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ILLIBERAL AMERICA:
RETHINKING THE PROGRESSIVE
ERA IN THE AGE OF OBAMA AND
TRUMP

Matthew Frye Jacobson

The entire man is. so to speak. to be seen in the cradle of the child. The growth of nations
presents something analogous to this: they all bear some marks of their origin; and the
circumstances which accompanied their birth and contributed to their rise affect the w hole
term of their being. If we were able to go back to the elements of states. and to examine the
oldest manuments of their history. T doubt not that we should discover the primal cause of
the prejudices. the habits. the ruling passions. and. in short. of all that constitutes what is
called the national character...

— Alexis de Tocqueville. Dentocracy in Anmerica, Vol I

Where was (he NRA on Travvon Martin's right to stand his ground? What happened to their
principled position? Let’s be clear: the Trayvon Martins of the world never had that right
because the “ground™ was never considered theirs to stand on.

— Robin D.G. Kelley. “The U.S. v. Trayvon Martin”

Thomas Leonard sets out to expose the Progressives” “crusade to dismantle
laissez-faire, remaking American economic life with a newly created instrument
of reform, the administrative state.” The progressives” abandonment of “their
classically liberal roots was one of the most striking changes of the late nine-
teenth century,” he argues, going on to describe a wholly new fretwork of insti-
tutions, agencies, disciplines, and practices designed for the well-being of a
national collective imagined in terms quite distinct from the free individual of
classical liberalism (Leonard, 2016, p. 22). But his interpretation of the “illiber-
alism” of the Progressive Era plays against two distinct meanings of the word
“liberal,” and we would do well to parse these more carefully, especially in the
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};ght of tge bﬁgk’s compelling and noble final words on the dangers of repeat-
— an ing — rogressives’ “fe ims” i
hiiory (Legen:rgltgzolgilzf’;gig;'e551\«es false claims™ out of an unawareness of
The f‘irst.meaning has to do with classically liberal economics, and the
Progres‘swe.s departures from it., Here Leonard is at his best, (‘iocum’entin0 th
energetic dismantling of strict laissez-faire principles and the concomitantc ri .
qf both a cult of expertise and new institutions and agencies of the administ 1"56
tive stape for the sake of a rationalized, “modern™ governing logic in all mattI %-
economic. This was indeed a critical period in the history of US state buildir?gs
But”I am gost concerned with the second set of implied meanings, where “lig.
eral” and “illiberal” reference instead ideas about liberty, equality’ and huma :
value. The Progressives were “discontented with Iiberal in&ividualismf}
Leonard (2016, p. 8) writes, and their thinking along these lines was of \/a;t
consequence when it came to the creation of new, scuientiﬁcally derived struc-
tures of lnergrchy and inequality. “Woodrow Wilson, when President of
Prlr}ceton Ur}}vel‘sity, dismissed talk of the inalienable riéhts of the individual
as nons?nse"’ (Leonard, 2016, p. 25). But along this ‘_axis. the framing of
Leonard’s argument artificially cordons off the Progressive era from all :th'lt
came beforg and after, thus concealing many fundam;:ntallv enduring cc;ntim:i—
ties in the Flmelines of US history that may be more impo;’tant for us to mark
than .the discrete details of inequality during the Progressive era proper T/ii&‘
meaning of the word “illiberal” implies the disruptim;Of an Americ*ulz I‘B ¥ lA
ism that never fully existed. A e
‘Le(‘)nard acknowledges such continuities in a glancing discussion of political
sc1er}tlst Rogers Smith’s concept of “ascriptive inequaiitv.’” the politii'll cul-
Fure/§ b;drock presumption of Anglo-Saxon, male superiéritx-‘ “based Z)n the
1r]1~fer10(r{ty ascribed to blacks, immigrants, women, and the unpropertied”
fo eonild{, 2Q16, pp .78f7‘9)' T”he book is peppered with oblique references to a
nger-standing “illiberalism.” Elsewhere he notes, “The US Constitution
expressly protected individual rights to life, liberty, and property. But not for
all. .The United States was also a slave republic” ((Leonard 2016 82) C(;I*
again, “Hostility to immigrants, like race prejudice, was, noth:inz n;\\./ illl
Amer;ca.... American nativism, like American racism énd sexism, was not an
occasional mild fever. It was a chronic and debilitating illness” (Le:onaltd 2016
p: 1{124) At thg end of the day, however, Leonard is less interested in the;e~c011i
tmL.utle.s than in an interpretation of the Progressive era not only as a discrete
period in a1‘1d of itself, but as a period perhaps unique for its “braiding together
gf the admirable and the reprehensible” (Leonard, 2016, p. 189) in U% ogiiticall
1mpglses. A catalog of progressive accomplishments includes things likp;: trust-
busting, Yvorker compensation, food and drug regulation, and environmental
conseryatwn right alongside legislation that “made per;nanent the Chinese
Excltvlsmn. Act of 1882; and excluded from American shores, with the
Immlgl'atlon Act of 1917, a meticulously enumerated compendium’ of raciall
undesirable aliens” (Leonard, 2016, p. 45). o

