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Introduction

Beyond Red and Blue
Crisis and Continuity in Twentieth-Century
U.S. Political History
Brent Cebul, Lily Geismer, and Mason B. Williams

D

onald Trump’s ascent to the White House shocked many Americans—
not least the historical community. Even before the general election,
historians began to converge from a variety of different fields, adopting
a consciously ecumenical approach in the hope that, by placing Trump’s
politics in historical context, they might help make sense of a seemingly in
comprehensible turn of events.1 By highlighting the inadequacy of Amer
ica’s political imagination writ large, and hence calling attention to the
need for a more expansive reading of America’s political history, Trump’s
election has presented both challenges and opportunities with which
scholars of twentieth-century American political history will be grappling
for many years. If they do their work well, historians will not only shed
light on the Trump phenomenon but also add a greater depth to our un
derstanding of modern U.S. history more generally.
The reaction to Trump’s rise reminds us of the way historians re
sponded a decade ago, when world capitalism nearly collapsed during the
Great Recession of 2008. In the recession’s wake, historians from many
different fields converged around a new history of capitalism; they devised
a common language and set off in search of not only the “prehistory of a
bewildering present” but also a deeper understanding of how power has
worked in American life.2 As the Great Recession did with capitalism,
the current moment in American politics challenges historians both to
make sense of the present moment and to rethink what it means to study
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American political history. Little wonder that the question of what counts
as “political history” has recently come to the fore: events have pushed the
study of American politics beyond the reach of the existing conceptions
of the field.
The “all hands on deck” response to the rise of Trump has built upon
(and in turn accelerated) a historiographical phenomenon which was al
ready well under way. Over the past few decades, the call to “bring the
state back in” has been so successful that scholars from a wide range of
subfields traditionally understood as “social” or “cultural” history regu
larly make formal structures of state power integral to their analyses.3 As
a result, scholarship on American politics and governance has prolifer
ated as never before. And because it draws on an unprecedented range of
perspectives and methodologies, it has never been richer. Yet the fact that
much of the best political history is now being written by scholars who
would not primarily consider themselves political historians indicates a
certain definitional problem in the field of modern American political
history—it suggests that the field lacks a set of organizing principles and
theories, key questions and debates, and well-established research agen
das around which “traditional” political historians and “unofficial” politi
cal historians could make common cause.
The scholars who have converged upon the ground of political history,
in short, require a language with which they can speak to one another. The
key obstacle to developing this language, we believe, lies not in disputes
about what counts as political history or which parts of political history
deserve the most attention.4 Rather, it lies in how political historians have
thought about politics and historical time.
Explicitly or implicitly, the big narratives of modern American politi
cal history as constructed by political historians have been built around
the concept of crisis: time and again, our efforts to understand why seem
ingly stable political orders crack up, and how American politics gets re
constructed in the aftermath of those crack-ups, center on epochal mo
ments when established structures collapse and new ones rise from their
ashes. The crisis of the 1850s gave way to the Republican ascendancy,
the economic catastrophe of the early 1930s to the New Deal order, the
upheavals of the late 1960s and 1970s to the rise of modern conservatism.
Most recently, journalists and pundits have drafted a rushed historical
framework for the twenty-first century in which the 2016 election of Don
ald Trump is both the result and the cause of a new crisis—and perhaps a
new political era.
