


















Praise for Building Red America




“[Building Red America] is meticulously researched, sober in its conclusions, and balanced in its analysis.”—The American Conservative







“Edsall’s book is . . . expansive and daring, traversing economic and demographic trends, history, culture, ideology and political institutions, armed with a bucket full of statistics, to map the external conditions that make those tactics possible.”


—The Washington Monthly







“It’s politics-plus, journalism-plus. It’s about what political outcomes actually mean to individuals, groups, institutions. It’s what happens as a result of speeches, campaign contributions, writing legislation, with self interest and ideology in the saddle. Edsall’s endnotes of 61 pages often include internet addresses for readers who want to see the full documents he cites. Something more such books should provide. I believe he is one of the very best and most original political writers of his day.”


—Savannah Morning News







“Impressive political analysis, anchoring electoral trends in the larger demographic, social, business and moral environment.”


—Kirkus Reviews







“. . . comprehensive and insightful . . . With depth and journalistic clarity, Edsall illustrates exactly why, more than ever, Democrats need their own Karl Rove.”


—Publisher’s Weekly







“Thomas Edsall is a social scientist’s reporter and a creative scholar, asking and answering big important questions.”


—DAVID BRADY, BOWEN H. and Janice Arthur McCoy Professor 
 of Political Science, Graduate School of Business,
 Professor of Political Science, Stanford University







“Tom Edsall is a pioneer who has reshaped our understanding and coverage of modern politics. There are not many reporters who push so hard for something beyond the usual stuff.”


—BILL MCINTURFF, Co-Director,
 NBC News/Wall Street Journal National Poll







“I look to Tom Edsall’s articles and books for a rich blending of fresh insights and rock-solid reporting on topics ranging from race to money in politics.”


—THOMAS E. MANN, W. Averell Harriman Chair
 and Senior Fellow, The Brookings Institution







“Tom Edsall is the finest ‘big picture’ journalist in America.”


— MERLE BLACK, author of The Rise of Southern Republicans 







“Thomas Edsall [is] a subtle and sophisticated political reporter who often spots counter-conventional trends long before everyone else.”
 

— MICKEY KAUS, Kausfiles.com







“Tom Edsall is the best political reporter in America. His new book, Building Red America, makes a good case for why the Republicans are likely to stay a step ahead of the Democrats over the next few elections. I hope he is wrong, but Edsall, who brings a host of new considerations to bear, is a hard person to argue with.”


— JOHN JUDIS, author of Folly of Empire 







“Tom Edsall has yet again produced a deep and brilliant synthesis on the country’s political deadlock and the liberals’ incapacity. He shines the searchlight of his vast experience and learning on the Republican machinery of power, and also on the economic, demographic, and cultural trends that cannot be brushed aside if the party of unreason and belligerence is to be overcome. Tough-minded, refusing easy comfort and gimmickry, this is a sobering and indispensable book.”


— TODD GITLIN, author of The Intellectuals and the Flag 







“Thomas Edsall admires conservatives the way some gourmets admire McDonald’s: He respects how efficiently they do it even while hating what they do.”


—The Weekly Standard







“Mr. Edsall does a nimble job of pulling . . . [together] a coherent picture, buttressing his assessments with lots of demographic and polling data and situating them in a historical context.”


—New York Times







“Edsall is a celebrated political reporter . . . His new book is a shrewd, well-documented analysis of conservative movement-building and Republican electoral strategy, particularly how they’ve exploited white male voters’ resentment of the Democrats’ association with affirmative action, feminism and gay rights.”


—The Nation







“There is a brilliant analysis . . . in the new book by Thomas B. Edsall, formerly of the Washington Post and now at the Columbia School of Journalism. His book, Building Red America, helps to explain the sharply partisan tone of public debate and the steady erosion of the traditional bipartisan element in politics, along with the difficulties of centrist politicians like Senator Joe Lieberman or Lincoln Chafee.”


