry flourished with remarkable ease. Similarly, had it merely been an
aspect of irrational Lockianism which inspired the American worker to
think in terms of the capitalist setup, the task would have been harder
than it was.

But social fluidity was peculiarly fortified by the riches of a rich land,
so that there was no small amount of meaning to Lincoln’s claim in 1861
that the American laborer, instead of “being fixed to that condition for
life,” works for “a while,” then “saves,” then “hires another beginner” as
he himself becomes an entrepreneur. And even when factory industrial-
ism gained sway after the Civil War, and the old artisan and cottage-and-




8 Louis HarTz

mill mentality was definitely gone, it was still a Lockian idea fortified by

material resources which inspired the triumph of the job mentality of

Qne cannot say of the liberal society analysis that by concentrating on
national unities it rules out the meaning of domestic conflict. Actually it
discovers that meaning * * *. The argument over whether we should

~stress” solidarity or conflict in American politics misleads us by advanc-
Ing a false set of alternatives.

Discussion Questrons

1."Do you agree with Hartz that Americans have a hard time under-

standing other societies because of ideologi i ity i
; cal uniformity in the
. United States? ¢ d

2. Do you think Hartz is correct in saying that Americans are in agree-
ment on the values of the liberal tradition? Are there parts of Amer-
ican history or society today that make you doubt his thesis?

3. W.ithout Iimjting yourself to Hartz’
think might be some of the advanta

degree of agreement on basic val
tics?

s observations, what do you
ges and disadvantages of a high
ues for American society and poli-

Nortgs |
|

1Cl Ed. no'te: _”Lockign” re.fers tb John Locke, a British political theorist. Locke’s
ldeas of individualism, liberty, property rights, and limited government were

?imor\g those that influenced political leaders at the time of the American Revolu-
on. ]

“Beyond Tocqueville, Myrdal, and Hartz:
The Multiple Traditions in America”

RoGERSs M. SmiTH

Where liberalism points to notions of equality, Rogers Smith argues that there is
another tradition in American political thought that has been influential. He
does not deny the significance in American political history of liberalism or of re-
publicanism, which argues for a more society-centered perspective on govern-
ment than does liberalism. Smith, however, contends that an equally significant
strand of thought, “ascriptive hierarchy,” has been important across U.S. his-
tory. In this way of thinking, society is a hierarchy, where some groups are on top
and others are below. Those on top are deserving of all the rights and benefits the
liberal tradition can offer; those below are not. The most glaring examples of this
throughout American history were the treatment of racial minorities, especially
blacks, and the treatment of women. Smith notes that those holding these illiberal
views were not on the fringes of society but, rather, were probably the majority
view. We cannot, Smith argues, marginalize the impact of “ascriptive Ameri-
can” hierarchy or those who held these views. American public policy at the
highest levels was influenced by its premises. Moreover, the same individuals of-
ten held these illiberal views in tandem with their liberal or republican views and
expended great intellectual energy to make these views seem acceptable in the
light of fundamental American beliefs.

Since the nation’s inception, analysts have described American political
culture as the preeminent example of modern liberal democracy, of
government by popular consent with respect for the equal rights of all.
They have portrayed American political development as the working out
of liberal democratic or republican principles, via both “liberalizing” and
“democratizing” socioeconomic changes and political efforts to cope with
tensions inherent in these principles. Illiberal, undemocratic beliefs and
practices have usually been seen only as expressions of ignorance and
prejudice, destined to marginality by their lack of rational defenses. * * *
[Alexis de] Tocqueville’s thesis—that America has been most shaped
by the unusually free and egalitarian ideas and material conditions that
prevailed at its founding—captures important truths. Nonetheless, the
purpose of this essay is to challenge that thesis by showing that its adher-
ents fail to give due weight to inegalitarian ideologies and conditions that
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have shaped the participants and the substance of American politics just
as deeply. For over 80% of U.S. history, its laws declared most of the
world’s population to be ineligible for full Americ
because of their race, original nationality,
thirds of American history, the m

an citizenship solely
tos or gender. For at least two-
ajority of the domestic adult population

