CLINTON'S LIBERALISM:
NO MODEL FOR THE LEFT

Doug Henwood

L eftists, me included, have often gotten a perverse kick out of pointing out
that what Henry Luce in the 1940s famoudly christened as "'The American
Century' died in the mid-70s at an age well short of a hundred, a victim of
the Vietcong and stagflation. But maybe the beast didn't redlly die. After
al, despite the U.S. lossin Vietnam, that war marked pretty much the end
of the post-World Wer II cycle of anticolonial conflicts. The U.S. foreign
policy establishment learned a lot of lessons from that disaster, among
them-never to fight another war with an army of draftees. It destroyed the
revolutionsin Central America, most importantly that in Nicaragua, during
the 1980s, using death squads and proxy armies.

More broadly, the economic rebellionsin the Third World — calls for a
new world economic order and a global redistribution of resources— have
been utterly crushed. In fact, Washington-friendly policies prevail now in
virtually every country in the world. State enterprises have been massively
privatized, and goodsand capital traverse borderswith afreedom unknown
since 1914. The mildest social democracy seemsimpossible, and socialism
is the weakest it's been as an intellectual and political force in 150 years.
U.S planners who've been designing the world since 1945 have gotten
pretty much everything they ever wanted.

Even the global business cycle is kind to America at the beginning of
1997. Fears that the country was being overtaken by the more organized
capitalisms of Japan and Western Eurape now look quaint, with Japan
till suffering from its bubble-bursting and the Old World up to its neck
in slack. Sure, U.S. household incomes have been flat-to-down for 20
years, its manufacturing wages exceeded by ten European countries and
Japan,' employment security is notably minimal, its poverty rate is the
highest in the First World, and its income distribution most unequal?- but
in some circles, these are reckoned as precisely the cause of U.S
economic strength. In the new world ruled by tight money and free trade,
'flexibility' is the prime virtue, and there's no room for sentimental
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moaning about living standards and polarization.

In other words, the U.S. economy has become a model for the world,
with the most minimal of welfare states, the weakest of regulations,and the
maximum of freedom for private capital to do asit pleases. The IMFand
World Bank have brought the model to the South, and the architects of
European economic union are bringingit — slowly, and not without popular
resistance - to the cosseted welfare states of the EU. Maybe Henry Luce
was right about the American Century after al.

Not only has the U.S. economy becomea model for the world, at least
among elite academicsand policymakers, the U.S. political systemiseven
gaining admirers. And Bill Clinton and his Democratic Party have become
objects of study, and even admiration, for left-of-centre parties. What
exactly does this mean?

Democrats Move Right

If there's one historical figure most closely associated with capital's recent
triumph, it's Ronald Reagan. Obviously the phenomenon is far more
complicated than a single celebrity, but Reagan's political genius was to
disguise a cruel and backward-looking agenda as the very stuff of
optimism, appropriating a lot of classically leftist language about
revolution and possibility for a very right-wing programme. In the 1960s
and 1970s, capitalism had lost a good bit of the revolutionary aura that
Marx and Engels celebrated in their contradictory way in the Manifesto.
The Reagan years changed dl that — not only in the United States, but
around the world — and the left isstill reeling from this historical reversal.

But Reagan left office eight years ago. He's disappeared from public
view, and for al his world-transforming achievements, scores remarkably
low in retrospective polls. For example, his overall presidential approva
ratingsare only a bit higher than Jimmy Carter's, who was widely thought
of asadisaster, and are below George Bush's, who suffered the worst defeat
of any incumbent president since Herbert Hoover. On so-called ‘feelings
thermometers,' in which pollstersask peopleto rate figureson ascale of 0
(very cold) to 100 (very warm), Reagan (57) barely outscored Bill Clinton
(56) and, surprisingly, had only afew degrees on Hillary Clinton (52) and
the TV character Murphy Brown (52). Again, he was bested by George
Bush (59). While hiseconomic policieswere rated as mostly good by 48%
of the public in an NBC News/Wall Street Journal poll, they were rated as
mostly bad by 35% — hardly a landdlide of approval.*

But maybethat's the wrong place to look for the Reagan legacy. When
| interviewed Sir Alan Walters, Margaret Thatcher's former economic
advisor, he (somewhat surprisingly) said that the Iron Lady's most lasting
achievement was the transformation of the Labour Party. One can say



DOUG HENWOOD 161

pretty much the same thing about Reagan and the transformation of the
Democratic Party (allowing for the fact that the Dems could never even
qualify as a mildly social democratic party, compared to Labour). Again,
this probably personalizestoo much; Thatcher, as much as Reagan, wasthe
highly effective agent of a broad rightward shift in elite opinion. Still, it's
impossible to imagine carrying out a comprehensive, sustained attack on
popular living standards without such political figuresable to sell the task
- and not merely to sell it, but to drum up some genuine enthusiasm for it.