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In twentieth-century American political history, the concept of crisis
rests at the heart of what remains the dominant chronological and his
toriographical framework: the rise and fall of the New Deal order and
its displacement by (depending on how one sees it) the age of Reagan or
the era of neoliberalism or both. The New Deal order framework takes
its organizing principle from the electoral realignment school of political
science, a schema in which periodic “critical elections” (often preceded
by social crises) yield relatively durable political systems.5 Integrating
business interests, state institutions, class formation, and political culture
fully into the history of American politics, scholars writing in the 1980s
and early 1990s charted the development of a liberal “order of ideas, pub
lic policies and political alliances” that would shape American politics
for four decades, as well as the “missed opportunities, unintended con
sequences, and dangerous but inescapable compromises” that led to that
order’s collapse.6 In the early twenty-first century, historians overlaid the
story of the rise of conservatism atop the New Deal order framework,
showing how a diverse group of movements blending ostensibly “free-
market” economic ideas and practices with staunch anticommunism and
a newly assertive Christian social-cultural politics, seized the Republican
Party and capitalized on the social and economic crises of the 1970s, rid
ing to national power with Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980 and the Gin
grich revolution a decade later.7 Some of the early works on neoliberalism
did something similar, positing an abrupt shift in political economy from
an “embedded liberalism” crafted in response to the crisis of the 1930s
and 1940s to a neoliberalism made possible by the economic restructuring
of the 1970s and 1980s.8
No one would doubt that American political history contains critical
moments, windows during which the established order of things changes
abruptly and with permanent consequences. Nor would anyone question
the value of the literatures on New Deal liberalism, conservatism, and
neoliberalism, which have immeasurably enhanced our understanding of
twentieth-century American history. As the essays in this volume make
clear, and as ongoing work on topics such as party polarization attest, their
influence continues to shape political-historical analysis in profound and
productive ways.9
But building our historical frameworks around crises comes with sig
nificant costs. The very act of invoking “crisis,” the anthropologist Janet
Roitman notes, begins a subjective process of determining “what counts
as history.” In the search for proximate causes and clear ruptures, more
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durable experiences, norms, and institutions can be relegated to the mar
gins. Consequently, the concept of crisis often serves as “an enabling
blind-spot for the production of knowledge.” By its very nature, crisis im
plies rift and change, a causal-temporal claim that “makes certain things
visible and others invisible.”10 The definitional problems facing political
history stem to no small degree from the fact that crisis-centered frame
works have made certain experiences and developments harder to see.
Such frameworks have worked relatively well to make sense of those as
pects of American politics where rupture really matters: partisan realign
ments, electoral coalitions, and some (though certainly not all) dimen
sions of political culture and policy formation, for instance. But they offer
less purchase for understanding persistent features of American politics
that cut across the usual break points—particularly hierarchies and privi
leges of race and gender, which are now at the center of scholarship on
twentieth-century American history.
As a result, the established paradigms—the New Deal order, postwar
liberalism, the rise of conservatism, red versus blue—risk obscuring trans
formations and continuities that are equally constitutive of American po
litical life and just as central to people’s lived experiences under the Ameri
can regime. Because they tend to obscure deeper forms of consensus around
global capitalism, white privilege, patriarchy, and notions of American
exceptionalism, these frameworks have never spoken especially cogently
to research on radical politics—an obviously important problem in the
age of Occupy and the white supremacist “alt-right.” They also struggle
to illuminate developments that transcend partisan divisions, such as the
embrace of “market-based” approaches, the place of the military or the
courts in political history, and the vast and decentralized construction of
the American carceral state,11 or to integrate the movement of people,
ideas, and institutions that cross the boundaries of the United States.12
Meanwhile, historians of metropolitan, urban, and rural politics are find
ing that national partisan and ideological categories sometimes obscure
the causes of important developments in local politics and governance,
missing the ways in which categories like liberalism and conservatism
have often been defined and redefined by a range of other social, cultural,
spatial, and economic factors.13
The best scholarship on New Deal liberalism, conservatism, and neo
liberalism certainly integrated the study of race, gender, property rights,
and consumption (among other topics) in histories of American politics
and governance.14 Yet, it remains the case that in much of this scholarship
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racially unequal and segregated outcomes or gendered policy structures,
for instance, have most often been explained as products of liberalism or
conservatism. More recently, however, a range of other social historians
and scholars of American governance have decentered the categories of
liberalism and conservatism. They have focused instead on how the Amer
ican state and its regnant ideologies and parties have been structured by
normative values and assumptions, and have in turn embedded or more
sharply defined those same deeply rooted values through governance. Of
ten their work intersects with subjects like the New Deal and conservative
governance but in ways that do not fit easily into the established red-and-
blue frameworks. For instance, Margot Canaday found that the New Deal
state played an important role in the production of new categories of sex
and gender nonconformity, but not because of any dynamic implied by
the concept of New Deal liberalism. Rather, the creation and entrench
ment of heteronormative tiers of citizenship was bound up in the state’s
efforts to govern in areas such as migration, poverty, and crime, embed
ding in state structures norms that predated the New Deal and continued
well after it.15 Similarly, N. D. B. Connolly recognized the importance of
New Deal housing programs in the modernization of Jim Crow’s built en
vironment in the city of Miami. But he put the structural politics of prop
erty and racial capitalism, rather than New Deal liberalism, at the center
of his account.16 The carceral state literature, which stresses bipartisan
ship, offers another case in point; so does Mae Ngai’s seminal work on
immigration and citizenship.17 These works offer important examples of
the possibilities of a political history that cuts across common paradigms,
that is sensitive to deeper structures of continuity, and that builds bridges
between flourishing subfields that are now home to some of the most ex
citing new political histories.18
Our approach in this book has been to start by identifying the common
ground on which these “unofficial” political historians have converged. Al
though they frame their questions in different ways, much of this scholarship
is fundamentally concerned with at least one of three central dynamics of
politics in a modern liberal state: the contested relationships between state
and economy, state and society, and state and citizen-subject.19 Rather than
seek to uncover the logic and functioning of an “order,” we have focused
on these dynamics, which are foundational to understanding the problems
of democracy within the contexts of the modern state, modern capitalism,
and citizenship in an age of globalization. Our contributors have identified
important changes and continuities in those relationships, explained how
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and why they occurred, and examined how those changing relationships
in turn reshaped categories, knowledge, group identities, and ideological
commitments.
