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SCAPEGOATS AND SACRED COWS:
THE IDEOLOGY OF AMERICAN STATE CAPITALISM
Brian D’Agostino


I am currently writing a book about the economic crisis of America’s middle class, which I have considered entitling “No More Sacred Cows and Scapegoats.”  I intend this book to be a manifesto for a progressive mass movement capable of counteracting the Tea Party and challenging the country’s reckless and dysfunctional plutocracy.  Let me begin with a few comments about my personal connection to this subject matter.

I began college as a staunchly conservative Republican, reflecting the ideology of my immigrant father, who came to the U.S. as a child in 1926 and became a successful businessman.  I inherited from him the life script of becoming a corporate lawyer and then a great politician—my dad’s own unfulfilled ambitions.  He became a source of inner discipline, courage, and determination for me, but he was also domineering and psychologically abusive.  As a child I resolved not to be like him, and wanted to be like my nurturing mother.  In college, I overthrew the political ideology and life script I inherited from my father but had no coherent career plans of my own, and even considered joining the military.  I coped with my existential confusion by entering graduate school.  

Academia was a kind of womb for me, and provided the highly structured but nurturing environment I needed for a long personal and professional gestation.  During this time I did doctoral research on the psychology of militarism, married another democratic socialist, and eventually emerged as a teacher.  Only later did it occur to me that I had adopted the profession my mother had aspired to in her youth.  

Finding myself in a crowded field of other underemployed Ph.D’s competing for fewer and fewer full time university jobs, I recycled myself in 1994 as a high school teacher and taught math and social studies for fourteen years.  Beginning in 2002, Mayor Michael Bloomberg and Chancellor Joel Klein began reorganizing the New York City public school system along the lines of a corporate dictatorship, and treated struggling schools like unprofitable businesses in which the bottom line is student test scores.  They promoted charter schools—private enterprises funded with tax revenues, supplemented by the largesse of hedge fund managers and other rich donor friends of the Mayor and Chancellor.  This gave me first hand insights into the world of so called “school reform” (D’Agostino 2009).  
GROUP FANTASY AND ECONOMIC REALITY


Connecting the dots of my militarism research and life experience, I have a unique window on a national group fantasy that revolves around Sacred Cows and Scapegoats.  In this fantasy, military power, wealth, and the free market are Sacred Cows, presided over by a priesthood of Pentagon officials, corporate C.E.O.s, and conservative pundits and politicians.  The failures of this system in the real world—patently obvious to ordinary Americans in the current economic crisis—are blamed on Scapegoats: teachers, union and government officials, and liberal politicians.  

In this national group fantasy, which has persisted for more than thirty years, U.S. military power is a benign force that makes the world safe for freedom and democracy.  The free market economy, if only left to itself, would create jobs for every able bodied person and usher in an age of universal prosperity.  But union rules and government regulations are strangling private enterprise.  Union pay and benefits are bankrupting state governments and making our corporations uncompetitive.  Public school teachers are not preparing our youth to compete in the global economy.  “Tax and spend” politicians are feeding a ravenous and unproductive public sector with the hard earned wealth of the middle class.  Capital is being siphoned from the engines of economic growth into a dysfunctional, corrupt, and bloated world of earmarks, out of control red tape, and entitlement programs that sap ordinary people of their personal responsibility (Armey and Kibbe 2010; Beck 2010).


As psychohistorians know, the power of group fantasies derives from unconcious complexes they express.  While this set of ideas is no exception, there is another reason it exerts such a strong grip on America’s political imagination: it provides a narrative that enables ordinary Americans to make sense of their economic frustrations.  As Richard Wolff notes in his book Capitalism Hits the Fan, these frustrations have a basis in reality—the demise of the American dream beginning in the 1970s (Wolff 2009; 2010).  It is no coincidence that the group fantasy I have described arose in this historical situation; its first version was articulated by California governor Ronald Reagan, then by President Reagan, the “great communicator” (deMause 1984).  In one form or another, it has animated the Republican Party and a broad array of grassroots conservative groups ever since.


