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The Senator Warning

Democrats of a Crisis
Unfolding Beneath Their Noses

By James Pogue
Mr. Pogue, a writer, started talking to Senator Chris Murphy two years ago.

e Aug. 19, 2024
In December 2022, early into what he now describes as his political journey,
Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut gave a speech warning his fellow
Democrats that they were ignoring a crisis staring them in the face.

For over a year, President Biden and his allies had been promoting data
showing an economic miracle, as friendly pundits described it — a record-
setting stock market, low unemployment and G.D.P. growth outpacing that of
almost every other Western nation. But very few voters believed the story those
metrics were telling. In poll after poll, they expressed a bleak view of the
economy — to the frustration of both Democrats and many economists.

Mr. Murphy thought he knew why. “The challenges America faces aren’t really
logistical,” he told the crowd. “They are metaphysical. And the sooner we
understand the unspooling of identity and meaning that is happening in
America today, the sooner we can come up with practical policies to address
this crisis.”

The subject of the speech was what Mr. Murphy called the imminent “fall of
American neoliberalism.” This may sound like strange talk from a middle-of-
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the-road Democratic senator, who up until that point had never seemed to
believe that the system that orders our world was on the verge of falling. He
campaigned for Hillary Clinton against Bernie Sanders during the 2016
primaries, and his most visible political stance up until then was his work on
gun control after the Sandy Hook shooting.

Thoughtful but prone to speaking in talking points, he still comes off more like
a polished Connecticut dad than a champion of the disaffected. But Mr.
Murphy was then in the full flush of discovering a new way of understanding
the state of the nation, and it had set him on a journey that even he has
struggled sometimes to describe: to understand how the version of liberalism
we’d adopted — defined by its emphasis on free markets, globalization and
consumer choice — had begun to feel to many like a dead end and to come up
with a new vision for the Democratic Party.

As the Democrats gather for their national convention this week, with Kamala
Harris as their candidate for president, the party has a long way to go toward
confronting the crisis Mr. Murphy sees.

America’s leaders — from both parties — have long been guided by what’s often
called the neoliberal consensus: the idea that “barrier-free international
markets, rapidly advancing communications technology and automation,
decreased regulation and empowered citizen-consumers would be the keys to
prosperity, happiness and strong democracy,” as Mr. Murphy put it. More
simply, it’s a shared assumption that what’s good for markets is good for
society.

This assumption shapes our politics so deeply that it’s almost invisible. But the
idea that modern life is a story of constant economic and technological
progress steadily making the world a better place has stopped lining up with
how Americans feel. You can look at statistics about suicide, depression,
overdoses and declining life expectancy. You can point to the fact that roughly
70 percent of wild animals on Earth have disappeared since 1970 or examine
the astonishingly pervasive sense of loneliness that now seems to color so
many American lives. But no statistics really capture the feeling, shared by
growing numbers of Americans, that the world is just getting worse.
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It’s a “metaphysical” problem, as Mr. Murphy put it. And he began to think
that the economic metrics used by economists and presidents to capture the
state of the nation were masking a vast “spiritual crisis.”

He didn’t know it then, but he was homing in on a problem that Democrats
have yet to figure out how to address. Donald Trump and the movement
around him have tapped into a sense of deep alienation and national malaise.
Democrats often have trouble even acknowledging those feelings are real.

In the final days of his campaign, even as he began to push a raft of
economically populist plans, Mr. Biden told ABC, “I don’t think America is in
tough shape.”

No one, Mr. Murphy included, expected Mr. Biden to talk about a metaphysical
crisis facing the nation he governed. In an age when elections seem to run full
time, an incumbent president has little choice but to argue that things are
great and getting better. But now that Ms. Harris is their nominee, the
Democrats have a choice: They can continue to argue that the true danger is
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Mr. Trump and that we need only shore up our institutions against the threat
he poses, or they can push her to speak for the almost 70 percent of Americans
who said that they want to see fundamental changes to our political and
economic systems or even to see them torn down entirely.

So far, Ms. Harris has been vague even on relatively basic policy plans and has
offered no hint of a vision for how to remake an order that very few people
today believe is working, much less on deeper questions about how to rebuild
our shredded social fabric.