But Walters’ political insight is quite illuminating, even if he doesspout
lots of nonsense on economic policy. Clinton is not only the leader of a
party that has almost completely repudiated its better history, the heritage
of the New Deal and civil rights revolution — he was one of the architects
of itsrightward move. He wasone of the founders, and spent ayear asthe
leader, of the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC), a corporate-funded
organizationof conservative Democrats, almost invariably described in the
mainstream press as 'moderate,’  whose ideological and electoral aim has
been to distanceitself from the poor and the black in order to woo therich
and white.

| have to emphasize that in reviewing this hisory, | don't want to
idealize the Democrats' pre-DLC record. The mgor achievementsof the
New Ded are tarred by the party's appeasement of Southern racists; for
example, FDR’s socia legidation excluded domestic and agricultura
workers because they were overwhelmingly black, and any extension of
federal benefits to them would undermine the Dixie social order. The
World Bank and IMF were founded by Democrats, as was the CIA.
Kennedy was a rabid anti-Communist. and Johnson's administration.
despite passingimportant civil rightslaws, prosecuted a murderouswar on
Vietnam. The precedentsfor Reagan's domestic austerity programmesand
military buildup were well-establishedduring the Carter years. At the sub-
federal level, state and city Democratic machines have been the corrupt
pawns of red estate developers and other local potentates. Still, despite
these qualifications, Social Security, minimum wage laws, Medicare, and
the civil rights laws of the 1960s were al established under Democratic
regimes (though food stamps and the Environmental Protection Agency
were Nixon initiatives, a measure of just how far right things have moved
since the mid-1970s).

The DLC was founded in 1985, the year after Reagan's landdlide re-
eection. Itscausewasquickly endorsed by pundits, who universaly held that
the Democrats lost because their candidate, Walter Mondale, hed been too
liberd.' In fact, Mondale was a tedioudy moderatefigure who hed nothing
on offer but a hair shirt. Thishabit of blaming Democraticlosseson excessive
liberdism began in 1972, with Nixon’s trouncing of George McGovern.
McGovernisthe only Democratic presidentia candidate of the last 24 years
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who could accurately be labelled 'libera,’ but that hasn't stopped profes-
sional opinion managers from applying the label to hissuccessors.

Jimmy Carter won in 1976 largely because the memory of Watergate
wasstill fresh in the popular mind, and hisopponent, Gerald Ford, was an
embarrassment, painfully inarticulate and dim. Carter, despite his
Southern conservatism and born-again Christianity, did show a bit of
populism that gained him votes: he denounced the corruption of politics
by money and even spoke on occasion about busting up Big Qil. But his
early populism waned, and he matured into a president of military
expansion, balanced budgets, and lowered expectations— something of a
proto-DLC figure. Faced with an inflationary crisis and a run on the
dollar, he appointed Paul VVolcker aschair of the Federal Reserve. Volcker
promptly drove up interest rates into the high teens, causing the worst
recession since the 1930s, and assuring Carter's retirement in 1980. Given
the centrality of that experience to the neocapitalist ascendancy, it's yet
another reason to count Carter in the conservativecamp, even if hewasan
early personal casualty of the right's ascendancy. Chalk him up as a self-
sacrificial lamb.

After Reagan took office and instituted his famous adventure in deficit
spending, the Democrats became the party of fiscal orthodoxy. Their
candidates in 1984, Mondae, and 1988, Michael Dukakis, were full of
rhetoric about a country living beyond its means, and held out the promise
o little more than tighter belts. A bizarre kind of political cross-dressing
was in full swing. The Republicans had become the party of optimism,
growth, and exuberance, and the Democrats had become the party of
gloom and restraint — a near-reversa of their clichéd images of earlier
decades. During the 1988 Democratic convention, the film biography of
Dukakisshowed the candidate mowing hisown lawn with a manua mower
- an image that, whatever its cardiovascular or ecological virtues, exuded
an anal -retentiveausterity. Latein the campaign he did flirt with some class
war rhetoric, and picked up a bit in the palls, but it was too late, and too
half-hearted (so half-hearted in fact that Dukakis actualy rebuked a
speechwriter who submitteda draft characterizing Bush asa 'country-club'
candidate). Still, pundits dutifully circulated the DLC line that the party
was losing because of its excessive liberalism.

