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Ruth’s book has an ambitious agenda that I’m sympathetic with -- to open up to us new spaces for political action that have always been there, but have not often been perceived because of the conceptual and partisan lenses that dominate political analysis and journalism.  She re-presents the open spaces of politics that have been crowded out by our adherence to explanatory strategies that depend on structural constraints – institutional, sociological, cultural – and by individualistic creeds that are widespread in the culture.  The new spaces are the spaces for breaking individual and organizational routines, for renewing projects to achieve individual goals, for collective action, and for adopting new rules that enable our projects.  This pragmatist action orientation is as real as constraint and choice.  Ruth perceived that Barack Obama’s governing philosophy was in the pragmatist mode … and she convincingly reconstructs the distinctiveness of this mode in the American “republican tradition”, in Spinoza’s philosophy, and in American pragmatism in the 20th century.  I read the book in an early draft form and found it compelling and penetrating.  It was prescient about how the Obama White House operates.  
The book covers a lot of ground.  What I want to focus on in my remarks is how we think about the practice of a tradition or habit of governing that is “pragmatist”, which by its own terms entails individual reflection and learning from experience, a monitoring capability for experiments and identification of best practice, and public engagement with outcomes.
  This governing mode alerts us to the innovation that goes on in specific contexts that are already structured, a quality which also provides a good guide to the strategy of APD analysis.  We think this is one dimension of normal politics, but to the degree that this is a tradition of governing, a question is “what have its practitioners learned from practice about how to hold their own against a collapse back into fixed positions and structural limits?”.  How can pragmatists prevent the calcification of authority?  One lesson that reformers in the 1930’s drew from the Progressive Era reform effort was the need to empower workers in the capitalist economy because unions enable average citizens to participate:  to establish and operate a deliberative process at work that engages workers’ know-how for problem-solving and to mobilize workers’ participation in public affairs.  (Obama was the first President in decades to clearly state that unions are part of the solution to society’s challenges rather than a cause of them.)   How does one deal with the intransigence and ideological rigidity we’ve observed today, which is strongly backed by corporate employers …. if not by making sure that everyone is at the table and part of the conversation?  The effectiveness of pragmatist governance depends on a substantive (not procedural) narrative about the representation of the people who are missing – not only “community groups”, gays, people with disabilities, but broadly working class people – that convinces all of the people to collaborate in self-government. 


I think that in the broad sweep of Ruth’s analysis, she rushes past examples that support her argument, but at the same time she doesn’t really assess the construction of Obama’s political coalition as opposed to his ideological and administrative agenda.
Ruth identifies the historically specific moment for Obama as the aftermath of neo-liberal reform that washed over the New Deal welfare state. That is, the Republicans’ ideological binary of “big welfare state vs. free market freedom” has long lost its purchase on administrative reality because of the changes that the Republicans and sympathetic Democrats have made in public policy in the last 30 years.  For example, unions are a shadow of their former selves; welfare reform has already happened; taxes are already low.  Obama comes into the picture when the Republican rhetoric persists, but when the historic forces which favored a social-democratic welfare state have long been defeated and merely, but significantly, are able to defend Social Security pensions. Ironically, pensions are perhaps the best example of social democracy in the US – a universal benefit provided directly by the federal government – and the welfare program that is the most deeply supported by Americans.  But for the rest, the story of the US welfare state is one that APDers are familiar with, namely that the New Deal itself was far short of the image of a social-democracy in most of its administrative practice.  The US state was a composite of institutions that co-existed historically, but that were not synchronized and not well coordinated nationally.  The accomplishment of neo-liberals in the contemporary era has been to further complexify the state by de-centering, decentralizing, privatizing, segmenting, and under-funding.  Obama took this as the starting point; he wasn’t an advocate for a new New Deal, as Ruth says.  Rather, he pointed to the fact that, all along, the ideological binary hid from view that the composite American state always required responsible citizens to act to make it work in any kind of practical way.  Obama emphasizes collaboration among citizens and between citizens and their state agencies. 
Ruth argues against progressives who think Obama has been too modest:  rather than reducing the ambitions for the use of state authority to achieve public goals (in comparison with supposed social-democratic New Deal norm), Obama strongly supports citizen involvement in public policy-making and in public administration to extend the scope of experimentation to solve social problems.  He’s the facilitator in chief.
  

So, Ruth’s book has two parts – one that distinguishes the philosophical foundations for the Third Tradition that Obama draws from and one that analyzes Obama’s practice of pragmatist democracy.   Ruth argues that Obama would have done much the same that he has done even if the Congressional Republican Party hadn’t adopted an obstreperous strategy of opposition to virtually any legislative project from the White House.  Obama would have sought legislative compromise and incremental reforms regardless.  He would have used presidential appointments and administrative procedure to extend and revise existing regulatory authority to achieve social improvement.  He would have favored broad consultations and collaborative rule-making. He would have sought cooperation between the national executive and state governments. He would have launched reform processes that invite agents to create the reform as they participated.  And he would have emphasized consumer interests in the political economy rather than social rights... 