This approach yields no grand narrative of twentieth-century American
political history. But by giving us a better sense of the relation of change
to continuity, it brings into clearer focus the ways in which phenomena
exemplary of a particular historical moment build on and articulate
deeper structural forces of American politics. This volume’s treatment of
neoliberalism, a phenomenon that has moved to the center of twentieth-
century U.S. political history in the past decade, offers a case in point.20
Each of the book’s chapters engages with a key theme of neoliberalism:
financialization, precarity, public-private partnerships and coadministra
tion, turns toward surveillance and punishment, individual freedoms, and
resistance to regulation. But they do not adhere to the standard story of
neoliberalization—they posit no abrupt shift toward deregulation, privat
ization, marketization, and political demobilization in the 1970s. On the
contrary, they trace the conditions, assumptions, institutions, and prac
tices associated with neoliberalism across modern American political his
tory, suggesting, as N. D. B. Connolly writes in his chapter, that there is
“nothing ‘neo’ about it.”
Indeed, many of the arrangements associated with neoliberalism are not
new. State recourse to private or nongovernmental actors, elite preferences
for subdued and subjugated labor markets, and broadly shared convic
tions about the importance of maintaining white supremacy and the gov
ernment’s role in creating markets are, in fact, deeply rooted in American
governance. These techniques and assumptions became steadily amplified
when the associational state of the nineteenth century became modern “big
government” as it responded to the exigencies of depression and war. And
as the chapters that follow suggest, the twentieth-century state emerged
within these long-standing structures and ideologies of markets and social
power defined by race, gender, class, and hierarchies of citizenship.
In stressing continuity, we do not mean to claim that nothing important
changed in the 1970s, much less to insist on a neo-consensus framework
of political history. But we do wish to highlight some of the problems with
making neoliberalism an overarching historical framework rather than a
subject of inquiry. And more importantly, we want to suggest some ways
to return a sense of historical contingency to a phenomenon which can
come to seem totalizing and inescapable. Once we see the ways in which
“neoliberal” dynamics are embedded within the deep structures of state-
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economy, state-society, and state-subject relations, we can understand
more fully why these dynamics have become especially prevalent at cer
tain moments in our history—including the current one.21

Continuity and Change in Modern American Political History
One of the great strengths of the liberalism-and-conservatism paradigm
is that it conceived of American politics as an ongoing contest between
multiple traditions. Breaking with the midcentury consensus school’s as
sumptions about the hegemony of liberalism and the inevitable course
of modernization, it took conservative and populist ideas seriously, an
expansion of vision that allowed it to offer a more nuanced reading of
American political history. One of the weaknesses of this paradigm—
perhaps its primary weakness—is that it tended to subsume other crises,
structures, patterns, and experiences of citizenship and historical devel
opment within the framework of these relatively few, unitary political tra
ditions. The development of a Fordist and mass consumption economy,
local racial orders, the urban crisis, the rise of law-and-order politics—
all of these became subordinated, analytically, to the primary structure
of the New Deal order.