does not go nearly far enough in identifying the core.
have characterized US political culture over time, inc
years of US history leading up to the Progressive era. "[H]
was new,” Leonard wants to say, ~of at 1
The new discourses of eugenics and race

Tiliberal America

and debilitating illness.” [ would argue,

racialist presumptions that

juding those first hundred

ereditarian thinking

east newly scientific in its presentation.

science recast spiritual or moral failure
as biological inferiority, making old prejudices newly respectable and lending sci-
entific luster to the arguments of critics and defenders of American economic life”
(Leonard, 2016, p. 124). And to be sure, the historical record of the Progressive
era is rife with a brand of racism in “respectable™ quarters that is not only frank,
but bombastic and proud. “Black suffrage.” economist John R. Commons said,
“was not an expansion of democracy. but a corruption of it... ‘One man, one
vote, Commons said, ‘does not make Sambo equal to Socrates.™ “The progres-
sive goal was to improve the electorate, not necessarily to expand it” (Leonard,
2016, p. 30). Likewise, Senator Albert Beveridge could glibly argue that the princi-
ple that just rule derives from the consent of the governed, “applies only to those
who are capable of self-government” (Leonard, 2016, p. 52). In his tome, The
Races of Europe, William Z. Ripley could worry that the incoming waves of East
Furopean Jewish immigrants were

But even the metaphor of the ~chronic

human beings.” which. without immigra-
908 he warned of a dual threat
dictment inferior immigrants

the product of "a great Polish swamp of miserable
tion restriction. would drain itself nto the United States. In 1
| integrity. First was the usual race suicide in
betters. But Ripley had landed on another hereditars
ling. The mixing of inferior races. he said. threat-
a4 kind of negroid throwback. The New York
~Future Americans Will Be

to Ametican rvacia
were outbreeding their Anglo-Saxon
threat: the immigrants were also interbreed
ened to produce an atavistic European tvpe.
Times covered Ripley's alarming forecast under the headline.
Swarthy.” (Leonard, 2016. p. 72)

For his part, Richard T. Ely. among the founders of the American Economic
Association, felt that the “absolutely unfit would plague society until society
controlled their breeding.” For Ely, writes Leonard (2016, p. 74). “the price of

progress was eugenics.”
My departure from Leonard has mostly to do with his treatment of immi-

gration as purely an economic issue for the Progressives. From the period of
rapid industrialization in the mid-nineteenth century onward, immigration

debate in the United States has unfolded on two distinct planes of argument:

an economic argument over whether or not “they” are a benefit to the nation

(most famously and most often, over whether or not “they” are taking “our”
jobs), and a civic argument over whether or not “they” are capable of responsi-
ble citizenship. These distinct lines of argument characterized both vernacular
and legislative discourse in the run-up to Chinese Exclusion; they gave shape to
the debates that produced the 1924 Immigration Act; they can be discerned in
the spiked fevers over immigration that have shaped American discussion since
Reagan’s Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA), Pete Wilson’s Prop
187, and Donald Trump’s “big beautiful wall.” But Leonard tends to conflate