—UPI
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Preface to the
 Paperback Edition


More than half a century ago, the political scientist Samuel Lubell described the then-dominant 8/20/2012Democratic New Deal M Coalition as the sun and the then-subordinate Republican Party as the moon. In this constellation, the Democratic sun generated political energy and light. The Republican moon remained a major presence in the sky because of the reflected light of the sun. Lubell did not conceive of this configuration as a constant. Rather, he wrote, “The more heated the frictions within the majority sun, naturally, the more luminous are the chances of victory for the minority moon.”


Over the past four decades, the two American political parties slowly shifted places in the sky. The GOP became the sun, the source of energy and vitality, while the Democratic Party lost its fire. Liberalism hit its outer limits, and conservative ideologies triumphed in elections and in policymaking.


As the election of 2008 approaches, the first question is whether the Republican Party has exhausted its energy supply. The second question is whether the Democratic Party is prepared to regain dominance.


In the off-year elections of 2006, Democrats were powered to victory by the failures of the administration of George W. Bush and of the Republican Congress. Bush’s favorability ratings in 2007 have been among the lowest ever recorded. Republicans in Congress are in disrepute, and growing numbers have come under prosecutorial scrutiny.


Much as the successes of liberalism from the early 1930s through the late 1970s imposed costs on the left—which in turn presented opportunities to the party of the right—Bush and his allies have provided the Democrats with a chance to regain majority status.


The Republicans have made themselves vulnerable to allegations of corruption and fiscal recklessness, with deficits exceeding $100 billion in every year of the Bush administration. Most important, Bush’s conduct of the war in Iraq—resulting in stunning levels of carnage and destruction—has severely damaged a weight-bearing pillar of the GOP: the Republican advantage on issues of national security, military strength, and foreign policy. In the eyes of all but hard-core Republican voters, Bush’s reputation and that of his team have collapsed.


In addition, the power of social and cultural conservatism is diminishing. For decades, the political right was able to successfully oppose the sexual and women’s rights revolutions—a subset of the larger rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s. As recently as the 1990s—even as those revolutions had effectively achieved victory in the nation’s cultural arena, in movies, television, books, the style pages of newspapers, academia, online, and particularly in the behavior of a vast swath of the population—the GOP’s rearguard actions remained politically potent. Gradually, however, the electorate and even white, evangelical and fundamentalist Protestants have moved toward the left in their views on core social-moral issues.


In a study of changing attitudes between 1987 and 2007, the Pew Research Center found that overall there has been a “steady— if slow—decline in support for traditional or conservative social values” in such areas as reproductive, gay, and sexual privacy rights.


Tracking responses to six key questions, the Pew study pointed out that in “1987, about half of the survey’s respondents (49%) gave conservative answers to at least four of the six questions. In 2007, just 30% did so. This trend has occurred in all major social, political, and demographic groups in the population. While Republicans remain significantly more conservative than Democrats or independents on social values, they too have become substantially less conservative over this period.”


These liberal trends have been strongest on issues related to sexuality. For example, in 1987 Pew found that 51 percent of those surveyed agreed that school boards should be allowed to fire teachers who are homosexual. By 2007, this had dropped to 28 percent, and 66 percent said school boards should not be allowed to dismiss homosexual teachers. Similarly, in 1987, 43 percent of respondents agreed that “AIDS might be God’s punishment for immoral sexual behavior,” and 47 percent disagreed—an almost even split. By 2007, only 23 percent agreed, and 72 percent disagreed. In effect, both positions—that AIDS is God’s punishment of sinners and that school boards should be able to fire gay teachers—have been marginalized.


Among white evangelical Protestants, the percentage endorsing the power of school boards to fire gays dropped from 73 to 42 percent in 2007. And among these intensely religious voters, the percentage agreeing that God may have inflicted AIDS to punish sexual misconduct fell from 60 to 38 percent.


The same pattern can be seen on questions concerning the role of women in society—for years one of the key issues dividing the left from the right. The percentage of all respondents who said they “completely” disagree with the statement that “women should return to their traditional roles in society” has grown from 29 to 51 from 1987 to 2007. Among white evangelical Protestants, it more than doubled, from 20 to 42 percent.