United States appear remarkably egalitarian by

But the comparative moral, material,
prevailed at the founding among moderately propertied white men was
surrounded by an array of other fixed, ascriptive systems of unequal sta-
tus, all largely unchallenged by the American revolutionaries. Men were
though_t naturally suited to rule over women, within both the family and
the polity. White northern Europeans were thought superior culturally—
and Probably biologically—to black Africans, bronze Native Americans,

comparison with Europe.
and political egalitarianism that

treated religion as an inherited condition and regarded Protestants as cre-
ated by God to be morally and politically, as well a
rior to Catholics, Jews, Muslims, and others.

The§e beliefs were not merely emotional prejudices or “attitudes.”
Qver_ time, American mtellectugl and political elites elaborated distinc-
flV(j.‘ Justifications for thege asceriptive systems, including inegalitarian
Scriptural readings, the scientific racism of the “American schoo]” of eth-
nology, racial and sexual Darwinism, and the romantic cult of Anglo-
Saxonism In American historlography. All these discourses identified the
true meaning of Americanism with particular forms of cultural, religious
ethmc, and especially racial and gender hierarchies. Many adherents otl’
ascriptive Americanist outlooks insisted that the nation’s politi

s theologically, supe-

olating doctrines of universal rights. Although
wide and

Thus to approach a truer picture of America’s political culture and its
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characteristic conflicts, we must consider more than the familiar cate-
gories of (absent) feudalism and socialism and (pervasive) bourgeois lib-
eralism and republicanism. The nation has also been deeply constituted
by the ideologies and practices that defined the relationships of the white
male minority with subordinate groups, and the relationships of these
groups with each other. When these elements are kept in view, the flat
plain of American egalitarianism mapped by Tocqueville and others sud-
denly looks quite different. We instead perceive America’s initial condi-
tions as exhibiting only a rather small, recently leveled valley of relative
equality nestled amid steep mountains of hierarchy. And though we can
see forces working to erode those mountains over time, broadening the
valley, many of the peaks also prove to be volcanic, frequently respond-
ing to seismic pressures with outbursts that harden into substantial peaks
once again.

To be sure, America’s ascriptive, unequal statuses, and the ideologies
by which they have been defended have always been heavily condi-
tioned and constrained by the presence of liberal democratic values and
institutions. The reverse, however, is also true. Although liberal demo-
cratic ideas and practices have been more potent in America than else-
where, American politics is best seen as expressing the interaction of
multiple political traditions, including liberalism, republicanism, and ascrip-
tive forms of Americanism, which have collectively comprised American
political culture, without any constituting it as a whole. Though Ameri-
cans have often struggled over contradictions among these traditions, al-
most all. have tried to embrace what they saw as the best features of each.

Ascriptive outlooks have had such a hold in America because they
have provided something that neither liberalism nor republicanism has
done so well. They have offered creditable intellectual and psychological
reasons for many Americans to believe that their social roles and per-
sonal characteristics express an identity that has inherent and transcen-
dant worth, thanks to nature, history, and God. Those rationales have
obviously aided those who sat atop the nation’s political, economic, and
social hierarchies. But many Americans besides elites have felt that they
have gained meaning, as well as material and political benefits, from
their nation’s traditional structures of ascribed places and destinies.

Conventional narratives, preoccupied with the absence of aristocracy
and socialism, usually stress the liberal and democratic elements in the
rhetoric of even America’s dissenters. These accounts fail to explain how
and why liberalizing efforts have frequently lost to forces favoring new
forms of racial and gender hierarchy. Those forces have sometimes
negated major liberal victories, especially in the half-century following
Reconstruction; and the fate of that era may be finding echoes today.

My chief aim here is to persuade readers that many leading accounts
of American political culture are Inadequate. * * * This argument is rele-
vant to contemporary politics in two ways. First, it raises the possibility
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t}_lat novel intellectual, political, and legal systems reinforcing racial, eth-
nic, and gender Inequalities might be rebuilt in America in the years
ahead. That prospect does not seem plausible if the United States has al-

despair—engendered by
hegemonic.