In 1992, the pundits celebrated the DLC’s own Bill Clinton as the
party's best hope, the very embodiment of the'New Democrat, freed of all
that embarrasingly antiquewelfare state/civil rightsbaggage. Though Bush
had seemed invincible in 1990 and 1991, thanksto his bold leadershipin
the destruction of Irag, the grim economy, burdened by the debt hangover
from the 1980s, made a Demoacratic victory seem more possiblethan at any
time since Reagan's eection in 1980. Bush's approval rating, as measured
by Gallup, which was89% in February 1991, sank to alow of 29% by July
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1992 - the greatest collapse in the history of regular polling, which began
in the late 19405,

While Clinton did campaign asa'New Democrat,' he did so coyly. Yes,
he promised to 'end welfareas we know it,' a promise that came to cruel
fruition in 1996; yes, he made a point of signing the execution warrant of
a brain-damaged prisoner in Arkansas, to show just how tough on crime he
was; and yes, he visibly distanced himself from the party's leftmost and
blackest celebrity, Jesse Jackson. But, unlike his predecessors, he did not
run as the candidate of austerity. Quite the contrary — his economic
message was expansive. He would raise the levels of public physica and
socia investment, rebuilding a tattered nationa infrastructure, jack up
spending on education and health care, and propose policies (details
largely unspecified) to boost employment and wages. The numbers were
tiny, but at least greater than zero. Politically, he had in large part appro-
priated the optimistic mood, if not the substance, of Reagan's economic
message, |eaving Bush looking doddering and obsolete, and Perot, cranky
and weird. Once elected, however, all thiswent out the window.

Clinton, Arkansan

Before dissecting the achievementsof Clinton's first term, a little detour
into his performanceas governor of Arkansaswould be highly instructive.
Inaphrase, it was adisgrace, but agood foretaste of what kind of president
he would turn out to be. Governor Clinton's record was nicely summarized
by Ramesh Ponnuru, writing in the conservative magazine National
Review:
As governor, he soaked the poor and scattered tax exemptions on business interests;
increased the government's use of what is charitably called 'creative finance'; created
public-private partnershipswith little public accountability; weakened conflict-of-inter est
and sunshine laws; and strengthened his own control of law enforcement. He was thus
able to construct a political coalition including not only labor and the welfare estab-
lishment but also bankers, bond counsels, developers, and owners of heavy-construction

companies. Every interest group was invited to the table, except for taxpayers and
consumers.®

The right-wing bias of the author is visible in the uncritical inclusion of
'labor' and the ‘welfare establishment' among the interest groups, since
Clinton has a higtory of indifferenceor hostility towards organized labour,
and he's importantly responsiblefor the grotesquewelfare 'reform’' of 1996.
In 1986, Bill Becker, head of the Arkansas AFL-CIO, told the Wall Street
Journal that Clinton's treatment of workersin hisstate was 'reminiscent of
what Reagan is doing to us' Most notorioudly, Clinton's state Industrial
Development Commission — which eagerly advertised the state's right-to-
work law in the business pressin an attempt to lure investment, a law that
Clinton defended asthe state's attorney genera in 1976 — made a $300,000
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loan to a company to build inventory so that it could survive a likely strike.
As a result of that, Becker uttered hisfamous description of Clinton: ‘This
guy will pat you on the back and piss down your leg."

But all the rest of it is true — and we haven't even mentioned yet the
Arkansas scandals. For the benefit of non-American readers who are
unfamiliar with the more famous scandals, they include Whitewater, a
complicated, smelly land deal, in which Bill and Hillary got favourable
financing from a banker whose failing savings and loan was regulated by
Clinton's government, the intent of which wasto makethefamily rich; and
Hillary's fixed commaodity trading, in which a broker cooked her account
to alow her to turn $1,000 into $100,000 - a very unusua sequence, since
novices who trade commodities are more likely to turn $100,000 into
$1000.*

Let's forget the persona stuff, though, and look high-mindedly at
Clinton's policiesin Arkansas. Under hisreign, the state was a paradisefor
despoilersof nature and exploitersof labour. To take a notoriousexample,
oneof Clinton's favouritetargetsfor tax and regulatory indulgencewas the
chicken industry, a mgjor player in Arkansas. So indulged wastheindustry
that corn intended for chickens was exempted from sales tax, but not that
for human consumption. The industry reliesfor raw materia - i.e., living
birds— on networksaf 'independent contractors' who raise chickens under
conditions of virtual indentured servitude, who buy or rent specialized
equipment from corporate chicken processorsand marketerslike the one
eponymously run by Clinton intimate Don Tyson. The processing plants
are staffed by grossly underpaid workers who suffer a 20% chance of
injury every year. And the chickens wastes are dumped into the state's
rivers, making the state's waters among the worst in the country. In fact, an
environmental scorecard of the 50 states compiled by the Institute for
Southern Studies had Arkansas 48th in its composite 'green index' and
50th in government environmental policies — not surprising, considering
that the state usually comes in near the bottom on most social indicators,
likeincome, poverty, literacy, and education spending? The real surpriseis
Clinton's unearned national reputation as afriend of nature.