In effect, Pew research found that from 1987 to 2007, the culture wars became history, not part of voters’ vital experience and memory. Put another way, the sexual and women’s rights revolutions have become a fait accompli, and this redounds to the Democrats’ advantage.1


Republican abuses of power and fiscal mismanagement, combined with the liberalizing views of the electorate on social-cultural matters, have given the Democrats a clear opening. Do the Democratic Party, its congressional leadership, and presidential candidates have the capacity to take full advantage of the moment? Can Democrats delegitimize the GOP in the same way that the GOP effectively delegitimized Democrats between 1968 and 2004?


The evidence is mixed. In Building Red America, published two months before the 2006 election, I wrote:




This book argues that, unless the Democratic Party finds a way to defeat Republican “wedge issue” strategies; radically improves its organizational foundations; resolves its internal divisions on national security; formulates a compelling position on the use of force; addresses the schisms generated by its stands on moral, racial, and cultural issues; develops the capacity to turn Republican positions on social-cultural matters into a liability; devises an economic program capable of generating— and generating belief in—wealth; broadens its voter base; recruits candidates who sufficiently embody (or can be portrayed to embody) credible military leadership and mainstream populist values; develops a strategy to hold together a biracial, multiethnic coalition—or unless the population of the disadvantaged swells—the odds are that the Republican Party will continue to maintain, over the long term, a thin but durable margin of victory. . . .


For Democrats, although an aggressive attempt to exploit Republican vulnerabilities on corruption is necessary (lobbyist Jack Abramoff, Republican Majority Leader Tom DeLay, Ohio Representative Bob Ney, California Representative Duke Cunningham, etc.), by itself a focus on corruption, can produce only short-term gains. Nor is the quagmire in Iraq enough to guarantee Democrats a reliable progressive coalition. The last years of the Vietnam War hurt the GOP but by no means killed it. Watergate was a more serious scandal than allegations in 2006 of corruption affecting the GOP. Watergate, and America’s defeat under Republican leadership in Vietnam, produced major congressional victories for the Democrats in 1974 and gave them the presidency in 1976. All those gains and more were swept away in 1980 with Ronald Reagan’s victory and the Republican takeover of the Senate.


Despite the post–Watergate, post–Vietnam Democratic victory of 1976, the Republican Party went on to control the White House for twenty of the next twenty-eight years, the Senate for eighteen of the next twenty-six years, and the House for twelve of the next twenty-six years.


Furthermore, when Democrats have seized the reins of power, episodically over the last forty years, they have been hampered by their weakened condition, unable, for example, to shape the legislative process during the first two years (1992–1994) of Bill Clinton’s term, a time in which the Democratic Party technically commanded the legislative and executive branches of government.





And from chapter seven:




One reason the Democratic Party has had so much difficulty making a credible populist appeal to the electorate in recent years, for example, is that structurally it is not a populist organization; it is dominated by a well-educated, culturally liberal, relatively affluent white elite, presiding over a Democratic Party rank and file that is 46 percent minority—Black, Hispanic, Native American, and Asian American.





Since the 2006 election, the same issues remain unresolved. Indeed, the Democratic Party in 2007 has only minimally changed from the Democratic Party of 1980. One crucial indicator of viability is the capacity of a party to adjust and evolve as circumstances change, and the contemporary Democratic Party will be called upon to reconfigure itself as it faces a prolonged struggle for mastery over the GOP.


In May 2007, Jonathan Weisman and Lyndsey Layton reported in the Washington Post that since Democrats took control of the House and Senate in January 2007, their “initial progress has foundered as Washington policymakers have been consumed with the debate over the Iraq war. Not a single priority on the Democrats’ agenda has been enacted, and some in the party are growing nervous that the ‘do nothing’ tag they slapped on Republicans last year could come back to haunt them.” The Weisman-Layton story was the first of a number of analyses portraying a Democratic Party struggling to overcome internal conflict and GOP opposition. At the same time, there have been some potentially promising developments for the left.


