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I owe my marriage to identity politics. In 1960, I was born into a world where openly
homosexual Americans were legally banned from federal employment, informally
banned from much private employment, terrorized on the streets, persecuted by police,
pathologized by psychiatrists, reviled from the pulpit, and made to live a lie. Fifty years
later, in 2010, I married a man. In order for me to stop being a criminal, a sinner, and
mentally ill—and in order for same-sex marriage even to be conceivable—
homosexuality first had to become an identity.

If you were asked to name twentieth-century America’s single most powerful force for
social improvement, identity politics would be a good choice. Its success in
transforming American society for the better has been breathtaking. In that respect, now
seems an odd moment to launch a polemic against identity politics, as Mark Lilla has
done, and to ask American liberals to move on to “after” it.

A reckoning with the politics of identity, however, seems inevitable. For all their social
triumphs, liberals are in the political wilderness. Over the eight years of Barack
Obama’s presidency, Democrats lost, on net, more than one thousand elected offices,
including thirteen Senate seats, sixty-nine House seats, twelve governorships, and more
than nine hundred state legislature seats. Republicans dominate Congress and state
governments, and Donald Trump is president. The left’s embrace of identity politics is receiving some of the blame. Steve
Bannon, Trump’s arch-nationalist former chief strategist, recently said of the Democrats (in an interview with The
American Prospect, a liberal journal) that “the longer they talk about identity politics, I got ’em. I want them to talk about
racism every day. If the left is focused on race and identity, and we go with economic nationalism, we can crush the
Democrats.”

Although Lilla, a self-described liberal Democrat, may cringe to receive support from such a quarter, he thinks Bannon is
basically right on this point. Lilla’s new book, The Once and Future Liberal: After Identity Politics, is an expansion of a
widely noticed New York Times opinion piece published shortly after the election. The book is very short, very sharp, and,
at least on the left, very controversial. (A New York Times reviewer called it “trolling disguised as erudition.”) Nonetheless,
progressives would make a mistake in waving aside its two core arguments, which are challenging and powerful.

“Identity politics” is a hard term to pin down, but a reasonable working definition would be: political mobilization
organized around group characteristics such as race, gender, and sexuality, as opposed to party, ideology, or pecuniary
interest. In America, this sort of mobilization is not new, unusual, un-American, illegitimate, nefarious, or particularly left-
wing. My parents’ and grandparents’ generations took it for granted. My mother used to reminisce about watching the St.
Patrick’s Day parade in New York with her schoolgirl friends in the 1940s. From a safe distance on the sidelines, they
would adopt exaggerated brogues and sing a ditty whose lyric began: “O! the Irish are the bravest/When the Jews are not
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Lilla, a historian and professor of humanities at Columbia University, acknowledges that identity-based social movements
“have made this country a more tolerant, more just, and more inclusive place than it was fifty years ago.” His complaint is
with two aspects of the way many left-of-center activists and intellectuals practice identity politics today. First, he argues,
they define identity in a way that drives away support. Second, too often they don’t really do politics at all.

s Lilla tells the story, progressive social reformers, battered by the conservative counterrevolutions of Ronald Reagan
and Newt Gingrich and disappointed by the cautious centrism of Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton, grew discouraged with
electoral politics and turned to the courts and regulatory agencies to bring about social change. They won battles there, but
as they came to rely more on lawyers and bureaucrats and less on political organizing, they lost touch with the blue-collar
workers and white populists of their original New Deal base.

Meanwhile the New Left, with its sharper-edged style and more radical ideology, fixed upon universities as platforms for
activism. As early as 1962, Students for a Democratic Society, in its landmark Port Huron statement, criticized unions as
too “quiescent” and civil rights groups as “too poor and socially slighted” to carry forward a radical agenda. Instead, the
statement identified the university as a “permanent position of social influence” and a place where “an alliance of students
and faculty…must wrest control of the educational process from the administrative bureaucracy” and “consciously build a
base for their assault upon the loci of power.” Over time, the left won the battle for the soul of the university—but again, at
a cost, Lilla argues: entrenched behind ivy-covered walls, “the retreating New Left turned the university into a pseudo-
political theater for the staging of operas and melodramas.”

Lilla’s brisk account leaves out a lot of nuance, but the endpoint is right: liberals lost their common touch. What had been a
problem became a crisis in 2016, when Republicans commandingly added working-class whites to their coalition.
According to tabulations by the Pew Research Center, Trump won whites by almost exactly the same margin as Mitt
Romney won them in 2012. He did about as well among women as Romney did, and he improved among men, but only by
five percentage points. In other words, not much changed in the racial and gender composition of the vote. What won the
election for Trump was an earthquake among voters without four-year college degrees: a twelve-point net increase in the
Republicans’ margin among all non-college-educated voters compared with 2012, and an increase of fifteen points, no less,
in the Republican margin among non-college-educated whites. “Trump’s [thirty-nine-point] margin among whites without
a college degree is the largest among any candidate in exit polls since 1980,” Pew reported.