In addition to the subjective needs it satisfies, this national group fantasy draws plausibility from another source—it contains important grains of truth about external reality.  Urban public schools are in crisis, albeit not for the reasons “school reform” ideologues tout.  Some government expenditures are squandering the country’s resources and depleting the middle class; it is just that this description applies much more to the national security state idealized by conservatives than to the “nanny state” they vilify.  Unions have increased the costs of production.  But for the 25 years after World War II, the rising cost of labor actually spurred productivity by creating incentives for capitalists to invest in machinery.  At the same time, union wages and benefits broadly distributed the fruits of industrial progress, creating both middle class prosperity and the aggregate demand needed to buy the goods and services the country was so efficiently producing.


I would argue that a progressive mass movement in the United States, in order to succeed, must do justice to these truths.  It must address the legitimate grievances of ordinary Americans who are being ripped off by our political-economic system, and reframe their understanding of who is ripping them off, how, and what alternative arrangements can achieve peace, justice, and sustainable prosperity.  I will return to these questions at the end of the article.  But first we need to look at the psychological underpinnings of our Sacred Cows and Scapegoats fantasy.
CAPITALIST POLITICS AND THE PSYCHODYNAMICS OF TRAUMA

Big government and corporations can serve as surrogate objects for the displacement of feelings we had as children towards our big and powerful parents.  The fierce political polarization between left and right in the U.S. today reflects the way different psychoclasses relate to these institutions.  The Sacred Cows and Scapegoats group fantasy is not an expression of some monolithic national psyche.  It is the expression of one psychoclass, what George Lackoff calls the “strict father” segment of the population and what political psychologists call authoritarianism (Hewitt 2006; D’Agostino 1995; Altemeyer 1981).  This psychoclass typically exhibits politically conservative policy preferences across several domains—defense and foreign policy, social and moral issues like gay rights and abortion, and economic issues such 
as taxation and the regulation of markets.  Members of Lackoff’s “nurturing parent” psychoclass hold opposing, liberal policy preferences in each of these domains.  These patterns, which have been confirmed by survey research (Glynn et al 1999), are statistical generalizations.  Individual conservatives and liberals, of course, exhibit endless unique variations. 

A person raised in a punitive manner—the defining characteristic of the “strict father” psychoclass—carries around within them a traumatized child seething with rage and resentment. When identifying with this inner child, he or she experiences the father as a tyrant that must be eliminated or broken free from—the psychological template of conservative attitudes towards government.  This same person also has an internalized image of the abusive father they experienced as a small child—awesome and all powerful, always right, free to do whatever he wants, getting what he wants by threatening to use force or actually using it.  Identifying with this inner father may be the psychological basis for sacralizing both military power and the freedom of big corporations to do what they want—“the free market.”  In this abusive parent-identified state of mind, the typical feeling is not rage and resentment but contempt for anyone who is weak or dependent.   


The inner life of a right wing authoritarian thus oscillates between the two poles of enraged child and abusive parent.  When identifying with the traumatized inner child, the person perceives “government” as an out-of control tyrant that robs them, renders them powerless, and takes away their freedom.  Since this material is repressed and unconsious, however, it is not associated with the parental violence—physical or psychological—that gave rise to it.  The material is not displaced onto the violent arm of government—the national security state—but onto the nurturing arm—the so called “nanny state.”  This displacement may account for the fury with which right wing authoritarians attack liberal politicians, government officials associated with social services, and the leaders of teachers’ and other public service unions, who are perceived as protecting the bad teachers and government officials.


At other times, when identifying with the inner abusive father, this same person idealizes the national security state and big corporations, which must not be restricted in any way.  Escaping from the pain, humiliation, and powerlessness of the child, the person  now becomes all powerful and free.  Any limits on military power and free markets—say international law or environmental regulations—are perceived as a threat to this inner power and freedom.  Spending constraints that apply to every other government program, even Medicare, cannot be applied to military power, for which we must “pay any price, bear any burden.”   


While in this abusive father mode, the person feels contempt for the weak, the same contempt the person’s father felt for him or her in childhood.  This contempt is displaced onto the weak and vulnerable in society—children and those dependent upon public services—and onto those who care for children and provide these services, such as public school teachers.  This is entirely compatible with idealization of the unusually tough teacher or government official—like the authoritarian math teacher in the movie “Stand and Deliver” or the all powerful leader needed to remake public education envisioned in “Waiting for Superman.”  This complex goes hand in hand with idealization of charter schools—which break the government mold and bring free enterprise and market competition into education. 

