


































































































































































































standing how the emotional atmosphere of childhood
plays a decisive role in shaping a lifetime of emotional
suffering; astonished and delighted also that this move-
ment has shown that millions of “ordinary people”
can learn to help themselves and one another by appro-
priating a set of psychotherapeutic tools—empathic
listening, exploration of personal history, problem solving
—that have previously been confined to a narrow group
of professionals; dismayed, but not at all astonished, at
the capture of this movement by a certain kind of con-
servative, overly “spiritual,” totally apolitical religiosity.
There is very little appreciation in this movement for
the manner in which oppressive economic and political
structures—including the structure of the system of
gender—require “dysfunctional” family life. There is
no recognition of the way in which our society requires
domination, submission, and competition—and how
these very qualities, useful for the social order, then
interfere with our capacities for empathy, friendship,
creativity, solidarity, and spiritual experience.

The twelve-step movement does condemn American
“culture” for its encouragement of workaholism and
materialism, for its propagation of the illusion that
the pursuit of worldly “success,” material objects, and
pleasurable sensations is the way to happiness—but it
calls for spiritual revival as if this were possible without
fundamental social change. We are called simply to
surrender to the “Higher Power” of AA, with not even
a hint of the necessity to transform the structures of
class, race, and gender power which require workaholism
and materialism.

Like the vast majority of psychotherapeutic schools,
the twelve-step movement is simultaneously liberatory
and repressive. It does empower us to deal with our
problems more effectively as individuals, as members
of families, or as participants in large organizations;
but it simultaneously disempowers us by reinforcing our
assumption that our suffering is caused primarily by a
flaw in the “depth” of the psyche. We are taught that if
only we could get ourselves and our “family systems”
working right, everything would be basically OK.

When we find, as we commonly do, that our lives are
still not working, that our lives may feel empty and
unfulfilled even after we have resolved or ameliorated
the specific problem we sought help for in the twelve-
step program or psychotherapy process, we feel con-
firmed even more powerfully in blaming ourselves (“I'm
such a failure even this technique that seems to be
working for everyone else couldn’t work for me”) or
blaming others (“People are inherently evil and that’s
why they are still making my life miserable”). We are
thrown back onto the assumptions of the society: that
nothing can really be changed, that we should look out
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for ourselves since that’s reality—in short, we are con.
firmed in our surplus powerlessness.

Many observers of the twelve-step movement haye
noted that its adherents—like other “patients” and
“clients” of psychotherapy—tend to take on a ney
identity as “sick,” “abnormal” people “in recovery” The
“adult child” compares herself to an unattainable idea]
of the healthy, normal, fully grown-up person, and is
ever alert for further evidence of her character flaws
and the need to make “amends.” Millions label them.
selves “pathological,” supplementing or replacing their
addictions with a new addiction to the rituals of the
adult child in recovery. So while the twelve-step programs
give people some important tools and insights, they
may simultaneously reinforce a tragic sense of life which
makes us believe that fundamental change is impossible
and that, at best, one can try to keep constant guard
against one’s own tendencies to fall back into the
destructive patterns of childhood. And this turns out
to involve a new kind of self-blaming that is every bit
as damaging to one’s ability to engage in social change
as are the older forms of toxic shame.

It may be true that human beings can never escape
the inevitable pain of existence, and they can never
eliminate the dark side, the evil aspect of human nature,
but they can bring about fundamental improvements in
their lives, in part by making fundamental changes in
the larger social and economic order. Hierarchy and
competition and the suffering they require are not in-
escapable features of the human condition. That is the
message of tikkun olam, a message that is absent from
so many of the contemporary therapies and self-help
movements that populate the current cultural scene. []

Bible Lesson

Harvey Shapiro

When it’s time for the Sacrifice
Abraham pays for his stardom

with terror and sweat.

The risk of talking with God.

At some point He could say to you:
Listen, this is what I want you to do
for me next, take your son, your only
son whom you love ...

Harvey Shapiro is the author of seven books of poetry, most
recently National Cold Storage Company: New and Selected
Poems (Wesleyan University Press, 1988).
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Book REVIEW

~ The Politics of Deadlock

Fred Siegel

The Politics of Rich and Poor: Wealth
and the American Electorate in the
Reagan Aftermath by Kevin Phillips.
Random House, 1990, 256 pp.

Politics by Other Means: The Declining
Importance of Elections in America by

Benjamin Ginsberg and Martin Shefter.
Basic Books, 1990, 226 pp.