Meanwhile, the construction of this paradigm coincided with flourish
ing studies of the experiences of underrepresented groups. By the 1990s,
a variety of emerging subfields took their cues from the “new” social
history of the 1970s and 1980s, which had begun focusing on the lived
experiences of marginalized groups. More recently mobilized identity
groups’ rights claims also came to drive the historical inquiry in a range
of fields like African American history, Latino history, histories of immi
gration, and women’s and gender studies, to name just a few. Soon, with
the arrival of works such as George Chauncey’s Gay New York, projects
proliferated that were profoundly “political” but did not map onto the
liberalism-conservatism paradigm.22 By arguing for the political agency
and subjectivity of disfranchised groups, these scholars highlighted pat
terns of marginalization, identified weapons of the weak, and pinpointed
deep continuities of and developments within systems of white suprem
acy, patriarchy, and economic exploitation both in political history and
within the historical profession. Such accounts decentered “big” moments
like World War II or the 1980 election. But they also insisted on empha
sizing the persistence and adaptability of white supremacy, patriarchy,
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and economic oppression across the full sweep of American history, even
through watershed moments of social or racial political progress.
As they did so, these scholars of what we might call the “newer” social
history wrote their way back to structures of state power, which the earlier
generation had largely eschewed in pursuit of the linguistic and cultural
turn.23 The newer social historians developed nuanced accounts of particu
lar policies or political processes that were implicated in their historical
subjects’ experiences of citizenship. Examples include important studies of
the creation of public health regimes in San Francisco’s Chinatown, radi
cal sharecroppers’ role in the Communist Party in the South during the
Great Depression, the experiences of civil rights movement figures such as
Ella Baker, the role of the border patrol in policing and criminalizing mi
grants from Mexico, the ideas of citizenship fostered by the migrant labor
workers who participated in the bracero program and the families they
left behind in Mexico, women’s resistance to punitive welfare policies, the
transformation of the labor movement into a working-class movement of
women, and the role of popular culture in influencing U.S. policy interests
in the Middle East.24 All of these studies and more have provided criti
cal insights into the development and dimensions of policy and political
culture, and the role of state power in shaping a wide range of citizenship
experiences and state developments. Today, such sustained attention to
the experiences of a broad cross section of Americans has cracked open
and democratized the very definition of “the political.” These histories
have expanded the political-historical imagination as never before.
While this cohort illuminated the experiences of groups whose histories
had traditionally failed to obtain notice as political history, another group
of scholars revitalized scholarship on the processes of governance by plac
ing the state itself at the center of historical political analysis. Beginning
in the 1970s, scholars working within the traditions of policy history and
the “organizational synthesis” framed their work in ways that cut across
epochal crises as well as the frameworks of liberalism and conservatism.25
A decade later, a multidisciplinary band of scholars of historical institu
tionalism and American political development drew historians’ attention to
institutional structures and logics that transcended episodic crises, adminis
trations, realignments, and movements, shaping and constraining political
change in ways incomprehensible within, and often directly challenging to,
the liberalism-conservatism paradigm. These scholars zeroed in on durable
patterns of governance in part because they saw that in the wake of the
1960s, the Vietnam War, and Watergate, social and political movements
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often failed to penetrate and reform critical features of the American state.
Against a tradition that viewed the United States as peculiarly “stateless”
and American politics as characterized by a powerful antistatist tradition,
these scholars began to illuminate sources of the state’s strength and au
tonomy as well as its significance as a powerful if often subtle social and
political actor in its own right, that is, through its agencies, bureaucrats,
and extragovernmental partners.26
In different ways, then, the newer social historians and historical insti
tutionalists were both writing political histories of continuity: continuities
of structural racism, continuities of political marginalization and regimes
of difference, and continuities of bureaucratic autonomy and state devel
opment. Strikingly, too, the approaches represented two sides of a coin
undervalued by traditional political historians: a state that continued to
grow despite regnant ideologies, a political structure that responded un
evenly to minority concerns and social movements, and bureaucracies that
constructed their own politics. Yet despite their considerable strengths and
their potential for offering powerful insights, especially if paired, histori
cal institutionalism and the various subfields that sprang from social his
tory remained overwhelmingly siloed. While the newer social historians
zeroed in on political developments particularly germane to their subjects,
the institutionalists too often risked the inverse: writing nuanced analyses
of political or economic institutions that did not fully integrate social and
cultural history.27 This siloing also developed in part thanks to different
methodological approaches, theoretical frameworks, and disciplinary jar
gon. “Policy feedbacks” and “subaltern” politics easily passed each other
in the night.