Many liberals hope to win blue-collar and middle-class support with jobs programs and skills training and health insurance
and child care. They argue that there is no need to downplay the concerns of minorities in order to appeal to whites without
college degrees. Lilla’s rejoinder is bold: today’s version of identity politics is framed in a way that inherently restricts its
appeal and marginalizes its influence. Adding more programs and policies to the dozens, even hundreds, proffered in 2016
by Hillary Clinton may be good policy, but it cannot by itself repair the Democratic Party’s shattered credibility among
working-class whites.

Politics in America is about storytelling more than policy, and the narratives that tend to be the most politically attractive—
Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms, for instance—tell stories about making Americans better off individually and nationally. The
benefits of the New Deal may not have been extended equally to all Americans, but the liberal rhetoric of that period spoke
of the national good and the need to build broad electoral coalitions. In their campus redoubts, Lilla argues, liberals forgot
how to talk that talk. They began to conceive of and practice politics not as a common struggle for national improvement
but as a diverse set of quite distinct struggles against specific forms of oppression.

Writing last year for a Nation magazine symposium on identity politics, Walter Benn Michaels remarked, “The defensible
heart of identity politics is its commitment to opposing forms of discrimination like racism, sexism, and homophobia.”
Discrimination is of course a good thing to be against; but what is identity politics for? Programs and policies like



10/20/17, 3:46 PMSpeaking as a... | by Jonathan Rauch | The New York Review of Books

Page 3 of 6http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2017/11/09/mark-lilla-liberal-speaking/

H

L

affirmative action and equal pay and police reform and humane immigration rules, yes; but what it hasn’t yet arrived at,
Lilla argues, “is an image of what our shared way of life might be.”

ere, I think, Lilla has a point. On campuses especially, today identity groups are more often invoked to divide people
from one another than to unite them around a shared cause. When I give talks on college campuses about free speech, the
question students most commonly ask is how to cope with the “check your privilege” mic drop: the claim that color or
class or some other personal characteristic disqualifies them from discourse. Behind this claim is the belief that viewpoints
judged offensive or intolerant shouldn’t even be heard. In a statement published this past spring, students at Middlebury
College argued that they “mustn’t be required to ‘hear both sides’ when one side seeks to undermine the core values of a
free, democratic society.”

Shutting down conversation across lines of color or gender or class builds moats, not bridges. “Over the past decade,” Lilla
writes, “a new, and very revealing, locution has drifted from our universities into the media mainstream: Speaking as an
X…” That formulation, he cautions, is not “anodyne.” On campus, “it sets up a wall against questions, which by definition
come from a non-X perspective.” By constantly reminding ourselves and others of the constraints of our viewpoints, we
are, in a sense, constantly declaring our inability to empathize with anyone outside of them. “I am not a black male
motorist and never will be,” Lilla writes. “All the more reason, then, that I need some way to identify with one if I am
going to be affected by his experience. And citizenship is the only thing I know we share. The more the differences
between us are emphasized, the less likely I will be to feel outrage at his mistreatment.”

Mainstream liberals, including Hillary Clinton, have expended no little effort searching for a persuasive story about
national betterment. If Lilla is right, however, no amount of effort will suffice until liberals remove the identitarian blinders
that impede their vision. Similarly, progressives can offer job training and day care and health insurance, but until they
frame their calls for minority rights and social justice within a story of common uplift, they will fail to fire moral
imaginations in ways that consistently win elections. That failure is costly not only politically but also substantively, for if
ever there were a time when progressives had reason to make common cause with less-educated white men, that time is
now.

Women have entered the workforce in large numbers since the 1970s, but for reasons that are unclear, working-class men
have exhibited a very different trend: they have dropped out of the labor market in unprecedented and alarming numbers.
In the 1970s, 90 percent or more of men aged twenty-five to sixty-four were working, regardless of their education level. In
2011, 90 percent of men with college diplomas were still working—but almost a quarter of men with only high school
diplomas had dropped out of the workforce, as had a third of men without high school diplomas. That may be partly
because wages for less-skilled men plummeted: the inflation-adjusted earnings of men with only high school degrees fell
by about a fourth, and men who didn’t finish high school fared even worse. Education is today’s great divide between
haves and have-nots, and it is widening rapidly.