I’m not entirely clear about how Ruth is using consumerism:  historically, the National Consumers League was strongly oriented to social and workplace reform rather than to low prices.  And producerism was associated not just with cartel-like behavior, but with “collaborative development” experiments, according to Gerry Berk.
  The significance of consumerism has to do with democratizing the economy, but the problem is “how”?  [pp. 168f]  In the New Deal, industrial citizenship was established in law by the Wagner Act, which also enabled workers to mobilize for politics.  Can “consumerism” today work without empowering workers?  How can consumers connect to producers in Bangladesh?  Today there is little organized working class politics as such and, as a result, average Americans are unable to formulate and express interests as workers in the on-going processes of government.  So, did Obama learn one neo-liberal lesson too many? 
Let me take a specific example, Obama’s rescue of the auto industry, which Ruth mentions but doesn’t analyze [p. 169].  Like some other cases – the Race to the Top, the Graduation Initiative -- this case can extend her analysis to illuminate Obama’s style as well as the broader potential impact that it might have had for greater collaboration and a deepened democracy. 

Now, an evaluation of Obama’s leadership cannot suppose that everything was possible or that what he achieved is all that he could have achieved.
  So, a pragmatist analysis requires a close analysis of the situation that allows us to see how individuals perceived and took their opportunities. The pragmatist claim is that “situational sizing-up” is what effective political actors do, including elected leaders. Therefore, what we can do is what Ruth’s theory suggests, which is to see what Obama tried to do according to his peculiar perceptions of opportunity. How did he manipulate or change rules to enable new projects of reform and even convince people that “progressive democracy” is a way to govern that satisfies their interests? How effective were his actions?  
First, a brief description of how the auto rescue was made. Second, a brief analysis of why it worked and why the Obama administration made less of the success than it could have.  
The U.S. auto sector was in a serious crisis before 2008 when the financial crisis began; this was part of the broader crisis of the organizational crisis of the capitalist economies of the advanced industrial societies.  Obama didn’t run for president to fix the auto companies, but Obama did have a well-developed outline to promote a new economy that included high-skill, high-technology manufacturing in the U.S.  He was eloquent about his vision and the CEA wrote the strategy documents.  The impending bankruptcies of the Detroit Three companies, plus many of the leading suppliers to the American and foreign auto manufacturers, was an opportunity. Obama told the nation that Bush’s bailout of GM and Chrysler was going to be changed into a rescue with public support contingent on structural reform; namely, there was going to be a re-assessment and recalibration of who owed what to whom in the project of successfully manufacturing cars. 
The reform goals that justified public support were not the interests of those immediately connected to the companies – the investors, managers and employees – but instead the public’s interests that the industry would serve, including revolutionary products  and the latest social technologies of manufacturing to make the production chain respond flexibly to consumer demands.  Of course the firms had to be re-organized for profit as well by drastically revising market strategies and cutting costs.  
Obama’s auto strategy was opportunistic, but it was also built on many years of reflection on the problems of manufacturing by experts of various kinds and on experiments by factory managers and workers to change the ways that the companies did business.  What Obama did was put together an Auto Task Force composed of individuals with deep experience and practical knowledge of the industry.  They used government authority to reform the governing coalitions in Detroit to enable reform.  
The rescue worked.
  
Why did this work?  It might be argued that rescuing the auto companies was an easy case – easier than restructuring finance – because historically the American industry already had a structure of collaboration based on collective bargaining.  This observation is important in two ways. Labor-management relations and bankruptcy proceedings fit the actual but hidden dimension of collaborative, reason-based problem-solving in American politics, which was the governing philosophy of the New Deal and which was ideologically shelved by neo-liberalism.  That’s important, but it’s also true that that structure of labor-management collaboration was badly eroded by the time of the Great Recession.  A strong argument was made at the time of the bankruptcy that the U.S. government should abandon the U.S. companies in favor of the foreign-based auto companies, which operated without unions, mostly in right-to-work states.  Southern Senators said the U.S. companies’ crisis showed that the entire New Deal structure of alleged federal control was a failure and that the anti-union South had been vindicated!  
Obama’s response to this ideological and historical binary was to reframe the debate – to narrate a third way for the industry to contribute to national economic well-being.  It was true, he said, that the foreign companies – especially Toyota – had eclipsed the Americans.  But the location of the foreign companies’ factories mostly in the South also was a challenge to the southern authoritarian factory regime.  Obama argued (and the U.S. stakeholders agreed) that the rescued U.S. companies were going to set the standard for high performance work organizations that engages the stakeholders in a process in which they give up fixed, self-centered positions and which, instead, empowers them – including the workers and their union representatives – to protect their interests at the same time as they give their all to the common goals.  The non-union foreign-based companies could not say the same.
  