The Multiple-Traditions Thesis of American Civic Identity

at is not proposed here. This is not a call for
gnificance of white male political actors or
her. Neither is it a call for accounts that as-

sail “Eurocentric” white male oppressors on behalf of diverse but al-

ery group have sometimes embraced “essentialist” ideologies valorizing
their own ascriptive traits and denigrating those of others, to bleak effect.
Cherokees enslaved blacks, lchampions of women'’s rights disparaged
blacks and immigrants, and blacks have often been hostile toward His-
panics and other new immigrants. White men, in turn, have been promi-
nent among those combating invidious exclusions, as well as those
imposing thern. |

Above all, reco
ist ideas does not
traditions have h
have

|
gnition of tﬁe strong attractions of restrictive American-
imply any denial that America’s liberal and democratic
ad great normative and political potency, even if they
not been so hegemonic ajs some claim. Instead, it sheds

. a new—and,
In some respects, more flattering—light on the constitutive r

mocracy and universal rights, most
have not; and though many have tried to blend those commitments with
exclusionary ascriptive views, the illogic of these mixes has repeatedly

proven a major resource for successful reformers, But we obscure the dif-
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ficulty of those reforms (and thereby diminish their significance) if we
slight the ideological and political appeal of contrary ascriptive traditions
by portraying them as merely the shadowy side of a hegemonic liberal
republicanism.

At its heart, the multiple-traditions thesis holds that the definitive fea-
ture of American political culture has been not its liberal, republican, or
“ascriptive Americanist” elements but, rather, this more complex pattern
of apparently inconsistent combinations of the traditions, accompanied
by. recurring conflicts. Because standard accounts neglect this pattern,
they do not explore how and why Americans have tried to uphold as-
pects of all three of these heterogeneous traditions in combinations that
are longer on political and psychological appeal than on intellectual co-
herency.

A focus on these questions generates an understanding of American
politics that differs from Tocquevillian ones in four major respects. First,
on this view, purely liberal and republican conceptions of civic identity
are seen as frequently unsatisfying to many Americans, because they con-
tain elements that threaten, rather than affirm, sincere, reputable beliefs
in the propriety of the privileged positions that whites, Christianity,
Anglo-Saxon traditions, and patriarchy have had in the United States. At
the same time, even Americans deeply attached to those inegalitarian
arrangements have also had liberal democratic values. Second, it has
therefore been typical, not aberrational, for Americans to embody strik-
ingly opposed beliefs in their institutions, such as doctrines that blacks
should and should not be full and equal citizens. But though American
efforts to blend aspects of opposing views have often been remarkably
stable, the resulting tensions have still been important sources of change.
Third, when older types of ascriptive inequality, such as slavery, have
been rejected as unduly illiberal, it has been normal, not anomalous, for
many Americans to embrace new doctrines and institutions that reinvig-
orate the hierarchies they esteem in modified form. Changes toward
greater inequality and exclusion, as well as toward greater equality and
inclusiveness, thus can and do occur. Finally, the dynamics of American
development cannot simply be seen as a rising tide of liberalizing forces
progressively submerging contrary beliefs and practices. The national
course has been more serpentine. The economic, political, and moral
forces propelling the United States toward liberal democracy have often
been heeded by American leaders, especially since World War II. But the
currents pulling toward fuller expression of alleged natural and cultural
inequalities have also always won victories. In some eras they have pre-
dominated, appearing to define not only the path of safety but that of
progress. In all eras, including our own, many Americans have combined
their allegiance to liberal democracy with beliefs that the presence of cer-
tain groups favored by history, nature, and God has made Americans
an intrinsically “special” people. Their adherents have usually regarded
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such.beliefs as benign and intellectually well founded; yet they also have
always had more or less harsh discriminatory corollaries.