That is not to say that women and black Americans don’t still fare worse economically than men and whites, on average.
The median income of black Americans in 2016 was 40 percent lower than whites’, and less than half of Asians’. But
liberals’ preoccupation with the historically marginalized has desensitized too many of them to the plight of many of the
currently marginalized.

illa’s second complaint is his deepest and strongest, I think. The biggest problem for movement liberalism, he believes,
is not that it has embraced identity but that it has eschewed politics. The political machines of yore in New York City
(Irish), Providence and New Haven (Italian), the District of Columbia (African-American), and others like them were
steeped in identity politics and did not shrink from ethnic favoritism. Lilla’s critics are right to point out that identity
politics is something whites have practiced since the dawn of the republic, invariably to their own advantage.

Lilla responds by making a distinction. The identity politics of urban machines and ethnic blocs was concerned with
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competition for influence in politics. It was about power. In Lilla’s view, liberal intellectuals and activists, as they retreated
to universities, lost touch with power politics. They decided, he writes, “that if you want to be a political person you should
begin, not by joining a party, but by searching for a movement that has some deep political meaning for you.” As the 1970s
flowed into the 1980s and beyond,

movement politics began to be seen by many liberals as an alternative rather than a supplement to institutional
politics, and by some as being more legitimate. That’s when what we now call the social justice warrior was born, a
social type with quixotic features whose self-image depends on being unstained by compromise and above trafficking
in mere interests.

In Lilla’s view, the most serious damage done during this period was not to liberals’ conception of justice but to their
conception of politics. “The sixties generation,” he writes, “passed on to students a particular conception of what politics
is, based on its own idiosyncratic historical experience” (his italics). Instead of preparing students to concentrate on
winning elections and governing, the academic left “trained students to be spelunkers of their personal identities and left
them incurious about the world outside their heads.”

Conservatives, in contrast, made a priority of taking over
the Republican Party. An example that Lilla does not use,
but might have, is the difference between Occupy Wall
Street, an ephemeral protest movement that captured
headlines but had no decisive effect on electoral politics,
and the Tea Party, which held its share of rallies but also
concentrated, very effectively, on challenging Republican
moderates in primaries and establishing an influential
presence (the Freedom Caucus) in Congress. Or consider
an example Lilla does use, Black Lives Matter. Its cause—
fairer policing and an end to police brutality toward black
Americans—is morally unimpeachable and by rights
should be widely appealing, but the movement’s
accusatory rhetoric alienates moderates who are
sympathetic to cops as well as to the victims of police
brutality.

“We need no more marchers,” Lilla concludes. “We need more mayors.” The only way, he argues, that liberals can
effectively improve the situation of marginalized groups—whether by passing criminal justice reform or preserving voting
rights or welcoming immigrants—is to gain political representation. The obvious rejoinder, not missed by Lilla’s critics, is
that the left needs more marchers and more mayors. Lilla, however, wants to force the issue. He wants movement liberals
to rebalance their priorities, and he believes their conception of politics prevents them from doing that. “The paradox of
identity liberalism is that it paralyzes the capacity to think and act in a way that would actually accomplish the things it
professes to want.”

The argument here is, again, bold: that the outward-looking, compromise-seeking perspective that brokers multifaction
deals in Congress and swings crucial congressional districts in the Midwest and South is incompatible with the kind of
thinking behind much of the current discourse over race, class, gender, and sexuality on the left. Liberals won’t win
suburban swing voters by seeming anti-cop, and (here is the nub of Lilla’s argument) they must choose. Movement liberals’
way of thinking, he argues, is more sacramental than political. He concludes: “Identity liberalism has ceased being a
political project and has morphed into an evangelical one. The difference is this: evangelism is about speaking truth to
power. Politics is about seizing power to defend the truth.”
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hat to make of this audacious critique? As a generalization about all of liberalism, or even about all of identity
liberalism, it fails. The dominant figures in the Democratic Party, from Nancy Pelosi and Chuck Schumer and Tom Perez
on down, think intensely about how to win swing districts. The party’s presidential nominees for four decades, from Jimmy
Carter to Hillary Clinton, have been consensus-seeking pragmatists. Liberal interest groups like the Human Rights
Campaign and EMILY’s List count votes for a living, and do it shrewdly. Barack Obama, well aware of the dangers of
sectarianism, devoted his acceptance speech at the 2012 Democratic convention to the theme of citizenship, sounding
exactly the way Lilla wants liberals to sound. The most galvanizing voice in the Democratic Party today, Senator Elizabeth
Warren of Massachusetts, talks about corporations and monopolies and economic fairness in ways that would quicken the
heart of any New Dealer. Even Bernie Sanders, an ideologue and outsider, has a populist message, not an identitarian one.