Mr. Murphy is a team player and has publicly been fully supportive of Ms.
Harris, but he also wants Democrats to squarely acknowledge the crisis he
believes the country is facing and to offer a vision to unmake the “massive
concentration of corporate power” that he thinks is the source of these feelings
of helplessness and hopelessness. Only by offering a “firm break” with the past,
he believes, can Democrats compete with Republicans like JD Vance, who, with
outlines like Project 2025, have a plan to remake American statecraft in their
image and who are campaigning on a decisive break with the status quo.

Academics, think tanks and magazines are buzzing with conversations about
how to undo the damage wrought by half a century of misguided economic
policies. On the right, that debate has already spilled out into the public view.
But on the center-left, at least, very few politicians seem to be aware of this
conversation — or at least willing to talk about it in front of voters.

Mr. Murphy has been warning for years that by failing to offer a clear vision of
the future, Democrats risk losing to a “postdemocracy” Republican Party that
might rig the electoral system “in order to make sure Democrats never win
again.” His warnings may sound out of place with the sudden mood shift in the
party over the past few weeks. But behind the scenes, he is far from the only
Democrat raising these concerns. Just a few days before the convention, Mr.
Murphy’s good friend Ben Rhodes, a former senior adviser to Barack Obama,
told me that in the age of Mr. Trump, Democrats have found themselves in a
“trap”: How can they present themselves as the party of fundamental change
when they spent the past eight years arguing that America’s institutions need
to be shored up against the urgent threat of Trumpism?

“Can you reform that system so much that it ceases to be that and starts to be
something else?” Mr. Rhodes asked me. “Or does it have to be blown up?”
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Many on the center-left worry that, absent a liberal vision for how this reform
may work, Americans will opt to blow things up.

Mr. Murphy meets with other senators and President Donald Trump in the Cabinet
Room of the White House in February 2018.Credit...Jahi Chikwendiu/The Washington
Post, via Getty Images

Mr. Murphy has been extremely vocal about his evolution on these questions.
It has played out online, in politically risqué posts, pieces he’s written in
prominent national publications and in coverage like a lavish Vanity

Fair profile and photo shoot. It led him to seek out and engage with a roster of
heterodox and conservative thinkers many liberals regard with distrust or even
loathing. He has worked with Republicans like Mr. Vance, who share much of
his criticism of our current order, and he has pushed for Democrats to listen
to, learn from and try to win over social conservatives with a “pro-family, pro-
community program of economic nationalism.” It has all rapidly built him into
a singular figure in the party, someone who is being whispered about as a
future presidential candidate.
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“The signs are clear, and we shouldn’t be afraid to see them,” Mr. Murphy said
that day. “The postwar neoliberal economic project is nearing its end, and the
survival of American democracy relies on how we respond.”

In July 2022, [ got an email from Mr. Murphy with the subject line “favor.” I
thought it was a fund-raising email, and I reflexively marked it for deletion. But
then I noticed that it was from a Gmail account and that it was a personal
note.

Mr. Murphy, it turned out, had read a piece I'd written about the New Right —
a group of conservative intellectuals, politicians and Twitter-obsessed media
figures critical of globalization and so-called soulless capitalism — and asked if
we could talk sometime.

“What I discovered, much to my chagrin,” he told me when we met last fall in
his Senate office, “was that the right — some really irresponsible corners of the
right — were having a conversation about the spiritual state of America that
was in ways much more relevant than conversations that were happening on
the left.”

It was a funny position to be in as a writer. I had written the piece because I
was interested in critiques like those from New Right-ish thinkers like the Notre
Dame political scientist Patrick Deneen, who had been arguing that the story
we often tell ourselves — of a society constantly getting better through an
inexorable process of economic growth and technological advancement — was
too simple and benefited the powerful corporations and political elites that
profit most from the status quo. This story, they say, suggested that there was
no possible alternative to the world where technological gadgets had colonized
our brains and every aspect of our existence seemed to be reduced to a set of
decisions determined by corporations in a market system. We were, after all,
supposed to be richer and better off than any humans who lived before us.
Why would anyone complain?

