


















































of our societal ideology. Inequalities of wealth and 
power have always been justified in America on the 
grounds of a supposedly meritocratic economic market­
place which allocates rewards according to ability and 
effort. This ideology seemed considerably less self-evi­
dently true during the Depression when Democrats 
suggested everyone was suffering from a common eco­
nomic problem. But with post-war prosperity, the ideol­
ogy revived with an even deeper vigor and was ex­
tended to virtually every area of personal life. Every­
thing was supposedly in the hands of the individual-s/ 
he could shape a fate alone, based on his/her own 
decisions. "Take responsibility for your own life," 
"You've made your bed, now sleep in it," and "You can 
make it if you really try" are pop-psychology formula­
tions of what became the deepest belief in America's 
religiously held ideology: the belief in meritocracy. If
you merit happiness, you will get it; if you don' t have 
it, you have only yourself to blame. 

It is not hard to see how this way of thinking was 
functional for those with established power. Corpora­
tions could use the resulting psychology of self-blame 
and insecurity to sell their products: If you aren' t yet 
achieving happiness in your personal life, it's probably 
because you haven't been using our product. But at a 
deeper level, the continued existence of fundamental 
inequalities of wealth and power co�ld be portrayed as 
reflections of an inherently just society. As long as 
equality of opportunity was secured for all, the in­
equalities of outcome were merely reflections of differ­
ent ability and merit. This internalization of self-blame 
on the part of the masses of Americans produced a set 
of deep psychic scars, resulting in a growing crisis in 
personal life, increasing instability in family life, de­
creasing community ties and increasing difficulties in 
maintaining deep friendships, and the absence of larger 
ethical ties and commitments . In turn, all these social 
realities were interpreted by most people as personal 
deficiencies. The material well-being of post-WW II 
society has not produced a society full of happiness, 
but one full of pain and neurosis, a society in which 
people interpret socially generated problems like the 
increasing instability in family life as reflective primarily 
of thei.r own personal inadequacies. 

W 
hile the locus of self-blame has shifted, the 
locus of liberals' compassion has not. Liber­
als have rightly championed the poor and 

those facing overt racial and sexual discrimination. But 
for the most part liberal compassion has been restricted 
to the most overt economic and legal oppression. It's 
as if they remained frozen in "1930s consciousness," 
giving compassion only to people in the economic 
Depression, while ignoring the growing psychological 
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depression. The result is that when they talk about 
compassion, they mean only compassion for the poor 
and those facing overt discrimination, leaving out 
nearly everyone else. 

Given the externality fallacy, however, liberal Demo­
crats are likely to hear this call for compassion as an 
appeal for more social welfare programs, only now 
addressed to the economic interests of middle-income 
voters. Certainly it is true that the Democratic Party 
needs to develop programs that can link these voters 
with the economic interests of the poor, and that the 
development of programs for housing, health care, and 
full employment may provide such a link. But while 
such programs would follow from the compassion I am 
talking about, they do not constitute it. Rather, I am 
talking about a new kind of compassion-a compassion 
that counteracts the self-blaming that dominates per­
sonal life today. It is by understanding and acknowledg­
ing the pain that people are · experiencing in these 
not-strictly-economic arenas, the pain in families, the 
pain generated by the absence of community and an 
ethical frame to life, that the liberals can connect with 
the deeper needs that are central to contemporary 
American politics. 

The internalization of self blame on 
the part . . .  of Americans produced 
a set of deep psychic scars

} 
resulting 

in a growing crisis in personal life .. 

Ironically, it has been the conservatives who have 
been able to address these issues and thereby appeal to 
a large segment of Americans who might otherwise be 
resentful of the conservatives' defense of corporate 
interests. The pro-family politics the New Right has 
articulated has struck a chord precisely because it 
seems to address self-blame and despair. It is certainly 
true that right wing programs offer no plausible solu­
tion to the crisis of families. Many of the peop_le who 
have been drawn to the Right have not been persuaded 
by the specifics of its program. But pro-family politics 
nevertheless has a powerful draw because it acknowl­
edges the crisis in personal lives while pointing the 
finger at a set of social causes (feminism, gays, "liberal 
permissiveness") that are not the fault of individual 
Americans. 

While strongly rejecting the conservatives' scape­
goating, we can also see that by encouraging people to 
find a social cause for family crisis they decrease self­
blame and. increase self-compassion-and this is what 
makes the conservative pro-family package attractive to 
many Americans. lns!ead of denouncing the reactio-
























































































































































































































