Still, Lilla is onto something, in two respects. First, he is right that over the past half-century progressive priorities drifted
too far from power politics, with too little investment by activists and intellectuals in the sort of organizing and messaging
that swings state legislatures and influences congressional redistricting. Obama, let it be said, also deserves a goodly
portion of blame: by building his campaigns largely outside the Democratic Party organization and neglecting party-
building as president, he weakened the party’s institutional capacity and denuded its bench. A stronger party organization
probably could have pulled Hillary Clinton across the finish line.

Second, Lilla is correct to regard the academic wing of progressivism as neurotic and out of touch, and consequentially so.
He is a creature of the academy and perhaps exaggerates its influence. Still, his claim that universities encourage students
to think dogmatically and naively about social reform—thus handicapping them when they move out of school and into
politics—seems plausible.

The academic left has also powerfully shaped the way the culture perceives liberalism. Headlines about censorious students
and radical professors suggest to millions of centrist and conservative Americans that liberalism is hostile to their values
and perhaps to their liberty. Most liberals who read the newspapers acknowledge that backlash against political correctness
had an important part in propelling Trump from preposterous to president. Something Lilla implies, without quite saying, is
probably true: to regain relevance and credibility the Democratic Party will have to reform, repudiate, or at least distance
itself from its campus wing.

From the perspective of today’s left, our previous two Democratic presidents had checkered records. In the early 1990s,
Bill Clinton promised to “end welfare as we know it” and placed crime fighting at the center of his domestic policy, and the
Democratic Leadership Council (which he chaired in 1990 and 1991) repudiated minimum-wage increases in favor of tax
credits for low-wage workers. Obama marginalized the identitarian left: he promised to transcend party and ideology by
finding and implementing the best ideas of both sides. But critics of Clinton’s crime policies and Obama’s health care
compromises should not forget that Clinton delivered not only the presidency but also income gains for lower-income and
middle-class Americans (median income rose 17 percent under Clinton, the fastest rate since the 1960s, and income in the
bottom quintile rose even more), and Obama delivered not only the presidency but also health coverage to twenty million
additional people.

Liberals surely made more gains under Obama than they will under Trump, or for that matter than they would have under
President Romney. Lilla is asking them to change their strategy and rhetoric, yes; but more importantly, he also wants them
to change their style of thinking. He wants them to integrate practical politics into their conception of social justice, rather
than treating politics as a distraction or an afterthought.

o a remarkable degree, in just the brief time between the November 2016 publication of Lilla’s New York Times article
and the August 2017 publication of his book, progressives have reengaged with practical politics. For the left, Trump’s
election was a wakeup call. Liberals have responded as never before in my adult lifetime: not just with rallies (though there
have been big ones), but with organizing. After the election, when EMILY’s List put out a call for pro-choice women to run
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for office, an astonishing 17,000 women responded. As of August 2017, Indivisible, a progressive startup that did not even
exist in 2016, boasted more than 6,100 local affiliates, an average of fourteen in every congressional district. Equally
impressive, it was organizing in deep-red areas, not just in comfortably blue ones. I could cite many more examples.

When I asked Ezra Levin, an Indivisible cofounder still in his early thirties, what accounted for the explosion of local
activism, he said: “This has spread not because it’s easy but because it’s hard. I’m absolutely amazed by the leadership
being demonstrated by these groups, and what they’re building, and how dedicated they are. And they’re motivated by all
the right reasons. They want to take control of their country on their home turf and be good citizens.”

Though diverse in their aims and strategies, and in many cases quite ideological, progressivism’s emerging organizers have
in common their implicit recognition that principles count for little if you can’t win an election. That is good news for the
likes of Mark Lilla. It is also good news for conservatives, or at least for conservatism. Although I am not a progressive,
I’m thrilled to see the left reengage with workaday politics. The left’s impotence has cleared the way for some of the worst
people in America to take over the Republican Party and vandalize the conservative movement. In safe Republican districts
and states across the country, liberals cannot compete, and so they effectively cede the election to any right-wing extremist
who manages to win a Republican primary. The best hope of restoring sanity to the right is by restoring competitiveness to
the left.

Critics who charge Lilla with analytical imprecision, programmatic thinness, or overgeneralizing are not wrong, but his
book is by design a polemic, not a sociological study or a comprehensive history or a policy brief. Its slap-in-the-face
approach should be judged by the standards of, say, a behavioral intervention rather than academic scholarship. By that
measure, Lilla could not have chosen a better moment or a more usefully provocative message. Thankfully, the fever he
diagnoses may already be breaking.
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