Arkansashasalong history of impoverishment,so Clintonisn't theonly
guilty party (though coming in dead last in environmental policy is no
mean achievement). But how did he handle the matter of economic devel-
opment while governor? In a way that gave a foretaste not only of his
presidency, but of the scandals that have since come to plague him. Take,
for example, the Arkansas Devel opment Finance Authority. Clinton estab-
lished it in 1985 to stimulate the state's economy and to create jobs. It did
create jobs — 2,700, by its own count, or about one a day between its
founding and the time of Clinton's election as president. It did so by
floating tax-free bonds and lending the proceedsto businessesinvesting in
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Arkansas. To float those bonds, it needed the services of lawyers,
investment bankers, and commercia bankers— each of whom got generous
fees. Clinton appointed al the Authority's board members - that is, those
with the authority to choose which bankers and lawyers got the state's
business, though always subject to being overruled by the governor. This
way, noted executivesof the Little Rock-based investment bank Stephens
Inc.,, Clinton could have 'total control,’ thereby ‘politicizfing] the bond
selling process.’ And why would Clinton want to do that? To maximizehis
fund-raising powers. Some 1,300 grateful membersof the circle favoured
by the Authority contributed $2.7 million to various Clinton campaigns.*

First-term Betrayals

As President, Clinton has continued this strategy — running a business-
friendly economic policy, assuring that the contribution checks keep
rolling in. Of course, al U.S. paliticiansdo this, but Clinton has done it
with an unprecedented persond enthusiasm and involvement.! His late
Commerce Secretary, the former corporate lawyer-lobbyist Ron Brown,
famously shepherded U.S. CEOs around the world, cruising for lucrative
contracts. The public justification was always job creation, but such gains
are minimal, and with far less social payoff than building high-speed
railroads or offering college tuition subsidies would offer.

For al the tak about Clinton representing a turn away from
Reaganomics, the old trickle-down logic persists. One of his most
cherished domestic programmes, the Earned Income Tax Credit, which
offers a tax refund to low-income workers, is actualy a public subsidy to
low-wageemployers (even though it does put afew dollarsinto the pockets
of peoplewho desperately need it). One of Clinton's proposalsfor ‘fixing'
the welfare reform bill he signed in 1996 is to offer direct subsidies to
employers for hiring former welfare recipients — a quite-literal form of
corporate welfare. Instead of a public jobs programme, with decent pay
and benefits, and with public-spirited aims like offering child care or
building parks, Clinton would subsidize the important work of flipping
burgersand parking cars.

His budget-making has been a direct betrayal of his campaign
promises.”? Instead of a modest investment and stimulus programme, he's
become the president of deficit reduction.” | don't meen to argue that
runningbig deficitsyear in, year out isagood thing - far from it. Borrowing
money from rich people and paying them interest for the privilege is a
cowardly substitute for taxing them. And, over time, building up big debts
only increasesthe political power of the creditor class; it's unlikely that the
bond market would have become the arbiter of amost dl state policy in the
U.S. had outstanding debt not tripled during the Reagan-Bush years.
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But 'deficit reduction' israrely the neutral accounting exerciseit sounds
like on the surface: it's almost always an excuseto cut back on the decent
things that government does while leaving the punitive things untouched.
Theonly exceptionto thisrulein Clinton's case wasthe tax increaseon the
richest 1% of taxpayers— not enough, for sure, but the best way to cut back
on red ink. Typicaly, though, Clinton subsequently apologized for this
move to an audience of rich Texans.

Otherwise, the budgets he's proposed have been achingly austere— even
before the Republican takeover of Congress in the 1994 elections. In a
budget sent to Congressin early 1993, only months after hisinauguration,
Clinton proposed a deficit reduction totalling 25% of GDP - with a
revenue increase of 1%, and spending cuts of 1.5%. The budget proposed
in early 1994 was even more austere. Federal investment, the centrepiece
of his 1992 economic platform, would have fallen to the lowest level,
measured as a share of GDP (the measure in all subsequent references),
since 1950. Spending on conservation, pollution control, agricultural
research, energy research, public housing, food stamps, income security,
and community and regional development, would al fall relativeto GDP.
And what would rise? Subsidies to business, known in budget lingo as
‘advancement of commerce.