e .
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these t : : . .
Pl'ogl‘es:;O planes of discussion, and in doing so he makes one
J . < .S .
e th ve c.om'pound out of one thing that was new to the period ( sturdy
erv atire of . .
ins[itu[io\ entIOI(liISt nature of economic thought, and the rise of new ndme.ly’
ns. a o PSSR . Vo ager
with another ;;infg(zlﬁiei of “expertise” to carry out such interventioni3m3 elllccie&
g that was not at all new (a hierarchi ; ng
arv ~ chical and higt .
ary notion of atic nol ’ highly exclusion-
thinking was ng\le, C.ieni?q‘;“@ polity). Even the assertion that "heredit,li.ion
= 7 1n the Progressive era will not wi “an
Trish who we ) i g not withstand scrutiny. .
. describds;?d dshorle in the 1840s and after were immediately and il({s. the
“bcrtitish - "1‘3 H; he1ec(111tar1an terms. The newly arrived Il‘ishmal{ was noltCI edls-
;. “low-browed,” and even “simian” i . only
> ian” in popular d .
Weekly 1851; in I bop 1scourse (Harper’s
“All tfjle cifilai[qumid‘ in Jacobson, 1998, p. 48), but it was further arg(ueglfl(,, ’
are wanino letshwln.chhgo to make a republican, in the true sense ofthe teldt:
g in the Irish nature” (4tlantic ; : - .
1998, p. 48). ( ¢ Monthly 1866; quoted in Jacobson,
There are isti ; .
try of prior Utg(; .dlstmct but intertwined threads worth pulling from the t
The first thread tlStory for the sake of this analysis of Leonard’s “illibeml;pes’:
had never beecll tOt}IIJuH at and expose here is the fact that “individyal ;‘igfllrtl“’
g 1 at the core of the political cultur ghts
brate them as th ion’ al culture, though we do tend ¢
e nation’s very genius. “[Ads . oo o cele-
. .. ve . am] Smith died
in the British Industrial r ' n 1790, too early
§ al revolution to see his radi ‘ : carly
is radical cl
Leonard (2016, p. 82) writes. adical claims borne out,”

But he lived 1 g enoug see eorge d 0y 1ugurated as the %
or noughn to Geo i residen
Washingto 3 i i
‘ b . ind U st U 1
and Sm elieved that America might well offer the most fertile soil for his S\'g[gﬁyn f
& A ol natu.

ral liberty. Smith had ¢ i
y. ad cause for optimis ‘ni
. sm. T ates in 17 :
e he United States in 1790 was a rare thing. lib-

But the recor . . . .
the heo IIZ(E’OIC} ngfes at [hlS D'dl‘tlcular usage of the word "libeml \ TI )

X <, A
propert p—holc? ‘[ e, founding documents bestowed full rights on whitelC “le
e\’entuaslll} e eI as a %"O“P- Africans were enslaved as a group, and the: were

/ emancipated as a group. Later tt b : y were

Crowed as a or p. Later they were Black Coded : i
group. Women were initially di ) and Jim

: ally disenfranchized
chized as a gr o anchized and larter a1
S Werg;g‘up‘ Unpropertied males were ultimately enfranchized as aen‘ﬁdn
aroup (s I ‘1spossessed or removed as a group. Mexicans were anne gc;oup.
b ridgﬁltsocn V\tfe%*le (I;Iawauans and Puerto Ricans), and these peopi‘;es chlts .
urtailed on a group basis, as w / ' en
a or ] 2 , ell. The Chin
as a gro p | - €s¢ wer

descrii esup;é AllEA51c1ns were eventually barred as a group; and a: f;jﬂcluded
(racial) g’rou(:)Sst t o OII\)Iea-n llgmlgrams were restricted according tjo natiziniltd
, too. Native Americans were admi oS anty
and later ; o admitted to citizenship as a sroup:
were inte}rlg(lig:fter the Pr ogressive era, Japanese immigrants and Fheirit%’llgl'lp,
2 group, and A;d rg10up, Chmese immigrants were permitted naturalizat'1 I?H
group I’n - 1 l;can z?hmelgcans achieved long-promised citizenship rightlsO asa
: , beneath a fairly thin veneer of “indivi , as a
eralism” — ation® o individual rights” — read: “lib-
the nation’s political culture has from the very beginniz: bllb
een
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deeply structured according to a logic ol group rights, from which the

Progressive era’s “illiberalism” was no departure.
The second, closely related thread. has more explicitly to do with race. In
Adam Smith's “liberal republic” of 1790, the first Congress sat down to deter-
mine who would be eligible for naturalization in the newly established nation.
The critical phrase of that first Naturalization Act was “free white persons,” as
in:
~all free white persons who. have. or shall migrate into the United States. and shall give sat-
isfactory proof, before a magistrate. by oath. that they intend to reside therein. and shall
take an oath of allegiance, and shall have resided in the United States for one whole vear.
shall be entitled to the rights of citizenship. (Annals of Congress 1789-1856. p. 184)