To test these multiple-traditions claims, consider the United States in
1870. By then the Civil War and Reconstruction had produced dramatic
advances in the liberal and democratic character of America’s laws. Slav-
ery was abolished. All persons born in the United States and subject to its
jurisdiction were deemed citizens of the United States and the states in
which they resided, regardless of their race, creed or gender. None could
be denied voting rights on racial grounds. The civil rights of all were
newly protected through an array of national statutes. The 1790 ban on
naturalizing Africans had been repealed, and expatriation declared a
natural right. Over the past two decades women had become more polit-
ically engaged and had begun to gain respect as political actors.

* * *

[Neither liberal or republican anal
tual resources to explain what in fact occurred. Over the next fifty years,
Americans did not make blacks, women, and members of other races full
and equal citizens, nor did racial and gender prejudices undergo major

yses] would have had the intellec-

engaged in extensive violence against blacks and Native Americans,
those groups grew in population, and no cataclysm loomed. Instead, in-
tellectual and political elites worked out the most elaborate theories of
racial and gender hierarchy in U.S. history and partially embodied them
In a staggering array of new laws governing naturalization, immigration,
deportation, voting rights, electoral institutions, judicial procedures, and
economic rights—but only partially. The laws retained important liberal
and democratic features, and some were strengthened. They had enough

nd material interests of most Americans to com-

pel advocates of inequality to adopt contrived, often clumsy means to

achieve their ends.

The considerable success of the proponents of inegalitarian ideas re-
flects the power these traditions have long had in America. But after the
Civil War, *+ * evolutionary theories enormously strengthened the intel-
lectual prestige of doctrines presenting the races and sexes as naturally
arrayed into what historians have termed a “raciocultural hierarchy,” as
well as a “hierarchy of sex.” Until the end of the nineteenth century, most
evolutionists * * * thought acquired characteristics could be inherited.
Thus beliefs in biological differences were easily merged with the * * *
historians’ views that peoples were the products of historical and cultural
forces. Both outlooks usually presented the current traits of the races as
fixed for the foreseeable future. Few intellectuals were shy about noting
the implications of these views for public policy. Anthropologist Daniel
G. Brinton made typical arguments in his 1895 presidential address to the
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American Association for the Advancement of Science. He contended
that the “black, brown and red races” each had “a peculiar mental tem-
perament which has become hereditary,” leaving them constitutionally
“recreant to the codes of civilization.” Brinton believed that this fact had
not been adequately appreciated by American lawmakers. Henceforth,
conceptions of “race, nations, tribes” had to “supply the only sure foun-
dations for legislation; not a priori notions of the rights of man.”

As Brinton knew, many politicians and judges had already begun to
seize on such suggestions. In 1882, for example, California senator John
Miller drew on the Darwinian “law of the ‘survival of the fittest’” to ex-
plain that “forty centuries of Chinese life” had “ground into” the Chinese
race characteristics that made them unbeatable competitors against the
free white man. They were “automatic engines of flesh and blood,” of
“obtuse nerve,” marked by degradation and demoralization, and thus far
below the Anglo-Saxon, but were still a threat to the latter’s livelihood in
a market economy. Hence, Miller argued, the immigration of Chinese la-
borers must be banned. His bill prevailed, many expressing concern that
these Chinese would otherwise become American citizens, The Chinese
Exclusion Act was not a vestige of the past but something new, the first
repudiation of America’s long history of open immigration; and it was
justified in terms of the postwar era’s revivified racial theories,