Mr. Murphy was coming fresh to these questions and exuded the excitement of
a college student discovering a line of thought that suddenly seemed to explain
the whole world. He was worried that the New Right was offering two things
mainstream Democrats were not: a politics that spoke directly to feelings of
alienation from America as we know it today and a political vision of what a
rupture with that system might look like.
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After he emailed me, we spoke for a long time. I recommended David Graeber
and David Wengrow’s recent best seller, “The Dawn of Everything,” which
critiques the story of progress from the left, and Mr. Deneen’s book “Why
Liberalism Failed.” Later that summer, he began to engage with a small but
increasingly influential political ecosystem of heterodox thinkers who write for
magazines like the journal Compact or receive funding from networks like the
Hewlett Foundation’s economy and society initiative, which advances a view
that neoliberalism “has outlived its usefulness.” He sought out Julius Krein,
the founder of the quarterly American Affairs, which publishes the work of
many figures on the New Right. He developed an ongoing exchange with the
labor theorist Oren Cass, a former adviser to Mitt Romney, who soured on pro-
business policies and who has been the key figure in pushing Republicans
toward a conservative vision of worker power.

In October 2022, three months after we first talked, Mr. Murphy emailed me a
piece he’d just written for The Atlantic, titled “The Wreckage of Neoliberalism.”
He said it was going to be the start of a public push to advance his new line of
thinking. He argued that Democrats, facing the possibility of a “postdemocracy”
Republican Party seizing the levers of state after the 2024 election, risked
political extinction if they waved away the deep sense of malaise and
resentment that brought Mr. Trump to power the first time. Mr. Murphy
described a program of “a pro-family platform of economic nationalism salted
with a bit of healthy tech skepticism” and offered it as a salve for a deeper
crisis of meaning and belief in our national project.

The piece was noticeably short on specifics of how he hoped to reshape our
economy. He still doesn’t seem very clear on the subject, though this is partly
because none of what he hopes to do will be possible unless he can convince
Democrats that the crisis he perceives is real. “Talking openly about
spiritualism is true to the best traditions of the left,” Mr. Murphy told me. “So
there’s no reason why this conversation about the emotional state of America
and the good life has to be a conversation that only the right has. Some of the
left’s most inspiring leaders have talked in these terms. But I guess I've come to
the conclusion that you first have to diagnose why people are feeling so shitty
and to really understand what you need to do next.”

Like many critics of neoliberalism before him, he started a Substack. He began
to post slightly searching thoughts on his journey and often drew bafflement or
outrage from liberals who knew him best as a gun control advocate. He was
often, as he admitted to me later, impishly testing liberal sensibilities. He
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published a post titled “The Reason to Care About the Plight of Men,” a piece he
later told me his teenage son had warned him might be too edgy for prime time.
He also published a piece he titled “What We Can Learn From Rich Men North
of Richmond,” about the Oliver Anthony hit, arguing that the song resonated
with more than just conservatives and that the left was making a mistake if it
ignored the vein of alienation from and anger with the “new world” that Mr.
Anthony sang about. “Instead of mocking Anthony and his followers,” Mr.
Murphy wrote, “why not engage in a fight for their votes, based upon the
argument that it is actually the left, not the right, that offers real policies to
address to the hellscape of our cold, efficiency-obsessed, virtue-barren ‘new
world.”

He can sound like Bernie Sanders at times. But Mr. Murphy’s program of “pro-
family, pro-community economic nationalism” is less one of social welfare than
an attempt to give regular people agency in the face of the supersized
corporations he believes wield far too much influence today. He calls for
sectorwide collective bargaining of the kind that exists in some European
countries, an expansion of antimonopoly efforts and something like a
reimagining of our political value system: “We’re going to have to upset this cult
of efficiency,” he told me recently, “establishing a clear preference for local
ownership, local industry.”

But for now, Mr. Murphy’s new views have mostly been wedged into narrow
bills that ended up sidetracked by the realities of partisan politics. Last fall,
after working on the issue with Gov. Spencer Cox of Utah, a Republican, Mr.
Murphy introduced the National Strategy for Social Connection Act, a bill to
fight the epidemic of loneliness that he believes has been driven by the
pervasive communications technology and malignant commercialization of
American life.

I admit to being somewhat dismayed by the bill when I read it: It’s hard to
believe that even Mr. Murphy thinks that a metaphysical crisis can be
meaningfully addressed with a few million dollars for research or directives to
federal agencies to address loneliness. But the bill and his work with Mr. Cox
on raising awareness of the issue serve a calculated purpose: to push our
politics toward a national discussion of the “emotional state of America” and to
show that highly placed people in both parties are coming to believe that this
presents a state of real crisis.
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More recently, he has tried to work with Republicans on immigration. He was
the lead Democratic negotiator on the bipartisan immigration bill that came
very close to passage in February — a role he took on in part because he knows
that the average American voter is more conservative on social issues than the
Democratic Party. The bill fell apart amid criticism from Mr. Trump and
recriminations about what went wrong from both sides.