One of the striking aspects to this decision on the founding generation’s part is
that they apparently settled upon the prescription of “free white persons” with
no hesitation or discussion whatsoever. So natural was the relationship of
whiteness to citizenship that in their debate the Congress did not pause over the
racial requirement at all (though they did debate at some length allowances or
restrictions for Catholics, Jews, nobles, aristocrats, monarchists, criminals, and
other potentially problematic sorts from other lands). In general the first legis-
lators saw the law as too inclusive, not too exclusive; and nowhere did they
pause to question the limitation of naturalized citizenship to “white persons”
(Annals of Congress 1789-1856, 184—190, 555-558).

The reasons [or this go to the heart of “liberalism™ in the young republic.
and might be delineated along both practical and philosophical lines. The prac
ticalities for the founders concerned the day-to-day challenges and dangers of
settler colonialism: generated within a coniext of encounter, political identity
was rendered racial identity at least implicitly in the earliest documents estab-
lishing a European political order in the New World. The colonial charters
routinely evoke the perils posed by “savages” at the boundaries of European
settlement. Although the word “white” did not appear in the charters them-
selves, over time it was written into an immense body of statutory law in the
colonies, delineating who could marry whom, who could participate in the mili-
tia, who could vote or hold office, and in laws governing contracts. indenture,

and enslavement. As Higginbotham (1978, 1996) has argued, in practice the
idea of citizenship had become thoroughly entwined with the idea of “white-
ness” (and maleness) because what a citizen really was, at bottom, was someone
who could help put down a slave rebellion or fight in Indian wars. A political
conception like “domestic tranquility,” then, was a thoroughly racialized con-
ception from the beginning, as was the idea of the normative citizen.

In addition to such practical concerns of governance in the new republic,
whiteness was tacitly but irretrievably written into the Enlightenment’s philo-
sophical conceptions of rationality, equality, and human perfectibility, and so
into the very fabric of republican political thought as well. In altering the lines
of monarchical authority from the Crown to “the people,” the experiment in
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se!f—governance heightened the premium on a polity that was virtuous, disci
plined, self-sacrificing, moral, productive, far-seeing, and wise — tra& ITC'I-
v;'f:rrle( a.ll racially inscribed in eighteenth-centul‘yg Euro-American thso;;ﬁ:
fioi,r?l::t;g??’ ve{sp. 3—15;4R1nger, 1983). With its abolition of monarchic, 15])-
: uthority and power, the new democratic order would require of its parti
mpgnts a rem.arkable degree of self-possession — a condition already litl:J ¥ Hli
denied t(? Africans in slavery and figuratively to all “nonwhite” or ‘:he' tlId )
pegp.les 1n‘prevailing Enlightenment conceptions of human capacity (Il 1el1l
poht‘lcal thlpking of the period, according to Gordon Wood, a republvié wr? .
fra'glleT precisely because it required an exacting moral charaﬁter in the e((i)s 1SO
Wlth its em.phasis upon community and self-sacrifice, with its reasoned SLE) p N
sion of “private desires” for the sake of the “public interest,” republica pplesr-
ernment placed “an enormous burden” on individual membe;s and “demr;ng((i)\c;
far more of... citizens than monarchies did of their subjects.” (Wood 19669
1991% pPp. 10{1-105). (This at a time when the definition of the \;vord “Ne,ro” in
i- Philadelphia-produced encyclopedia included the following catalo otgtra'ter
idleness, treachery, revenge, cruelty, impudence, stealingv lying : rofe , Sf
debau.chery, nastiness and intemperance” [White, 1991. p. 7Ij) s profmh
moitt 15 1?ot too mgch to say'that' th; 1790 Naturalization Act is among the
pOI-tentous pieces of legislation in US history. It is portentous, literally
for what it portended in ensuing years: its legacies include the arrival (;f th ( 'ﬂlj
lions of Famine Irish and migrants from Italy, Russia. Poland or(the B']:l:k?n_‘
later on — groups who were neither foreseen nor intended (no} we (:'«m( s
welcome) in the framers’ worldview, but who were able to e;ncr tile ng€l:'SS:'
under Fhe broad definition of “white persons.” Its legacies also include Cl?iO o
Exclusion and Japanese internment, both policies ;)erpetrated against 'lfsle
groups whose status as “aliens ineligible to citizenship” by the tgl'l ?(‘1171(91(;
had leftA them uniquely vulnerable in this political culture. ) e
But in the present context, the 1790 law is perhaps even more portentous i
the sense that it is /ndicative — it tells us much that we need to know '1bouLtlStlllre1
nature of race and democracy in North America. Over the course o; the past
sevgral generations it has become patent to many Americans that the lo icpdsf
racism agd of true democracy are in conflict, the one tending toward hie%arS Ycl)f
or exclusion and the other toward egalitarianism and inclusivity. We learnc il}l
g%'ade school that racism is a blot. But the Naturalization Law o.f 1790 tells ¢
d1ffe1'§nt story: racism, for the founders, did not contradict the democ "st'd
expel‘lmer}t, but protected it. Racism for them was not a stain on democrlzjlcIC
‘t‘)ut st 1ts”guar‘e‘l’ntor. — it was the unforgiving exclusion of the putatively);
frlzln\illntuous: or 11“1'at10na1” based on race thgt would ensure success for the
gile experiment in self-government. According to the logic of 1790, racism
and democracy were mutually constitutive; they were like one of those,: figure-
and-ground puzzles that appear to be two faces in profile at one glance agnd a
sculptural vase at the next. They do not contradict, but fully form one another
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Where democracy denoted ~self-government,’
for it.
This is the “illiberalism™ that Leonard attributes to the Progressives, as he