PSYCHOCLASSES AND THE SLEEPING GIANT

I find it helpful to think of a psychoclass as a set of concentric circles.  At the center are “hard core” individuals, families, and subcultures that exhibit the characteristics of the group in an extreme form.  For example, Christian fundamentalist James Dobson is a hard core leader of the “strict father” group.  While the hard core is a small minority of the population, the psychoclass as a whole encompasses increasing numbers of people as the criteria for inclusion become less and less stringent.    


Extreme right wing authoritarians defend the Sacred Cows of American state capitalism and attack its Scapegoats with great vehemence.  A much larger segment of the U.S. population—authoritarian to a lesser but still significant extent—is receptive to these ideologies.  Wealthy conservatives, such as the Koch brothers and Rupert Murdoch, bankroll think tanks and media outlets that amplify the ideologies and communicate them as far into the political mainstream as authoritarian attitudes allow, at times creating electoral majorities.  It is these ideological conditions that have enabled extreme right wing pundits and politicians to dominate the Republican party, win elections, and institutionalize their ideologies in law and public policy.


I like to think of the American middle class as a sleeping giant.  The Wisconsin uprising in March 2011 against the state’s right wing politicians and in support of its public employees provides a glimpse of what could happen on a national scale if this giant were to awaken.  A progressive mass movement of this sort will be needed to overthrow the country’s plutocracy and rebuild our political economy on just and sustainable foundations.  


In order to succeed, such a movement must frame its political agenda using a discourse that resonates with the majority of Americans, not only those near the core of the “nurturing parent” psychoclass.  The theme of this popular discourse, I would argue, should be responsibility.  Government and corporations—parent surrogates in the national psyche—have  responsibilities.  With great power comes great responsibility.  What Harry Truman said about himself applies to every power holder and rich individual—“the buck stops here.”  This meshes with the existing movement for corporate social responsibility.  It also meshes with the widespread mood in the United States today that government has a responsibility to create jobs.


This is not the venue to present policy ideas in any detail.  Suffice it to say that government will need to play a large role in the economy of the future.  This role can only be sustained by a large and permanent increase in taxes on the rich, which is also the key to paying down existing government debt.  The market economy only produces goods and services that can be purchased by individuals.  What is being neglected are public goods and services, like the country’s infrastructure and public education system. 


Moreover, automation means that goods and services are being produced with fewer and fewer people.  Dismantling government will not create more jobs in the private sector; it will only reduce employment in the public sector, where unmet needs are the greatest.  The country’s roads, bridges, waterworks, and other public infrastructure are seriously neglected (American Society of Civil Engineers, 2009).  There is a shameful discrepancy between class sizes and resources in affluent suburban public schools and those that serve the urban poor, mainly families of color (Kozol 2005; 1991).  This can only be rectified by a massive infusion of tax revenues into urban public education.

Meanwhile, military power has little relevance to the problem of terrorism, the most salient security problem of our age.  Tanks, missiles and military bases cannot prevent attacks by suicide bombers, which is the real lesson of 9/11.  This means that most of the national security state serves no useful purpose, even while it consumes some trillion dollars of tax revenue every year.  A small part of this revenue would be sufficient to eliminate extreme poverty in the world, the best possible investment to prevent terrorism.  The rest can be applied to unmet needs at home.


In summary, the national security state—surrogate for parental violence—must be downsized, while the parts of government that provide needed goods and services—surrogate for the nurturing parent—must be built up.  Wealth generated by an increasingly automated private sector must be taxed to pay down existing debt and fund a permanently expanded, productive public sector.  This is a formula for peace and sustainable prosperity.


The hard core of the strict father psychoclass, of course, is currently blocking any such policy agenda.  But this state of affairs exists only as long as the ideology generated by that small group captures a majority of the American middle class.  A progressive mass movement, glimpsed in Wisconsin earlier this year, can change that.  To succeed, such a movement needs a policy agenda of the sort outlined here, made plausible to the electorate with a discourse of government and corporate responsibility.
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