——————————

President Biden and Mr. Murphy outside the White House.Credit...Doug Mills/The
New York Times

Without much fanfare, the Biden administration has already embraced many of
the policies Mr. Murphy is calling for: industrial policy, tariffs, a campaign
against corporate monopolies. His vision of economic nationalism can look very
similar to the one offered by “America First” Republicans, but the specifics
reveal very different priorities; Mr. Murphy supports far higher levels of
immigration and paid family leave over the child tax credits increasingly
favored by conservatives — some of whom see paid family leave as an unfair
subsidy favoring working mothers over those who choose to stay at home to
raise kids.

But they have a common goal: to remake the incentive structure of our
economy. “The core issue is that our economy became one based on extracting
rents,” Mr. Krein told me, “rather than building things.” It rewards those who



invent clever ways to squeeze money out of government and regular people.
This is the simple explanation for why so many jobs feel soulless and so many
Americans feel harried and troubled amid the vast material wealth our country
produces.

“That’s what people are really complaining about when they talk about
neoliberalism,” Mr. Krein said. “But that’s tough to fit on a bumper sticker.”

“Great leaders tell stories that fit within the cultural and religious contexts of
nations,” the Bay Area representative Ro Khanna told me. He helped write the
CHIPS and Science Act, but he thought that the Democrats had failed to
explain what they wanted it to achieve. “Symbolically, politically and culturally,
Biden announcing three new steel plants in Pennsylvania, Michigan and Ohio
might have done more than the entire CHIPs act combined, because it would
have showed that we were listening,” Mr. Krein said.

“Politics is not just about policy,” he said. “It’s about the vision of a nation. It’s
about signaling that we’re heading somewhere.”

If the selection of Mr. Vance as their vice-presidential nominee is any
indication, Republicans are beginning to coalesce around a vision for the
future. It begins with plans to fire thousands of civil servants in an attempt to
unmake the so-called administrative state, which they believe promotes liberal
values and has enveloped America in bureaucracy. They seek to pull back from
the internationalist foreign policy and free-trade policies that have guided both
parties for decades. They hope to increase America’s birthrate and cut
immigration and may pursue steps like reducing the value of the dollar, which
they argue would help American-produced goods compete in an international
marketplace. “We’re going to build factories again, put people to work making
real products for American families, made with the hands of American
workers,” Mr. Vance said during his speech at the Republican National
Convention.

Liberals view many of the plans with horror. But the party has struggled to
offer a coherent politics to answer the discontent with globalization, the
technological colonization of our minds and lives and the sense of
disempowerment so many feel. “The common ground is in the critique,” Mr.
Khanna said. “But there are still large areas of difference about where we want
to go from here. I don’t think liberalism as it’s defined now is enough to get us
there.”
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Last summer, | attended a dinner hosted by Sohrab Ahmari, a co-founder of
Compact, where a couple of dozen people got together to talk about how this
future might take shape. It was held at an Italian restaurant in the East 50s of
Manhattan and conducted under Chatham House rules, which meant that
what was said and the names of people who attended were, like many
conversations about new directions for the country among think tankers and
politicos, off the record. But the people there represented a decent cross-
section of American political views, from people keeping the Sanders-style left-
wing populist faith to centrist civil servants to more or less avowed
reactionaries.

All the attendees seemed to take for granted that the neoliberal era was nearing
its endpoint — a fact notable only because it reflected a consensus that has
still barely filtered into our mainstream political conversations. It would be very
hard, these days, to put together a room of well-informed academics or policy
types under the age of 70 who don’t think that America faces a choice between
huge systemic reform and a full-blown crisis.