¢{"J"he Democrats are history’s

second most capitalist party,”
Kevin Phillips tells us in his new book,
The Politics of Rich and Poor This is
an echo of Louis Hartz’s famous insight
that in America, a land without a feudal
past, there were neither antibourgeois
Tories nor Laborites. As Hartz wrote
in 1955, “The two great political parties
in America represent only one English
party, the middle-class (laissez-faire)
Liberal party” Phillips has, without
quite realizing it, written a book about
‘American exceptionalism,” the unique
promise of American life and its be-
trayal during the Reagan years.

In the 1950s, the American consen-
sus about capitalism, which had been
dubbed “exceptionalism” by Alexis de
Toqueville, was credited with creating
a uniquely nonideological American
politics. Both cold-war liberals and
conservatives celebrated self-seeking
individualism and the separation of
powers as antidotes to totalitarianism.
Submerged by the sea change of the
sixties, the concept largely faded from
intellectual discussion. But with Phil-
lips's The Politics of Rich and Poor
and Benjamin Ginsberg and Martin
Shefter’s Politics by Other Means, “ex-
ceptionalism” returns to the center of
debate, albeit in a negative light.

Over the last fifteen years, elements
of this exceptionalism —its individual-
ism, egalitarianism, and antistatism—
have come crashing into each other.
Consider the impact of antistatism

Fred Siegel teaches Humanities at Cooper
Union.

on equality during the Reagan years.
In 1979, Phillips notes, CEOs made
twenty-nine times the income of the
average factory worker. By 1985, after
the Reagan tax cuts, the multiple was
forty. By 1988, CEOs were making an
astounding ninety-three times more
than the average industrial worker,
whose salary had been shrinking dur-
ing this same period.

Reagan’s policies aside, the escalat-
ing inequality may be explained in
part by the radically individualist ethos
of American business, according to
which valued executives have in effect
to be bribed so they will not jump ship
and take company secrets to a competi-
tor. Naturally, the more important the
executive, the bigger the bribe.

ompared to our European and

Asian counterparts, our society
is now exceptionally unequal. “No
other democratic country,” notes Sena-
tor Daniel Moynihan, “takes as large a
proportion of its revenue from work-
ing people at the lower ends of the
spectrum and as little from people
who have property or high incomes.”
These disparities have now grown so
grotesque that even conservative busi-
ness publications like Fortune, Business
Week, and the Wall Street Journal run
anguished articles on the impact of
runaway corporate salaries and perks,
not to mention the golden parachutes
that accompany failure.

Kevin Phillips is no ordinary con-
servative, if indeed he’s still a conserv-
ative at all. Phillips—who served as a
1968 Nixon campaign strategist and
came to public attention in 1969 with
The Emerging Republican Majority,
which became the bible of Republican
hopes for realignment—is something
of a Jacobin nationalist, enthralled
with the politics of resentment. The
Republicans, he argued in the earlier
book, could create a new majority
by abandoning the comforts of their
country-club politics for a new, cultur-

ally conservative populism. American
politics had always consisted of conflict
between the populist masses and estab-
lished elites. Since liberals had (much
as the New Left was suggesting) become
the new establishment, it was possible
to recruit an oppositional alignment
composed of big-business go-getters
from the rising Sunbelt, northern ethnic
defectors from the Democrats’ racial
reformation, and “redneck” Republic-
ans, the southern supporters of George
Whallace. It was to be an alliance of
economic and cultural conservatives
forged by a common hatred for, in
Phillips’s words, the “amorality activists
and social-change merchants” of the
eastern elite.

When Nixon swept the 1972 election
with this coalition, Phillips became
a certified soothsayer. But Watergate
helped derail the Republican realign-
ment, and by the time it arrived (at
least presidentially) in the form of
Ronald Reagan, Phillips was already
disillusioned. He saw the Reaganites
as a new establishment of fat cats
and free-market ideologues who had
won with an elaborate game of bait
and switch. They had, he argued in
Post-Conservative America (1982), cam-
paigned as critics of America’s cultural
elites only to govern on behalf of
country-club conservatives who lived
off high interest rates while small busi-
nesses suffered. Dismayed by the dec-
adence of the Reaganites, who swilled
at the government trough while much
of middle America suffered, Phillips
spoke in apocalyptic terms of an Amer-
ican Weimar. Recklessly extending the
analogy, he predicted a right-wing pop-
ulist rebellion and the establishment
of “apple pie authoritarianism.”

lways something of an odd man
out in rightist circles, Phillips took
another step away from the Republicans
with his 1985 book Staying on Top: The
Business Case for a National Industrial
Strategy. American national interests,
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