delineates the social (as opposed to the economic) aspects of their rejection of

classical liberalism. And there is much to work with here, to be sure. The racial
logic of “fitness for self-government”™ defined the unfreedom suffered by

recently emancipated African Americans in the states of the former confeder-
he Philippines, Cuba, and

acy: it structured the nature of imperial rule in t
Puerto Rico, just as it tempered debates over immigration from the non-Anglo-
Saxon regions of the globe, whether Europe. Asia, or the Americas; it gave
shape to the range of Progressive era social engineering projects that went by
the name of eugenics. “Other races lacked the founding fathers’ capacity for
democratic government,” Leonard (2016, p. 127) writes, “which was a uniquely
Anglo-Saxon inheritance. It was a deeply significant fact, [Woodrow] Wilson
declared. that democracy had taken root only in the United States and a few
other places “begotten of the English race.” ... Race determined whether democ-
racy succeeded or failed.”
Pointing up the historical
inegalitarian presumptions to t
surface description of illiberalism in Thomas Leonard’s Progressive era. but it
does alter its mechanics. While there is nothing in the descriptions or character-
izations of Leonard’s Progressive Era that 1 would find fault with. this longer
lieve, to think more closely about the nature of

continuities linking 1790 to 1890, the founders’
he Progressives’, does not necessarily disturb the

history does behoove us, I be
classical liberalism and about the Progressives” supposed departures from it.
Along one axis, this was surely a period of immense energy and innovation
when it came to the realms and the practices of governance; and Leonard is
right to suggest that the contours and scope of the administrative state that
Progressives bequeathed to us is much closer to our own than the state that
prior generations had handed down to them. But along another axis — the axis
of democratic citizenship, responsibility. and “fitness” — they were hewing very
tightly to deep tradition indeed.

It is in the spirit of Leonard’s own closing remarks that I offer this counter-
interpretation of race in US political culture. “Progressivism reconstructed
American liberalism,” Leonard (2016, 191) writes in his closing paragraph, “by
dismantling the free market of classical liberalism and erecting in its place the
welfare state of modern liberalism. The new liberalism discarded economic liber-
ties as archaic impediments to necessary improvements to society’s health,
welfare, and morals....” So farso good. But he goes on to add that Progressives

. trampling on individual rights to person, to free move-
ment, to free expression, to marriage and to reproduction. The progressives denied niillions
these basic freedoms, on grounds that their inferiority threatened America’s economic and
hereditary security. They were wrong on both counts. That did not stop theni. nor has it
stopped those who, unaware of the history, repeat the same false claims today.