The problem, for any Democrat, is to find a way to turn this understanding into
winning politics. When I called Steve Bannon, Mr. Trump’s onetime chief White
House strategist, late last year, he was very clear that he didn’t think Mr.
Murphy’s vision went far enough. Mr. Bannon has frequently praised Mr.
Khanna — jocularly accusing him of stealing “our” ideas in his proposals to
rebuild America’s manufacturing capacity. But Mr. Bannon was savagely and
profanely dismissive of Mr. Murphy, suggesting that he was angling to run for
president someday and, even after his political awakening, was still too
cautious and naive to confront the structural issues that shape our economy.
“He has a very tough road ahead, and here’s why,” Mr. Bannon said. “There’s
no audience for what he’s saying on the Democratic side. Democratic voters
like the system.”

Mr. Bannon called Mr. Murphy a “neoliberal neocon,” a double epithet Mr.
Bannon uses to dismiss politicians of both parties who he believes care more
about maintaining America’s superpower status than they do about protecting
the national interest. “He supports the war machine,” Mr. Bannon said.

Mr. Murphy has joined with both leftists and Bannon-friendly Republican

isolationists in opposing American involvement in conflicts like the civil war in
Yemen. But he remains mostly within the Democratic mainstream on foreign
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policy issues like helping to fund Ukraine and maintaining America’s
traditional leading military role in the world. Unlike many on both the right and
left, he has shown little desire to unmake the complex military and financial
systems that critics on both sides often describe as the American Empire.

The trouble is that orienting the American economy back toward producing
things and building a strong middle class may mean reassessing those old
ideas and asking tough questions about whether we can afford to maintain our
military might or continue financing the federal government with debt. These
are now common talking points on the right, and at a time when Mr. Trump
and his allies hint at ideas like withdrawing from NATO and curtailing the
independence of the Federal Reserve, even a critic of the globalized economic
order like Mr. Murphy can end up looking like a milquetoast defender of the
status quo.

When I finally met Mr. Murphy in person, a year after he first emailed me, Mr.
Ahmari had visited him the week before, and he was excitedly preparing to
announce a new legislative collaboration with Mr. Vance. (Mr. Murphy’s staff
later noted that the collaboration did not come to fruition.) At 51, he has an
earnest seriousness of someone genuinely troubled, and a bit confounded, by
the parlous state of the country.

Democratic senators-elect in November 2012.Credit...Mark Wilson/Getty Images

I asked Mr. Murphy if [ was right that his aim really was to unmake the
neoliberal system as we knew it. “You are,” he said. He anticipated my next
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question, about whether it would ever be possible to translate this kind of big-
picture conversation to mainstream politics. I mentioned that I'd seen brutal
responses to his testing posts online. “I get a lot of pushback from the left, as
you've seen,” he said, “and I get a lot of it privately as well.” There is a belief, he
continued, “that the people who are against us are hardened by cultural and
social and racial biases. And that a higher minimum wage is not going to
convince them to align themselves with a group that thinks Black people
should be empowered. I don’t know that I believe that.”

As if anticipating the Harris/Trump race, he described an electoral landscape
where Democratic candidates who won a majority of the popular vote might
still lose the presidency if they couldn’t win states in the Upper Midwest. “I
think that our coalition is bound to lose if we don’t find a way to reach out to
some element of the folks who have been hoodwinked by Donald Trump. We
don’t have to win over 25 percent of his voters. We have to win 5 or 10 percent
of his voters. I'm just fed up with the political people who say, ‘Why is this
going to be bad for us, as the left?’ I'm engaged in a bigger project,” Mr. Murphy
said. “I think that we are more likely to protect a woman’s right to choose if we
win bigger majorities and expand our coalition a little bit by bringing in people
who might occasionally disagree with us on social issues but prioritize our
agreement on anti-neoliberalism issues.”

We went out for drinks that evening. The conversation got looser. A beer or two
in, I asked him if, given the program of economic nationalism he’d proposed, he
considered himself an American nationalist. He demurred. “But I do believe,”
he said, “that we have to tell a story about what makes America different. To
make people proud of being American. And make them believe that that
identity is more important than their individual political identity.”

It was on some level a question that went to the heart of his project and the
issue of how it differed from the plans emerging on the right. “We have to build
a uniquely American economy,” he said. “We have to convince people that there
is a uniquely American identity while understanding that there are still
important moments where you have to engage the rest of the world. That’s not
a bumper sticker.” He paused. “That’s what makes this project really hard.”

James Pogue (@jhensonpogue) last wrote for Opinion about Representative
Thomas Massie’s unique strain of conservative environmentalism.
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