Jonathan Chait, writing in the May 7, 2007, issue of The New  Republic argues, “the netroots are the most significant mass movement in U.S. politics since the rise of the Christian right more than two decades ago. And, by all appearances, they are far from finished with their task: recreating the Democratic Party in the image of the conservative machine they have set out to destroy.”


Under unrelenting pressure from the netroots, Chait argues, the Democratic Party “is indeed undergoing a comprehensive reformation, as is liberalism in general. At the end of this reformation, what will the left look like? It will look a lot more like the Republican machine that prevailed in Florida. It will be nastier and more ruthless, and less concerned with intellectual or procedural niceties. It will be more of a disciplined movement and less of a collection of idiosyncratic personalities.”


There is no question that the progressive wing of the netroots is presently a powerful force in Democratic politics. This movement has as a goal the enforcement of party discipline. How effective the netroots can be in this somewhat authoritarian task will become clear with time. In one regard the netroots have been indisputably crucial, turning the Web into a major source of campaign contributions. The left Internet community has taken the lead in democratizing campaign finance, a development spurred by new technologies permitting the collection of small contributions through online credit card donations. This money has made the Democratic Party—for the first time in recent memory—fully competitive in fundraising with the GOP.


The growth of the netroots has also served, however, to exacerbate Democratic vulnerabilities: the domination of both the party agenda and the party machinery by a highly educated and affluent, predominantly white elite whose social-cultural views and values are as far, or farther, to the left of most voters as conservative Christians are to the right. In a May 2007 post titled “A Quick Note on Diversity in the Blogosphere” Chris Bowers, one of the most astute participants in and analysts of the blogosphere, detailed on My DD  some pertinent characteristics of the netroots:




We know from repeated studies that the progressive, political blogosphere skews toward the following demographics: 85–90% white, 60–65% male, very high income ($75–$80K average income), and the highly educated (40–50% advanced degrees, and 80–85% four year degrees). Now, we also know that such demographic skews are not representative of the Democratic Party, of the progressive movement, or of America.





Much of the attempt to enforce party discipline by the netroots plays into the age-old problem of left schism—the tendency of the left to splinter or fracture into warring factions—that has plagued not only the Democratic Party, but almost all parties of the left in the United States since at least the beginning of the last century. In brief, there is always a strong and vocal constituency convinced that the party and its leaders are not liberal, progressive, or radical enough. This was true during New Deal, when there was a proliferation of groups on the left fighting each other, culminating not only in the 1948 presidential campaign of Henry Wallace, but also in the election of a Republican House and Senate in 1952 and in the Eisenhower presidency from 1953 and 1960.


In the 1960s, the student left, the New Left, the civil rights, women’s liberation, and antiwar movements were all engaged in a prolonged battle with the Democratic Party, resulting, among other things, in the Eugene McCarthy campaign of 1968 and in Richard Nixon’s occupancy of the White House from 1969 to 1974.


A political party without internal debate and conflict would be a dictatorial institution, unfit for democracy. But the intensity of hostilities on the left often reaches such heights that internal doctrinal and ideological disputes supersede conflict with the opposition party. The Iraq war has produced for the Democrats a heightened level of intraparty combat, pitting such groups as Moveon.org and Code Pink against the Democratic congressional leadership. Hillary Clinton, Joe Lieberman, Robert Rubin, and the Democratic Leadership Council represent, for many on the left, insidious forces of evil.


While slightly outside the realm of party conflict, much of the netroots views the liberal “mainstream media” as the lackey of corporate and Republican America, despite the fact that the mainstream media provides the netroots with at least 90 percent of the content it uses to attack the Republican Party.
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It is unfair and unrealistic to expect the Democratic leaders of the House and Senate to transform the Democratic Party. The primary obligation of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid is to their members, to accommodate their individual political needs, and, above all, to facilitate their re-election— keeping in mind that the Democratic Congressional majority is slender, with an advantage of only thirty-one seats in the House as of this writing, and two seats in the Senate.
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The first legitimate test of the party will be the selection of a 2008 presidential nominee. There are some who see in Barack Obama a candidate who will fundamentally transform the Democratic Party. This remains to be seen, as do the strengths and weakness of the rest of the field, including Hillary Clinton, John Edwards, Bill Richardson, Chris Dodd, etc. Nonetheless, the party is visibly attempting to conform itself to political exigencies as they become manifest.