assaulted political and civil liberties..
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The “today” of Leonard’s closing line begins to hint at what is at stake in how
we choose to articulate the continuities or disjunctions in our history. The
stakes, in fact, have never been higher than they are in 2017, as the so-called
“alt-right,” in the person of Stephen Bannon, sets up shop a few feet down the
hall from the Oval Office. Bannon’s Breitbart News has unabashedly trafficked
in many ideas that the likes of eugenicists John R. Commons, Edward A. Ross,
and Richard T. Ely would have been entirely at home with, and we do our-
selves no favors in seeing such intellectual fashions as episodic or as oddities in
our history rather than as the darker warp and woof of a “democratic” political
culture born of settler colonialism — the “marks” of our nation’s birth that
Tocqueville urged us to keep watch for. Richard Spencer, whom Breitbart
described as a leading “intellectual” of the alt-right, wrote, “In the popular
imagination, the word ‘eugenics’ conjures up images of death panels, concentra-
tion camps, and piles of bodies.” But “the ‘totalitarian’ connection to eugenics
has never held much water. For instance, the eugenics programs in Naz
Germany were, historically speaking, quite unremarkable: They were begun
during the Weimar Republic and were no more advanced than those of Sweden
or the state of California” (Bari Weiss, “Steve Bannon’s Heart Doesn’t Matter,
His Actions Do,” Tabler, November 17, 2016. http:/'www.tabletmag.com/
jewish-news-and-politics 218219 /steve-bannon-alt-right [accessed November 29,
2016]). This from the man who said, “We willed Donald Trump mto office, we
made this dream our reality!” (Sarah Posner, “Radically Mainstream: Why the
Alt-Right Is Celebrating Trump’s Win,” Rolling Stone, November 28, 2016.
http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/features/why-the-alt-right-is-celebrating-
trumps-win-w452493 [accessed November 29, 2016]).

While many journalists and scholars understandably struggle to assure that
Donald Trump’s affinity with white nationalists like Bannon and Spencer does
not become “normalized,” an equally pressing task might be to reconsider the
relationship between the “norms” and the “extremes™ in US political culture in
the first place — between the entwined histories of democracy and racism — and
to assure that we do not denaturalize by collective delusion the core principles
of racism that have deeply structured our political history. Teddy Roosevelt
may have been articulating a common Progressive era outlook when, speaking
of the peoples in the new US possessions in the Caribbean and Pacific, he testily
swatted down the notion “that any group of pirates and head-hunters™ could
be transformed “into a dark-hued New England town meeting” (Dyer, 1980,
p. 140)." But one is hard-pressed to find a moment along the timelines of UsS
history where some version of this idea was not in operation — from the messi-
anic white supremacism of the Colonial Charters; to the institution of slavery;
to the 1790 Naturalization Act; to dispossession and Indian Removal; to
debates over monogenesis and polygenesis as a basis for understanding slaves’
humanity; to the conquests and annexations that took possession of various
lands even while holding their populations at arms length; to the crushing of
Reconstruction and the reestablishment of black unfreedom under the name of

il
|
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|
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Jim Crow: to Chinese Exclusion:; to the eugenics movement and immigration
restriction; to the white terror of lynching, and the White Citizens’ Councils
and the white backlash of the modern Civil Rights era: to the racial crisis of
criminal justice and policing: to the phenomenon of birtherism; to — finally —
Donald Trump’s rise on a wave of white entitlement and resentment. Each step
along the way has witnessed some rehearsal of the argument (whether cast as
eugenic “science” or not) that democratic governance is only for the few, not
the many, and that race holds the key to proper patterns of inclusion and exclu-
sion, just as it does to a primacy of white rights based upon “fitness for self-
government.” We neglect this continuity at our own peril.