Yet although men like Miller not only sustained but expanded Chinese
exclusions until they were made virtually total in 1917 (and tight restric-
tions survived until 1965), they never managed to deny American citizen-
ship to all of the “Chinese race.” Until 1917 there were no restrictions on
the immigration of upper-class Chinese, and in 1898 the Supreme Court
declared that children born on U.S. soil to Chinese parents were Ameri-
can citizens (United States v. Wong Kim Ark 1898). Birthplace citizenship
was a doctrine enshrined in common law, reinforced by the Fourteenth
Amendment, and vital to citizenship for the children of all immigrant
aliens. Hence it had enough legal and political support to override the
Court’s recognition of Congress’s exclusionary desires. Even so, in other
cases the Court sustained bans on Chinese immigration while admitting
the racial animosities behind them, as in the “Chinese Exclusion Case”
(Chae Chan Ping v. United States 1889); upheld requirements for Chinese-
Americans to have certificates of citizenship not required of whites (Fong
Yue Ting v. United States 1893); and permitted officials to deport even Chi-
nese persons who had later been judged by courts to be native-born U.S,
citizens (United States v. Ju Toy 1905).

The upshot, then, was the sort of none-too-coherent mix that the
multiple-traditions thesis holds likely. Chinese were excluded on racial
grounds, but race did not bar citizenship to those born in the United
States; yet Chinese ancestry could subject some American citizens to bur-
dens, including deportation, that others did not face. The mix was not
perfect from any ideological viewpoint, but it was politically popular. It
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maint:ained a valued inclusive feature of American law (birthplace citi-
zenship) while sharply reducing the resident Chinese population. And it

supremacy.
Frpm 1887 on, academic reformers and politicians sought to restrict

; : ectual merits of immigrants.
But the test’s true aims were spelled out in 1896 by its sponsor, Senator

Henry Cabot Lodge, a Harvard Ph.D. in history and politics. Committee
research, he reported, showed that the test would exclude “the Italians,
Russians, Poles, Hungarians, Greeks, and Asiatics,” thereby preserving
“the quality of our race and citizenship.” Citing “modern history”
“modern science,” Thomas Carlyle and Gustave le Bon, Lodge contended
that the need for racial exclusion arose from “something deeper and
more fundamental than anything which concerns the intellect ” Race was
a.bove all constituted by moral characteristics, the “stock of ideas, tradi-
tions, sentiments, modes of thought” that a people possessed as an “accu-
mulation of centuries of toil and conflict.” These mental and moral
qualities constituted the “soul of a race,” an inheritance in which its
members “blindly believe,” and upon which learning had no effect. But
these qualities could be degraded if “a lower race mixes with a higher”;
thus, exclusion by race, not reading ability, was the nation’s proper goal.

W_hen the literacy test finally passed in 1917 but proved ineffective in
keeping out “lower races,” Congress moved to versions of an explicitly
racist_ national-origins quota system. It banned virtually all Asians and

. important quota act in 1924, proclaimed that
through it, “the day of indiscriminate acceptance of all races, has defi-
nitely ended.” The quota. system, repealed only in 1965, was a novel,
elaborate monument to ideologies holding that access to American citi-
ze.nship should be subject to racial and ethnic limits. It also served as the
prime model for similar S)Tstems in Europe and Latin America.

* * *

But despite the new prevalence of such attitudes on the part of north-
ern and western elites in the late nineteen

inequality were, moreover, undecided on just what to do about blacks.
*** “Radical” racists * * * atgued that blacks, like other lower races, should
be excluded from American society and looked hopefully for evidence
that they were dying out. Their position was consistent with Hartz’s
claim that Americans could not tolerate permanent unequal statuses; per-
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sons must either be equal citizens or outsiders. But * * * “Conservatives”
believed * * * that blacks and other people of color might instead have a
permanent “place” in America, so long as “placeness included hierar-
chy.” Some still thought that blacks, like the other “lower races,” might
one day be led by whites to fully civilized status, but no one expected
progress in the near future. Thus blacks should instead be segregated,
largely disfranchised, and confined to menial occupations via inferior ed-
ucation and discriminatory hiring practices—but not expelled, tortured,
or killed. A few talented blacks might even be allowed somewhat higher
stations.