After the 1994 elections, Clinton's budgeting got even more austere.
The document he submitted in early 1996 was full of high-flown rhetoric
in its prose introduction, but the actual numbers on offer were stringent.
Despite saying that 'we' need to 'invest in education and training, the
environment, science and technology, [and] law enforcement,’ spendingon
al categories but the last was projected to fall as a percent of GDP.
(Clinton, or whatever copywriter was speaking in his name, did brag about
helping states 'build more prisons.) Had his budget been adopted as
proposed, spending on education in 2002 would declineto haf what it was
when Reagan took office, to the lowest level since 1966. Spending on
‘pollution control and abatement,’ in budget-speak, would sink to the
lowest level since 1972; on federally sponsored R&D, to the lowest level
in history. Overall spending would decline to the lowest level since 1966.
Of course, there's no virtue to higher spending in itself, but public services
in America are aready threadbare enough.

Liberal Clinton apologists respond by saying that he has no choice,
given the country's allegedly conservative mood and Republican
Congressiona dominance. Well look & the alegedly conservative mood
in a moment, but it's a strange view of politics that urges pre-emptive
compromise, before the struggle with the opposition even begins. But of
course Clinton doesn't view the Republicansas the opposition — a contrast
with most Republicans, who view him with inexplicably bitter contempt —
but simply asfriends he hasn't quite made yet.”
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Let's move from these macro budgetary abstractionsto several specific
pieces of policy. In budget and other administration documents, Clinton
and his surrogates have bragged that their major economic achievements
were cutting the deficit in half and the passageof NAFTA and GATT. This
makes him indisputably the president of the bond market and free trade —
classicaly 'liberal' positionsin the European sense.

True believer free marketeersreject thiscategorizationof Clintonasone
of their own. One reason they do is the failed hedlth care proposal of his
early monthsin office. Thisincomprehensibly complex pieceof legislation
would have created some sort of privatized nationa health scheme, with
giant insurance companiesand medical conglomeratesat its centre. There
would have been arolefor government in regul atingthe beast, and insuring
the poor, but the vastly inefficient private sector would have been given the
lead role. The scheme was so complex and contradictory it aienated
virtually everyone. Liberals and leftists who would have supported a
single-payer, Canadian-style scheme could offer little more than a weak
endorsement at best. Small insurance companies correctly perceived they
would be frozen out, and mounted an intense campaign against the plan.
The right objected to the very notion of a universal health insurance
scheme. It was the worst of all possible worlds, and discredited the whole
notion of radical health care reform.

And, asthe physician and writer David Himmelstein hasargued, it was
a sign to the hedth care industry that the threat of 'socialized’ medicine,
on the national agenda at least in potential since the Truman years, had
finally been lifted. With that all-clear sounded, the industry embarked on
the most rapid and extensive merger and acquisition binge in economic
history. Within the space of acoupleof years, theold fee-for-service model
of U.S. medicine haslargely been replaced by 'managed care' — a system
run by large insurance companies and heath maintenance organizations
(HMOs) with an interest in minimizing treatment and maximizing profit.
While pressures had been building for such a transformation, Clinton's
repudiation of national hedth insurance, part of Demaocratic Party
platformsfor 40 years, wasdirectly responsiblefor this stunning corporate
takeover. The restriction of access and choice that had been spuriously
cited as the drawback of public hedth insurance schemes by the propa-
gandists of private heath care had become reality under a system of pure
profit maximization, thanks importantly to Bill Clinton.

The other appalling achievement of Clinton's first term was the passage
of welfare 'reform.’ The federal government's principa income support
programme, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), estab-
lished as part of the Social Security Act of 1935, wasabolished. AFDC was
stingy, but it did offer cash income to the very poorest single mothersand
their children, and did so as a matter of right (‘entitlement’) for al those
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who qualified.* That system wasabolished in 1996, and replaced withtime
limitsand harsh work requirements. Recipientsare limited to no more than
five yearson welfare— not consecutively, but in a lifetime - though states
are free to impose shorter limits if they like. States and localities are
increasingly using welfare recipients in place of public sector workers —
cleaning parks, clearing snow, picking up trash. Additiondly, cutbacks in
the previoudy sacrosanct food stamp programme will reduce benefitsfrom
80 cents per meal to 66 cents over the next severa years.