The “today” of Leonard’s (2016, 191) “those who, unaware of the history.
repeat the same false claims today” probably begins with the Obama-era back-
lash against the very idea of a black president. The whiteness of the normative
“American,” written so deeply into the nation’s political culture from the
founding, was nowhere more forcefully inscribed than in the normative
figure of the president. It has been our great fortune that the founding docu-
ments were drawn up in universalist language — phrases like “all men are cre-
ated equal” lent a rhetorical foothold to later comers like Frederick Douglass,
Sojourner Truth, and Martin Luther King. Jr., even il the three-fifths clause,
the 1790 Naturalization Act. or George Washington's efforts to recover his
“absconded” slave, Oney Judge, le(t no doubt as to what the framers actually
intended. This was not simply a matter of slavery, but of race more generally.
Which is why the rights of even free blacks were severely curtailed in most
regions even before Jim Crow; it is also why white “democrats™ could comfort-
ably embrace Indian Removal, Manifest Destiny, Chinese Exclusion. or the
abrogation of “inalienable rights” in any number of places both at home and
abroad. This is also partly why Reconstruction governments met with such a
storm of white terror in the 1870s, and it is probably why the crushed experi-
ment of Reconstruction is often misremembered as a “failed” experiment. The
most extreme anti-Obama backlash. in fact, resembles nothing in US history
quite so much as it resembles the white response to “black rule” in the 1870s.

But the “today” of Leonard’s “repeat the same false claims today™ has also
come to include the 2016 election and the rise of Donald Trump. though
Leonard finished the book well before the election results were known, and
probably before the viability of the Trump candidacy was even surmized. It is
not just that Trump and his allies on the alt-right are prone to a frank language
of eugenics and racial hierarchy that was perhaps more unguarded in the
Progressive era (though they are — Trump has attributed his success in life to
“good genes”; and according to a former colleague, Steve Bannon speaks quite
openly of “genetic superiority” and has mused on the desirability “of limiting
the vote to property owners” (Laurel Raymond, “Steve Bannon’s disturbing
views on ‘genetic superiority’ are shared by Trump,” Slate, November 28, 2016.
https://thinkprogress.org/steve-bannons-disturbing-views-on-genetic-superiority-
are-shared-by-trump-243d73866e2d#. mviwiewuk [accessed November 28, 2016]).
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One might also make a case that the “democratic” impulse expressed in
Trumpism depended upon the foil of elite expertise (or expert elitism) that dates
from roughly the Progressive era. But in riding his wave of red-state whiteness
all the way to the White House, Trump was also both embracing and exploiting
a brand of “illiberalism” that dated back to that period and beyond — not only
the remarkably long-lived and robust logic espoused by John R. Commons or
Edward A. Ross, as Leonard has depicted. He was also exploiting the even fon-
ger-lived, more robust white supremacist logic of settler colonialism as articu-
lated in 1790. The back of “I'm mad as hell and I want my country back” does
raise a question: back from who? But you know who. And the normative white-
ness of American political subjectivity is so powerful that Trump’s appeals to
the white working class are not even counted in most quarters as “identity
politics.”

This brand of illiberalism runs far deeper than bigotry. “It wasn’t the white-
ness of the Tea Party that I found most striking,” writes historian Lepore
(2011, p. 95). It was the whiteness of their Revolution..., [the] fantasy of an
America before race, without race. There were very few black people in the Tea
Party, but there were no black people at all in the Tea Party’s eighteenth cen-
tury... There were only the Founding Fathers with their white wigs, wearing
their three-cornered hats, in their Christian nation, revolting against taxes, and
defending their right to bear arms.” The racism that characterized American
political discourse in the Obama years was not generally a language of outright
white supremacy, though there was some of that. More profoundly and more
pervasively, it was a language of white primacy — that preconscious but power-
ful sense of white normalcy and entitlement (and hence, now, of displacement)
that is highlighted in the observation, “when you're accustomed to privilege.
equality feels like oppression.” On the far right, Lepore (2011, p. 137) later con-
cluded. “it’s not the past that's a foreign country. It’s the present.””

If historiography is not merely an intellectual calling but also a civic one, as
the closing words of Illiberal Reformers suggest, then we need something more,
something deeper than a disjointed, episodic, anecdotal, or artificially segmented
accounting of racialist thought and ideology in US political culture in order fully
to reckon with our “chronic and debilitating illness.” Thomas Leonard has given
us an excellent analysis of the Progressive era proper, and in particular of the
relationship between Progressive thought and classical liberalism in the eco-
nomic realm. But as for the civic realm, in the face of the persistent and now
seemingly ascendant racism of the twenty-first century, this is not enough.

NOTES

1. This is not to suggest that the egalitarian impulse in US political culture was
entirely lacking. See for example Kelly (2003) and Kurashige (2016).
2. Alsorsee Hochschild (2016) and Parker and Barreto (2013, esp. 153—217).
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