* ** The result was a system closest to Conservative desires, one that
kept blacks in their place, although that place was structured more re-
pressively than most Conservatives favored. And unlike the ineffective
literacy test, here racial inegalitarians achieved much of what they
wanted without explicitly violating liberal legal requirements. Complex
registration systems, poll taxes, and civics tests appeared race-neutral but
were designed and administered to disfranchise blacks. This intent
was little masked. * * * These efforts succeeded. Most dramatically, in
Louisiana 95.6% of blacks were registered in 1896, and over half (130,000)
voted. After disfranchising measures, black registration dropped by 90%
and by 1904 totaled only 1,342. The Supreme Court found convoluted
ways to close its eyes to these tactics.

By similar devices, blacks were virtually eliminated from juries in the
south, where 90% of American blacks lived, sharply limiting their ability
to have their personal and economic rights protected by the courts. “Sep-
arate but equal” educational and business laws and practices also stifled
the capacities of blacks to participate in the nation’s economy as equals,
severely curtailed the occupations they could train for, and marked
them—unofficially but clearly—as an inferior caste. Thus here, as else-
where, it was evident that the nation’s laws and institutions were not
meant to confer the equal civic status they proclaimed for all Americans;
but neither did they conform fully to doctrines favoring overt racial hier-
archy. They represented another asymmetrical compromise among the
multiple ideologies vying to define American political culture.

So, too, did the policies governing two groups whose civic status for-
mally improved during these years: Native Americans and women. * * *

* % %

This period also highlights how the influence of inegalitarian doctrines
has not been confined to white male intellectuals, legislators, and judges.
The leading writer of the early twentieth-century women’s movement,
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, was a thoroughgoing Darwinian who ac-
cepted that evolution had made women inferior to men in certain
respects, although she insisted that these differences were usually exag-
gerated and that altered social conditions could transform them. And
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even as he attacked Booker T. Washington for appearing to accept the
“alleged inferiority of the Negro race,” W. E. B. DuBois embraced the
widespread Lamarckian view that racial characteristics were socially
conditioned but then inherited as the “soul” of a race. He could thus ac-
cept that most blacks were “primitive folk” in need of tutelage. * * *

The acceptance of ascriptive inegalitarian beliefs by brilliant and politi-
cally dissident female and black male intellectuals strongly suggests that
these ideas had broad appeal. Writers whose interests they did not easily
serve still saw them as persuasive in light of contemporary scientific theo-
ries and empirical evidence of massive inequalities. It is likely, too, that for
many the vision of a meaningful natural order that these doctrines provided
had the psychological and philosophical appeal that such positions have al-
ways had for human beings, grounding their status and significance in
something greater and more enduring than their own lives, * * *

In sum, if we accept that ideologies and institutions of ascriptive hier-
archy have shaped America in interaction with its liberal and democratic
features, we can make more sense of a wide range of inegalitarian poli-
cies newly contrived after 1870 and perpetuated through much of the
twentieth century. Those policies were dismantled only through great
struggles, aided by international pressures during World War II and the
Cold War; and it is not clear that these struggles have ended. The novel-
ties in the policies and scientific doctrines of the Gilded Age and Progres-
sive Era should alert us to the possibility that new intellectual systems

“and political forces defendﬂng racial and gender inequalities may yet gain
increased power in our owh time.
r * * *

The achievements of Americans in building a more inclusive democ-

how and why liberal demofcratic principles have been contested with fre.
quent success, we will better understand the present and future of Amer-
ican politics if we do not presume they are rooted in essentially liberal or
democratic values and con| itions. Instead, we must analyze America as

the ongoing product of often conflicting multiple traditions.

DiscussioN QUESTIONS

| .
1. According to Smith, what are some examples of how Americans in

the late nineteenth century simultaneously held liberal and ascrip-
tive hierarchical view??

2. What are the key components of the classical republican outlook, as
presented by Smith? How do they differ from the liberal tradition?
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3. Do you believe that ascriptive hierarchy is still a powerful strain of
thought in American political culture? If so, what are some exam-
ples?

4. How would you know if ascriptive hierarchy was as widespread as
Smith contends? What kind of evidence would you look for?

5. How might an advocate of liberalism, republicanism, and ascriptive
hierarchy define “the public good”?




