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Review of The Agony of the American Left, by Christopher Lasch


This book, a compilation of five essays by Lasch, drew upon the author’s contemporary setting for its sense of urgency in addressing the defeats and comebacks of the American Left since the turn of the twentieth century.  Rife with political upheaval, uncertainty, and violence, the mid to late 1960s provided the author both a launching pad and a target for his argument that, in the twentieth century, leftists lost the type of discipline which only sound theoretical grounding can supply.  The resulting gap within critiques of middle-class capitalist society rendered radical contestation toothless and, even worse, visionless—particularly in the context of liberal acquiescence to the Cold War’s anti-communist fervor.  This combination—loss of theory and overt capitalist hegemony after the war—made the generation of political and social alternatives all the more difficult.  And, lamented Lasch, it “made it difficult to get a political education in the fifties.”  This, he wrote, “is the immediate source of our troubles” (p. viii).  To look more deeply than the immediate problems, Lasch studied the early twentieth century for patterns of upsurge and disintegration in mass radical movements.  Still, the question driving his inquiry—Why has radicalism recorded no “great triumphs”?—received its fuel from Lasch’s desire to mend the ways of the Left in his own time and for his successors.            

He began by contrasting the “two broad patterns of opposition to corporate capitalism” at the end of the nineteenth century:  populism and socialism.  The purpose of this approach was to discover why populism dwindled while socialism began to grow, quickly threatening the social order established by industrial capitalism.  Both movements upheld the nationalization of many means of production, as well as the implementation of cooperative farming and manufacturing.  However, populists believed that such ends could be achieved without a fundamental reordering of society.  The philosophy of populism rested on the idea that social groups stood perpetually at odds with one another:  producers competed with “interests.”  However, populists lacked a “conception of ideology” (p. 7)—i.e., something beyond economic self-interest as a basis for dissent and protest.  They failed to see that a reliance upon such a clear-cut set of interpretations (rather than upon interpretations of cultural and economic structures and “psychological situation[s]” in which classes become exploited) allowed their demands to be “accommodated and absorbed by the corporate system, while leaving the system essentially intact” (p. 8).  For those who found no vocabulary to express theoretical arguments, such accommodation led to disillusionment, and the movement rapidly crumbled. 

Lasch used populism as a springboard for explaining the failure of other early twentieth century movements which together constituted the “reform impulse in general” (p. 11).  In Terrence Powderly he found an ambivalent radical whose timidity led him to acquiesce to conventional, moderate mores.  Booker T. Washington, a product of the radical political push of Reconstruction, represented the attitudes of accommodation and assimilation into the American business culture.  Feminists—seen by many as simply suffragists—wanted more than the right to vote.  In fact, they desired social reform over political reform.  Time and again, radicals accepted material and symbolic concessions, and intimations of fulfilled objectives were allowed to permeate history.  Radical movements like feminism died “not because [they] accomplished what [they] set out to accomplish, but because [they] lost sight of the conditions which had called [them] into being” (p. 25).  


The relinquishment of theory eventually spelled a similar fate for American socialism.  By the interwar period, the link between theory and political activity had weakened.  Most Americans who called themselves Marxists rarely anchored their ideas consciously in Marx in the first place; thus the theoretical grounding for leftist thought disintegrated rather easily.  Intellectuals became isolated from the political forum, and the isolation withdrew elements of viable dissent from public discussion.  

Early in the Cold War, liberals contributed to a shift in American political culture.  Anti-communism—driven by ex-communists’ eagerness to “expatiate” their pasts—represented this liberal concession “to the right-wing view of history” (p. 82).  Further, the political culture came to embrace technocracy.  Sidney Hook argued that the intellectual was a professional, part of a group of experts by whom the problems—including the political problems—of society should be solved.  Such technocratic principles, argued Lasch, maintained the “prevailing social order” by restricting the pool of thinkers capable of offering political alternatives to the prescriptions of an elite, detached few.  Moreover, it led to a culture of conformity and self-doubt (exemplified in the self-censoring press) which abetted that order.  Even “the triumph of academic freedom in the United States” failed to address the intellectual demise and isolation caused by this shift.  It “does not necessarily lead to intellectual independence and critical thinking.  It is a serious mistake to confuse academic freedom with cultural freedom” (p. 97).   