Accordingto (conservative) estimates by the Urban Institute, 11 million
families will lose income under this grotesque reform, fewer than haf of
them the widely detested single-mother kind. Over half will be theworking
poor. In al, the Ingtitute estimates, some 2.6 million people will be
rendered newly poor (by official poverty measures), and the already poor
will be rendered 10% poorer. Aside from this direct effect, the indirect
effects of throwing millions of desperate people onto the labour market
will be to depress wages for the worst-paid third of workers.

Clinton bears great mora responsibility for this 'reform," perhaps the
cruellest bill to become federal law in this century. During the 1992
campaign, he famously promised to 'end welfare as we know it Though
he and his advisors spoke of job training and assistance as part of any
reform package, no one with any sense of political reality could imagine
that these half-decent intentions would survive in the prevailing
environment of fiscal sadism - not to mention the racism and sexism that
power the hatred of welfarerecipients— assuming they were even seriously
meant at al. All that the pundit class and the moneyed elite heard was the
‘ending'’ part, and the political momentum became irresistible. And,
Clinton signed the legidlation. If his conscience was the least bit troubled
by impoverishing millions, he has given no public sign of it.

And | haven't even mentioned other highlightsof the first Clinton term
- like an environmenta record far more damaging than Reagan's and
Bush's (this on the word of no less than the environmental icon David
Brower), and a policy of blowing up 100,000 unitsof public housing. The
destructionof public housing is based on the theory that poverty is caused
by the concentration of poor people in poor neighbourhoods; dispersing
them will reducetheir exposureto social toxins, namely, each other. Where
they are to go when their housing is destroyed is anyone's guess. But real
estate developers are hungrily eyeing the soon-to-be-vacated sites for
gentrified re-devel opment.

It's tempting to say that Clinton isempty and unprincipled, a creatureof
pure political opportunism, but that lets him off too lightly. In fact, he's
probably quite serious about his historical mission of purging the
Democratic Party of its last humane traces. It's questionable whether a
Republican president could haveaccomplished what he's accomplishedfor
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thecorporateclass: NAFTA, GATT, welfare'reform,’ fiscal stringency, and
the rest. Had a Republican proposed any of this, there would have been a
firestorm of outrage. But because Clinton did, advocacy groups for the
poor, unions, environmental organizations, and the liberal weeklies were
al silenced. It looks like the major economic goals.of hissecond adminis-
tration will be admitting Chile to NAFTA and privatizing, partly or fully,
the Socia Security system. Again, Bush or Dole probably would have had
adifficult, maybe even impossible, time with such an agenda.

Electoral Models

With such an awful record, why was Clinton re-elected? There are several
reasons for this. First of all, only 49% of the voting age population
actually cast a ballot in November 1996, the lowest share since 1924
(which was only the second election women were allowed to participate
in, and when restrictions on black votersstill prevailed)." Behind that low
turnout is a sharp class skew: nonvoters are disproportionately poor, and
voters, disproportionately affluent. Though there are three times as many
households with incomes under $15,000 as there are with incomes over
$100,000 (21% vs. 7%, respectively), both extremes of the income
spectrum are about equally represented in the electorate (11% vs. 9%).
This class skew was more apparent in 1996 than 1992: the share of the
over-$50,000 households in the electorate rose, and that of the under-
$50,000s fell.” So, electionsin the U.S. are competitive sports played out
before a fairly well-heeled audience; those harmed by Clinton policies
simply stayed home.

Second, an incumbent president running with a reasonably healthy
economy has a very hard time losing. A ssimple electoral modd | devised
correctly predicted the outcomeof 11 of the last 13 presidential elections
using just two inputs— real disposable personal income, and the president's
Gallup approva rating, both taken in the second quarter of theelection year
(six months before the election).” With the economy in decent, if not
boomy, shape, the election was Clinton's to lose.