Each subfield produced powerful analyses and rich descriptions of par
ticular aspects of political experiences and institutions. Yet at the very
moment that explorations of “the political” in U.S. history has flourished
as never before, the field of political history has grown decidedly frag
mented, lacking unifying concepts, theories, and frames of reference be
yond the outmoded red-blue divide.28 The time is right to integrate these
approaches to political history. Such an approach begins from an under
standing of the state’s development as historically situated within, and
in turn acting upon, ideas of race, gender, class, sexuality, and economy;
that is, it rejects the notion that institutional structure, political cultures,
market forces, and cultural or racial experiences of the state and society
can somehow be disaggregated. Shaped by the State seeks to offer just
such a vertically, socially, and disciplinarily integrated political-historical
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methodology: sensitive to crises of continuity as well as disjuncture; atten
tive to political, economic, social, and cultural sites of power and agency;
shorn of siloing jargon and connected to the social bases of experience
and political authority.29 A political history attentive to these kinds of
continuities and renegotiations can help us make better sense of crucial
questions about twentieth-century politics that are irreducible to mere
partisanship or ideology.

An Unbounded Political History
The essays that follow proceed chronologically and thematically while
also emphasizing themes emerging from our three primary spheres of in
quiry: the emergence and experience of a leviathan state as it reoriented
politics during the twentieth century (state-society); the persistence, ref
ormation, and influence of the market in American politics as well as in
Americans’ political imagination (state-economy); and the ways in which
these and other forces constrained and constructed differing tiers of rights-
bearing citizens and subjects and created forms of governing authority of
ten beyond the reach of popular democracy (state-subjects). The contribu
tions come from scholars working in a variety of different traditions and
subfields; some essays are archivally driven while others are more historio
graphical, blending theory with practice. Together, however, they identify
significant lines of political-historical continuities and fruitful comparisons
that cut across lines of public and private, of red and blue, and of class, race,
and identity.
The chapters in part 1, “Building Leviathan,” point to the emergence
of the New Deal state and its discontents as they were constructed and
reconstructed through the crises of depression and war. The essays sug
gest that as state builders confronted structural realities and limitations
inherited from earlier eras as well as broader contemporary social and
structural realities, the state they built entrenched and developed certain
governing logics—accommodation with Jim Crow, techniques of surveil
lance, public-private partnerships, cultivation of highly contingent labor
markets, and profound but obscure interventions on behalf of maintain
ing the fiction of free markets. These chapters emphasize not only the
expansive and pervasive dimensions of the New Deal state but also the
ways in which Americans understood and grappled with the reality of this
powerful and diffuse, yet increasingly distant national government. They
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also emphasize the overlapping and often constitutive relationships be
tween modern liberalism, modern conservatism, and phenomena associ
ated with neoliberalism.
In the opening chapter, Sarah Igo explores several of the central themes
of the volume in her examination of the lived experience of Social Secu
rity. As Igo reveals, the New Deal’s rollout of Social Security gained cul
tural legitimacy by its use of the Social Security number, which was quickly
embraced by a wide range of citizens as a powerful symbol of inclusion
in the national polity. This acceptance of the Social Security Administra
tion’s forms of surveillance show the multitude of ways that the New Deal
changed the relationship between the public and private. Cultures of state
formation and surveillance, Igo suggests, defy easy ideological categori
zation but can be profoundly consequential in shaping the meaning of
politics, the experiences of citizenship, and definitions of liberalism and
conservatism as these cultures change over time.
N. D. B. Connolly explores the lived experience of liberalism from a
decidedly different vantage point. Yet, like Igo, he demonstrates the ana
lytical fruits of integrating formal state institutions, subjectivity, and the
differing forms of mediation between them. Connolly offers important
insight into the troubling history of African Americans’ relationship to
midcentury liberalism. In Connolly’s telling, liberalism often cultivated
African American partners in its recourse to markets, its endorsement
of state violence, its pragmatic embrace of paternalistic alliances, and its
reliance on brokered rather than direct democracy. The result was the
maintenance of white supremacy that transcended the ostensible high-
water marks of the civil rights era. In his exploration of these dynamics,
Connolly locates striking lines of continuity between the seemingly dis
tinct political crises of black disfranchisement and modern neoliberalism,
which is too often defined as a crisis of the white working class.
