
Progressive journalists and historians soon
cemented his reputation as a presidential
failure and turned him into a symbol of a

greedy and self-indulgent age. That may not
have been quite the way it—or Warren G.
Harding—was.
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Toward a New Patriotism
“Identity Politics and the Left” by Eric Hobsbawm, in New Left Review

(May–June 1996), 6 Meard St., London W1V 3HR.

Even its adherents see the Left today as
essentially a coalition of “identity groups”—
feminists, gays, blacks, and others, each with
its own self-interested agenda. Too often for-
gotten, argues Hobsbawm, the eminent
British Marxist historian, are the Left’s
grander aspirations to equality and social jus-
tice for all of humanity.

“The political project of the Left is univer-
salist: it is for all human beings,” he writes.
“However we interpret the words, it isn’t lib-
erty for shareholders or blacks, but for every-
body. It isn’t equality for all members of the
Garrick Club or the handicapped, but for
everybody. It is not fraternity only for old
Etonians or gays, but for everybody. And
identity politics is essentially not for every-
body but for the members of a specific group
only. This is perfectly evident in the case of
ethnic or nationalist movements.”

The rise of identity politics has come about,
in Hobsbawm’s view, as a result of profound
social change that has weakened people’s tra-
ditional ties to nation and class and a “cultur-
al revolution” that has eroded traditional stan-
dards and values, leaving many people feeling
“orphaned and bereft.” Never, he says, has the
word community been used so indiscriminate-
ly and emptily as in recent decades, “when
communities in the sociological sense became
hard to find in real life.”

Although identity groups all claim to be
“natural,” exclusive identity politics does not
in fact come naturally to people, he con-
tends. “No one has one and only one identi-
ty. Human beings cannot be described even
for bureaucratic purposes, except by a com-
bination of many characteristics.”

In the past, Hobsbawm argues, identity
groups were not central to the Left. The mass
social and political movements inspired by
the American and French revolutions and by
socialism “were indeed coalitions or group
alliances, but [they were] held together not
by aims that were specific to the group, but
by great, universal causes through which
each group believed its particular aims could
be realized: democracy, the Republic, social-
ism, communism, or whatever.” Now, how-
ever, “the decline of the great universalist slo-
gans of the Enlightenment” has deprived the
Left of any obvious way of formulating a
common interest.

Hobsbawm believes that the Left should
look to “one form of identity politics which is
actually comprehensive. . . : citizen national-
ism. Seen in the global perspective this may
be the opposite of a universal appeal, but
seen in the perspective of the national state,
which is where most of us still live, and are
likely to go on living, it provides a common
identity . . . ‘an imagined community’ not the
less real for being imagined.”

At times in the past, Hobsbawm says, the
Left not only has wanted to rouse the nation
but “has been accepted as representing the
national interest, even by those who had no
special sympathy for its aspirations.” In
Britain in 1945, for instance, the Labor Party
was chosen “as the party best representing
the nation against one-nation Toryism led by
the most charismatic and victorious war-
leader on the scene.” Yet today, he laments,
“the words ‘the country,’ ‘Great Britain,’ ‘the
nation,’ ‘patriotism,’ even ‘the people,’ ” are
seldom spoken by leaders on the British left.

Was Brown’s Way Wrong?
“Coming Clean About Brown” by Richard E. Morgan, in City Journal (Summer 1996),
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Arguments against judicial activism soon
run up against the almost sacrosanct exam-
ple of Brown vs. Board of Education (1954),

the Supreme Court’s famous decision out-
lawing segregation in public schools as a
violation of the 14th Amendment’s equal