The table shows how Clinton's economic record stacks up against his
predecessors. In sum, labour has done OK, but capital has done
swimmingly. Employment growth is respectable, but less impressive than
the Kennedy, Johnson, and even the Carter years. Unemployment is lower,
on average, than the 1970s and 1980s, but still well above Golden Age
levels. Real hourly earnings are about flat, a triumph by recent historical
standards, but again, nothing sterling in a longer view. But the Clinton
years have been very good ones for creditors and stockholders, and the
‘fiscal shift' — the changein the deficit, expressed as a percentageof GDP
— isthe most dramatic in modern history.
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Table |: Presdential Economics

edor  unem- iy dok  red ine- fisd
ment ployment emmirgs make  estrae  CA GDP dhift
Roosevelt 111 53.0% 44% 4% 03% -35% 6% TA%m Hhl%
Roosevelt-Truman 1.7 14 hfi =d.1 -6.0 T8 5.1 =LB
Truman 19 . 27 114 =1 2.6 a8 —1.2
Eisenhower | L4 i3 32 1A5 2.3 1.0 i 10
Eisenhower I 0.3 5.5 13 Al l.6 1.4 1.9 6
Kennedy-Johnson 2. 5B 18 432 28 12 49 406
Johnson 19 3.9 135 1.0 1.9 13 44 #0.3
Nixon | 2.2 5.0 1T ~kE L3 4.4 iz -4
Nixon-Ford 1.6 6.7 Ll —1ikG =13 a3 S .
Carter il 6.5 =14 =36 =1.1 14 26 08
Reagan | L4 B.6 2 1.4 .U 44 23 -8
Reagan 11 2.7 6.5 =10 %Y 8 = I 32 +1.3
Bush 0.6 6.2 =13 &7 in 42 .2 =27
Clinton | 215 6.0 il 1l.a 4.1 248 26 #2.7
averages
Democrats 31 49 12 35 -03 49 48 +0.1
ex-Roosevelt 111 30 53 09 57 15 41 43 +0.6
Republicans 15 61 06 36 28 40 23 -07

Magjor economic indicators by presidentid term. Averages are arithmetic averages, average
growth rates are compound annual growth rates. Beginning and end of term are January, for
monthly figures, and first quarter for quarterly GDPfigures. Employment is the averageannud
growth rate in civilian employment measured by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) estab-
lishment survey. Unemployment isthe averagecivilian unemploymentrate, aso from the BLS.
Real hourly earnings is the average hourly pay for nonsupervisory workersin manufacturing
from the BLS’s establishment survey, deflated by the CPI. (Manufacturing is used becausethe
seriesfor dl private workers is available only from 1964 onwards.) Stock market is the red
averageannua growth ratein the Standard & Poor's 500index, deflated by the consumer price
index (CPI). Real interest rate is long-term rate on US Treasury bonds, reported by the
Federd Reserve, deflated by the CPI. CPI is the compound annua growth in the consumer
price index. GDP is the compound annual growth rate in red grossdomestic product; annual
figuresfor Roosevet's third term, and quarterly figurestheresfter. (Quarterly redl GDPfigures
are availableonly from 1947 onwards) Fiscal shift is the change in the federa surplus/deficit
asreported in the national income and product accounts; a positive number isa move towards
lower deficitsor higher surpluses. Roosevelt'sthird term begen in 1941 and ended in 1945.
Figures for Clinton are the latest available as of December 1996, and are subject to minor
revison over time.

Source: author's database.
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But these half-decent economic numbers have not trandated into
electoral success for Clinton's party. The DLC’s move to the ‘centre’ -
which really means to the right — is often justified as a vote-getting move,
but there's little evidence to support thisclaim. Clinton's re-election masks
a truly dismal performance by the Democrats. According to the pundit
Michagl Barone, starting from the day Clinton was eected in 1992, the
Democrats have lost 12 Senate seats, 60 seats in the House of
Representatives, 11 governorships, and 500 legidativeseats. Noted Barone,
'‘No Democratic president has seen such ham come to his party since
Grover Cleveland in hissecond term 100 yearsago — and that wasfollowed
by 34 years of Republican dominance.'™ Tellingly, Clinton is often
described as the most conservativeDemacratic president since Cleveland.

Of course, it may be that the country has moved so far to the right that
there's nothing the Democrats could do to stem theselosses, or that they'd
be even worse had Clinton not moved to the right. But it's hard to read that
analysisout of the public opinion data.

A poll taken just after the election by Clinton's former pollster, Stanley
Greenberg, showed that Clinton won because he was perceived as more
likely to protect domestic programmes, particularly Medicare, Social
Security, education, and those relating to the environment. His margin of
victory was provided not by the upscale voters the DLC has been
targetting, but by non-college-educated lower- and middle-class voters.
Voterswere relatively positive about the overall state of the economy, but
were nervous about the future, and very friendly towards an agenda
including comprehensive health care, significantly higher spending on
education, and a programme of regulation of corporate behaviour.” But no
national political figureis articulating anything like these goals.