In their chapter on the complex legacies of New Deal federalism, Brent
Cebul and Mason Williams argue that red-blue binaries, which often took
on regional dimensions (e.g., the “conservative” South and the “liberal”
North), have led scholars to miss the centrality of the New Deal in creat
ing not only urban liberalism but also Sunbelt conservatism. By mapping
the New Deal’s reliance on loosely regulated fiscal relationships between
national and local governments and public and private actors, Cebul and
Williams excavate the importance of local politics in shaping the day-to-day
realities of the New Deal and postwar state. In their recounting of New
Deal federalism, the legacies of Progressive Era reform, the contingent
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development of mass democratic publics, Jim Crow, the subtleties of fiscal
federalism, the long history of public-private partnerships, and the fierce
competition between local elites over the spoils of federal spending emerge
as significant factors shaping not only what the New Deal accomplished but
also how local actors—urban progressives and Sunbelt boosters alike—
remembered and misremembered the importance of the New Deal as they
constructed and reconstructed their political ideologies.
As the chapters by Igo, Connolly, and Cebul and Williams all suggest,
far from snuffing out the centrality of the market and market actors in
Americans’ political and cultural imagination, the development of the le
viathan state proceeded through market forces and ironically redoubled
Americans’ recourse to markets as alternatives to increasingly unwieldy
or undemocratic governing institutions. As David M. P. Freund argues
in his study of New Deal era financial policy, a new economic orthodoxy
emerged around public debt and the money supply that justified unprec
edented state interventions between 1932, when Herbert Hoover signed
the first Glass-Steagall Act, and Franklin D. Roosevelt’s passage of the
Banking Act of 1935. Yet as Freund reveals, politicians and economists
from across the political spectrum masked the implications of the govern
ment’s new stake in finance, arguing that it mattered not whether public or
private assets “stood behind” the currency’s value. Instead, Freund argues
that the “U.S. state fundamentally remade the financial landscape in the
twentieth century by collateralizing it with public resources,” and that the
state’s new powers would be essential to financing unprecedented postwar
growth. Freund ultimately contends that policy makers and economists,
liberals and conservatives, have been complicit in obscuring this trans
formation by portraying the value of modern money as purely market
driven, further submerging the role of the state and helping maintain fic
tions of free markets and limited government.
In her chapter, Julie M. Weise highlights how turning to the rural mar
gins can yield new ways of understanding the role of the New Deal state,
its transnational dimensions, and its maintenance of contingent labor
markets. She explores the experience of Mexican migrant laborers in the
Arkansas Delta who came to the United States as part of the bracero pro
gram. Begun in 1942 and in effect for twenty-two years, the program was
established initially thanks to wartime agricultural labor shortages. But
it expanded most rapidly in the decades following the World War II. As
Weise suggests, despite New Deal era guarantees of fair wages, humane
working conditions, and access to public accommodations, braceros in
stead faced deplorable working conditions, shelter, and usurious compen

beyond red and blue

15

sation. Denied assistance by U.S. officials, in their efforts to improve their
lot, braceros instead turned to the Mexican government, which, as Weise
makes clear, more effectively promoted and instituted the New Deal’s
purported values than did postwar liberals themselves.
In part 2, “Crisis and Continuity,” the chapters explore the ways in
which earlier techniques of governance and experiences of citizenship
became renegotiated and amplified through a subsequent period of cri
sis, the 1970s. The essays identify not only deep continuities between his
torical techniques of what we might call neoliberal governance but also
continuities and convergences between the experiences of contingent
forms of citizenship and citizens’ perspectives on the state itself. To be
sure, changes in the global political economy and the rights revolutions
of the 1960s refashioned the relationships between state and society, state
and market, and the lived experience of the leviathan state. But they did
not rewrite these relationships on a clean slate. Rather, through a par
ticular emphasis on the 1970s, the chapters suggest ways in which these
relationships became recast in the context of earlier state developments
and dependencies.
Expanding on themes introduced by Connolly, Andrew Kahrl reveals
that racial and ethnic depredations of the U.S. political economy extended
and intensified after the Great Society. By focusing on state and local tax-
policy administration, Kahrl uncovers a variety of bureaucratic and ad
ministrative practices used to punish and exploit the poor and politically
disfranchised. Providing a new way to think about the tax politics of the
1970s, Kahrl maps unseen sites of discrimination and chronicles the dou
ble injury that myths about black tax delinquency and the undemocratic
state have perpetuated: abetting a misguided radical anti-tax, promarket,
and antigovernment mood that infects both parties and which simulta
neously enforces a locally based, regressively redistributionary tax regime.