The restructuring of the US companies worked, but the broader task was to connect the achievement of high performance industry with a social vision in which all Americans would participate in self-government to secure the benefits from industries’ competitive successes.  
Obama has undersold the auto success to substantiate the broader vision of a democratic economy.
  It’s true that Obama ran into a massive Republican (and industry-based lobbying) counter-attack.  But the strength of pragmatist governing is its flexibility – to try something else if the first initiative doesn’t work.  The weakness has been (since the Progressive Era) to give up the vision of participation in favor of technology and expertise rather than continue to articulate the democratic path to the broader long-term goals.  This makes a difference to the creation of a democratic public that can participate (in some fashion) in decision-making.
   

A question for Ruth is this:  to what degree do you assess how little has been accomplished on this front to the lessons that Obama learned from the proximate neo-liberal reform of the New Deal that frame his assessment of his opportunities and to the sheer power politics of party politics and industry opposition?
  
�  Chris Ansell, Pragmatist Democracy.  Charles Sabel, “Learning by Monitoring”. 


� That Republicans typically mis-type him according to the old binary is of course acting to type, but he’s neither one nor the other.  He’s neither a Rousseau-ist big government New Dealer, which Ruth calls the Second Tradition or a classical liberal night watchman, the First Tradition.  Rather, Obama draws on what Ruth calls the Third Tradition – a “democratic pragmatist notion of mutual inclusivity and survivability”.  This collaborative style of governing, however, makes Obama’s specific policy preferences hard to pin down in advance of negotiations.  David Brooks (of the NYT) complains about old-fashioned liberals and then continually endorses the “libertarian paternalism”, which he sees that the Obama administration actually practices. [E.g. August 8, 2013 column on “nudge”.]  Brooks’ paradoxical neologism is indicative of Obama’s need for a narrative that distinguishes pragmatic governance from the old binary.


� Landon Storrs. Eileen Boris. Gerald Berk, Alternative Tracks. 


� The recurrent danger for social scientists is to observe what is and then to fit an explanation for why it had to be.  [see Larry Bartels’ response to Skocpol’s Tocqueville lecture]  While a close understanding of the facts of the political power balance is critical, historical analysis suggests that opinions change, interests are expressed in variety of ways, institutional rules may be manipulated or changed, organizational resources may be mobilized, and that vision (or, more humbly, perception) of opportunities is a crucial ingredient in political action that moves power. We do examine the environment during Obama’s first term, including forces almost certainly beyond his influence, such as rapidly collapsing economic demand and employment, and we also have to account for the choices made. 


�  Hundreds of thousands of auto jobs eventually were added back after the initial bloodletting of jobs.  The companies regained market share; they became competitive and profitable; and most of the money has been paid back to taxpayers..


�  In the same vein, Volkswagen and the UAW are in talks to introduce the union into the company’s U.S. factories on the basis of the German Works Council model. 


� By the Congressional elections of 2010, the White House began to take credit for the auto rescue and in the presidential election of 2012 Romney’s opposition to the rescue was used effectively against him but only in the Midwestern states. 


� So, while Obama still talks about the high performance economy, the theme of a collaborative economy that includes workers and their representatives has not been extended from the U.S. auto companies to other policy fields.  These include the fights over the low-wage job creation and declining working conditions; labor law reform [e.g. card check]; the expansion of technical education through community colleges; state-level fiscal crises, in which Republican governors have scape-goated public sector union contracts; immigration reform, in which the discussion of immigrant workers has been mostly about numbers rather than the ability of these workers to participate in setting the terms of work; trade policy [e.g. consumer interests in the working conditions of the suppliers in Bangladesh]; and K-12 education reform, in which unions are vilified even though the Race to the Top initiative depends on union buy-in.  Time and again the opportunity to re-articulate his distinctive governing narrative has been side-lined while less-visible administrative action has been taken to marginally improve working conditions.





�  You write [p. 170] that Obama is not interested in economic reform, but that he’s interested in “consumer reform”, which is something like making capitalism “pay off” for the aspiring middle-class by regulating capitalists in order to prevent their taking advantage of “market failures”, a concept which you point out that Obama doesn’t acknowledge, such as asymmetric power in negotiations and lack of information.  For Obama, it’s about Spinoza’s mutual survivability:  we’re all in this together or we all will lose.  But how does that work:  the experience of prolonged unemployment while corporate profits have actually reached a record share of GDP [since 1960, according to NYT Floyd Norris, August 10, 2013] might be usefully called out as some losing while others gain!  Obama said this week [speech on the 50th anniversary of the March on Washington] that change “comes to Washington, not from Washington”.  What saves that stance from either acquiescence in structural power or the realists’ claim there is no such thing as We the People?  
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