Ironically, Clinton is best positioned to cut those very programmesthat
people elected him to protect — and his whole palitical philosophy has
essentially rejected the idea of government programmes altogether. The
great guru of thesecond hdf of hisfirst term, Dick Morris, wasfamousfor
thisadvice. In the words of aNew York TimesMagazineprofile of Clinton:
'‘Morris contends that the most enduring problemsfacing the nation, from
the collapse of the family to the decline in civility, are behaviora ones
against which Government programmes can make little headway, but
Government persuasioncan lead the way. " The problemswe face, not the
symptoms, but the causes, are fundamental causes best dedlt with by
atering the way people think and act and do.""* In other words, the
president should be a preacher and storyteller, but not a political leader in
the conventional sense. Ironically, the married Morris himself was forced
to resign from serving his president when it was revealed that hed been
carryingon with a prostitute, showing a particul ar fondnessfor sucking her
toes. Vauesare for the masses, not their rulers.
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A rich insight into the cynicism behind the 'values' strategy wasoffered
by Greenberg himself, in an article in the liberal magazine, The American
Progpect®. According to Greenberg, 'progressives harp too much on their
(accurate) diagnosis of the ills experienced by working and poor
Americans. Yes people suffer from stagnant, even declining, incomes,
stress, and profound insecurity. But what 'progressives need to
acknowledgein their rhetoric is the day-to-day heroism demonstrated by
ordinary people in simply making ends meet. People have little faith in
institutions like government, unions, or parties; only one in ten peoplein
Greenberg's pollseven haveany faith in their friends. All they haveto rely
on are their own resources and the support of their families.

Successful politicians, then, need to craft 'narratives' that appeal to
people with such constricted expectations. Thus, Clinton talks about tax
credits for education and training — an extremely minor programme in
every sense, but one cynically designed to appea to this exhausted,
despairing self-reliance. Clinton and Greenberg have embraced Margaret
Thatcher's famous declaration that 'There is no such thing as society.
There are individual men and women, and there are families.’ And so has
Clinton, the first president from the party of the New Deal and Great
Society to achieve re-election since Roosevelt, embraced the liberalism of
the Manchester schionol.™

The Clinton—Morris—Greenberg strategy isan obviousdescendant of the
Reagan-Bush appeal to 'values!' In their version, the Republicans
embodied the good middle American way of life — monogamous, family-
centred, religious, and patriotic— and the Democratsthe oppositeof all this
— polyamorous, polymorphous, godless, and in secret league with
Americas enemies. It was a very effective technique for gathering the
votesof folks who would be harmed by their actual policies.

Clinton has had to change the content of the values pitch, obviously;
he's an admitted adulterer, but the public doesn't seem to care. There's a
bit less emphasis on religion, though Clinton himself claims to be deeply
religious, asdoes hiswife, whose earnest social-workerish Methodism gets
under the skin of libertarians, and not all of them on the right. Alexander
Cockburn, for example, has quite properly denounced Hillary Rodham
Clintonfor her passion to intervenein peopl€e's privatelivesin theinterests
of 'therapeutic policing' — to guarantee their physica and mental health
when they're not managing the task in a manner pleasing to the First Lady
and her beloved 'social workers, shrinks, guidance counselors, the whole
vast army of the helping professions’ As Cockburn pointsout, Hillary and
her husband frequently refer to children asan 'investment,’ aturnof phrase
that reveals their coldly monetized view of the warld.™ All in all, a nicely
Victorian combination of Manchester economics and hypocritical moral
uplift.
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What might we expect of the second Clinton term? I've aready
suggested some of it, particularly the partial privatization of Social
Security. For more hints, we can turn to a speech he gave to the DLC on
December 11. In it, Clinton promised to govern from 'the vital center,
which in Americaaways means the centre-right. He listed his prioritiesas
'finishing welfare reform,” whatever that means; putting more people in
jail; 'keeping America drong, which presumably means buying more
weapons, promoting free trade; and, of course, ‘balancing the budget.'
Balancingthe budget isacode-phrasefor deep cutsin civilian services, but
coming out and saying that would ruin Clinton's image asthefriend of the
guotidian heroes. To offer narrative support to the lonely masses, Clinton
actually suggested the following: 'l think we should expand Family Leave
inavery limited way so that parentscan take some time off to go to regular
parent-teacher conferences at school and to take their children to regular
doctor's appointments, not just when they're desperately ill."™* Thisstirring
vison came from the president who claimed repeatedly during the 1996
campaign that hisadministration was buildinga bridge to the 21st century.

If thisisamodel for left-of-centregovernmentsaround the world, then
the left isin even deeper trouble than we ever imagined.
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