In her chapter, Sarah Milov offers a different view of the relationship
between the state and citizens seeking new forms of political and work
place rights in the 1970s. Focusing on the battle for smoke-free work
places, Milov shows how activists often had to go to war with the unions to
which they belonged—unions that otherwise bargained for worker health
and safety. Milov exposes the complex legal, gendered, and biopolitical
forces that could fuse the interests of worker-activists with corporations
concerned primarily with efficiency. Ultimately, Milov argues that the
workplace battle she uncovers was less a factor in the eclipse of the New
Deal order and was instead a legacy of New Deal era “law, administra
tion, and ideas about health and the environment [that] had expanded the
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realm of the contestable.” Crucial continuities, in other words, played an
overlooked role in creating labor’s decade of crisis.
In his chapter, Suleiman Osman reveals that the “politics of scale” that
emerged in the 1970s cut across the ideological and partisan divides and
reflected a yearning for both a return to the local and a quest to harness
new globalizing capacities. Osman points out the existing limitations in
many of the historiographical understandings of that “pivotal decade” and
instead calls for an approach that attends to the codevelopment of global
and local political outlooks. Through close attention to varieties of politi
cal expression and experience on the ground, Osman roots the emergence
of neoliberal policy prescriptions not only in the crisis of the national state
but also in a multivalent quest to cultivate governing local and global ca
pacities capable of maintaining continuities of rights and opportunity.
Melissa Borja’s contribution further demonstrates the complicated ways
that global and local scales and state and private organizations interacted in
the 1970s. Borja reveals how the federal, state, and municipal governments
of the United States joined forces with religious organizations to give relief
and resettlement assistance to hundreds of thousands of Indochinese war
refugees. Rather than simply discharging responsibility for social services
to nongovernmental organizations (as “privatization” narratives would sug
gest), Borja shows that American governments were able to expand their
social welfare capacity by partnering with religious institutions. In the pro
cess, voluntary agencies came to serve as an extension of the state, which
created new possibilities but also challenges of accountability and coercion.
Borja, therefore, offers a more precise understanding of the fault lines in
the church-state debate, voluntarism and privatization, and the emergence
of the Religious Right in the 1970s and beyond.
Like Weise, Osman, and Borja, Stuart Schrader suggests that looking
beyond national boundaries can provide new ways of understanding how
the New Deal state evolved over time and ultimately generated what is
perhaps the fundamental social and political crisis of our time: the crisis of
black, male incarceration. Like Freund, he explores the way political nar
ratives can obscure forms of state power, and, like Igo, he uncovers roots
of the neoliberal surveillance state in New Deal and postwar state-building
projects—in his case, abroad. Schrader examines the literature surround
ing the “carceral state” and spotlights how the turn toward transnation
alism or “the U.S. in the world” has been notably absent. By tracking
institutions both inside and outside the state, including law-enforcement
agencies and professional organizations, Schrader demonstrates the need
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for close empirical attention to the transnational dimensions of the car
ceral state, suggesting that key aspects of the construction of a postwar
U.S. empire have come home to roost.
The final essay in the volume, by Rachel Moran, also challenges pre
vailing ideas of culture wars politics of the last decades of the twentieth
century. Moran demonstrates shifting cultural perceptions of the state,
following as liberals moved from subsidizing a mass consumer economy in
the postwar years to regulatory policing of the family-consumer economy
in the 1970s. While scholars have illuminated the gender dynamics of spe
cific policy regimes, Moran reveals how gendered metaphors for specific
policies, in this case the Federal Trade Commission’s efforts to regulate
commercials targeting children, shaped the language Americans used to
describe the state itself. While these terms have surely taken on partisan
valences, Moran reveals how such gendered metaphors were animated by
anxieties about big government that also emerged across the Atlantic in
other Western democracies in crisis, and in the process reshaped the very
meanings of liberalism and conservatism at home.
The volume ends with two synthetic conclusions. In the first, Kim
Phillips-Fein offers a more sharply delineated appraisal of the promise and
perils of the emerging neoliberalism paradigm, suggesting as well auspi
cious new sites of historical study and analysis. In the second, Matthew Las
siter explores how the kind of political history suggested by this volume
(and the works that inspired it) will provide ways to move beyond the em
phasis on critical elections, partisan realignment, polarization, and totaliz
ing narratives of neoliberalism. Lassiter’s is also an implicit call to unify the
flourishing if fragmented fields of inquiry concerned with the relationship
between state power, capitalism, and the experiences of citizenship— of
uniting disciplines attuned to both crisis and continuity in political history.
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