Lasch returned to the problems of his day in a discussion of Black Power.  “In the form in which it existed until 1963 or 1964,” he wrote, “the civil rights movement is dead” (p. 116).  Black Power replaced “Freedom Now” because blacks—particularly in the North—saw very little change in their lives as a result of the movement.  Inadequate civil rights provisions combined with raised hopes to yield disillusionment.  (This explanation would be echoed a few years later by August Meier and Elliott Rudwick.
)  A breakdown of the southern black subculture fractured black identity.  The middle-class media cultivated among blacks a materialism which omitted the ethic of self-denial and discipline; and this deepened fragmentation produced a ghetto culture of “hedonism, opportunism, cynicism, [and] violence” (p. 124).  Early black nationalism (e.g., DuBois’ pan-Africanism) arose “as a radical cultural therapy for the ghetto” (p. 126).  Black power merely revived that nationalist impulse.  But while the former envisioned the collecting of the diaspora in a place outside of America, the latter saw blacks fighting it out in America.  But for what?  A black America?  A nation within a nation?  The answer was not clear.  Lasch contended that the lack of an objective in Black Power militancy weakened the case for a black nation. 


Unable to locate late 1960s black militancy within a theoretical framework of nationalism, Lasch concluded that it was (in large part) a “manifestation of the New Left.”  He noted similarities such as the “romantic anarchism” of both movements, as well as feelings of “powerlessness and despair” and the “tendency to substitute rhetoric for political analysis and defiant gestures for political action” (p. 131).  Further removing Black Power from the realm of effective social protest, Lasch argued that it contained no political language, no concrete prescriptions for change, and only vague notions of pride and spiritual revival.  And he placed the violence of race riots in a broader context of unthinking activism (in the case of 1960s urban riots, a lack of distinction between riot and “revolution”).  He warned that the “flabbiness of purpose”—which was abetted by a lack of theory and of “any understanding of history”—within both the New Left and the Black Power movement pushed the tradition of viable radicalism to the brink of destruction.  

The Left of the 1960s inherited a meager intellectual tradition.  Lasch explained that the ascendancy of post-war American liberalism signaled, in Daniel Bell’s famous phrase, the “end of ideology.”  It marked a growing effort to minimize “deep political conflict in the West” and to delegitimize “utopian attempts to reconstruct society” (p. 171).  Everybody woke up from the illusions of the first half of the twentieth century.  Groping for answers to their youthful disillusionment, the writers of the Port Huron Statement found moralism instead of analysis.  In a search for personal integrity, they opted to throw themselves into the machinery, understanding that they would be crushed and that, at best, the gears would only be slowed—and only for a short period of time before resuming their rhythm.  The lack of theoretical continuity between the New Left and their predecessors, argued Lasch, precluded a careful historical analysis of the social conditions in which student radicals found themselves.  Without analysis, the Left had few avenues to social alternatives.  Thus the (white) student Left, almost from the beginning, operated as nihilists.     


However, Lasch found more fault among post-war liberals than among the student Left for the lack of continuity between the liberal tradition and its predecessors.  Western Marxists differed “from liberals not in holding political democracy in contempt but in asserting that political democracy in itself—even assuming that it existed in the United States—does not prevent class rule” (p. 191).  Thus Lasch refuted the liberal notion that social problems festered because of a timidity to practice liberal ideas and not because of the inherent inadequacies of liberal ideas.  

Socialism, he concluded, stood as “the only long-term hope” for a democratic society.  Echoing Kolko, he wrote that “the consciousness of alternatives to capitalism, once so pervasive, has almost faded from memory.”  To retrieve that consciousness, we need to go into the “realm of ideology” and demand “not merely…equality and justice but …a new culture, absorbing but transcending the old” (p. 212).  
The reviews that I consulted diverged only slightly in their evaluations of Lasch’s work.  David Cooley implied that in his grim survey of failures in the history of the American Left, Lasch provided little confidence in any “long-term hope” for a democratic society.
  David A. Shannon labeled Lasch “a hard-headed, tough-minded socialist” who applied “historical understanding and concerned critical powers” to contemporary issues.
  Neither reviewer analyzed the author’s thesis or supporting arguments.  I found only one review for 1969, the book’s year of publication, which appeared in an historical journal.  In light of this, it is tempting to refer to Lasch’s concept of the timid liberal mindset which ignores theory and criticizes its adherents for failing to implement ideas.  

Overall, I found in Agony a compelling argument for developing careful historical evaluations which ground themselves in theory.  And though I agree with Shannon’s description of Lasch’s thesis as somewhat “disjointed,”
 due in part to the diversity of topics covered in the essays, this book represents an effort from within the academy to present an accessible summary of the dangers which face alternatives to the prevailing political culture.           
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