The Republican Party, in the wake of defeat in 2006—facing the possibility of rejection in 2008—is also showing signs of struggle as it responds and adapts. The attacks of 9/11 bought time for the Republican ascendancy, putting off the day of reckoning that some of the party’s top strategists had already begun to prophesy. The dangers facing Republicans were apparent before the World Trade Towers fell: Bill Clinton had won the presidency twice, and Al Gore won the popular vote in 2000 by a margin of 543,895 votes.


Alex Castellanos, a media consultant to the 2000 and 2004 Bush campaigns, and an operative in this cycle for Romney, was the author of the famous “white hands” commercial used by North Carolina Republican Senator Jesse Helms in 1990 to defeat black challenger Harvey Gant. That commercial showed two white hands crumpling a rejection letter as the narrator delivered a voice-over: “You needed that job, but they had to give it to a minority.” By late 2002, Castellanos recognized that strategies relying on manipulation of race prejudice had begun to incur very high costs: “The left side of the spectrum is growing. Our side is shrinking. The Reagan coalition is not enough to win anymore. . . . The big states of the future are majority-minority states,” Castellanos contended, meaning that in many states whites would soon constitute less than half the population. In addition, Castellanos noted, the women’s rights revolution had succeeded, and economic power had become concentrated in working women’s hands as never before: “It’s a much more diverse country that is no longer run by a bunch of stiff old white guys in suits,” said Castellanos.2


Another top Republican strategist, speaking off the record, echoed Castellanos, “We have just about maxed out with white men. . . . When you look into the future, all you see is smaller numbers, and more and more Hispanics. Look at Texas. Unless we do something, in a decade or so it’s going to go the way of California,” a former Republican stronghold that now tilts decisively Democratic. “We have to adapt to survive.”3


Castellanos and other Republican operatives are actively exploring a range of strategies—some cosmetic, some substantive— to deal with the growing strength of an electorate tilting to the center-left on women’s rights and “values” issues generally. Aware that the tide is running against them, GOP elites are prepared to accommodate and adjust—as the conservative movement has continuously since 1964—with the goal of triumph at the polls the first priority.


The Bush administration’s Iraq fiasco has for the moment destroyed the GOP’s advantage on issues of military competence. In the absence of that advantage, and with the withering of the advantage the party held on social-moral issues, the GOP is likely to be forced to accelerate a process of internal restructuring. The initial success of Rudy Giuliani—a pro-gay rights, pro-abortion, anti-gun candidate—in the first stages of the Republican presidential contest, in and of itself suggests that the Republican Party is reacting and evolving. Similarly, Romney’s “flip-flop” on abortion and gay marriage may have benefits as well as disadvantages.


The post–Goldwater Republican Party has proven strikingly resilient. As argued in this book, the GOP is a coalition of the dominant, including (but not limited to) those who thrive on aggression in corporate and military careers; religious leaders who run their churches entrepreneurially to acquire market share; hedge fund, venture capital, and take-over specialists who thrive on high-risk deals and hard-edged negotiations; and representatives of big and small business engaged in a constant fight to maintain profits in bruisingly competitive globalized markets.


While it is true that Democrats have made substantial gains among the affluent, those gains have been concentrated among generally less domineering and belligerent constituencies: salaried employees in education, the helping professions, the arts, the natural and social sciences, knowledge workers, “creatives,” and so forth. These upscale Democrats are, in the main (but not exclusively), men and women who have gotten ahead on the basis of educational attainment and information-processing skills, rather than on their aptitude for crushing competitors or the intensity of their drive to amass power and wealth.


The past half-century suggests—but does not guarantee—that the Republican Party will once again reemerge as fully competitive, as it did after the Goldwater debacle, Watergate, Iran-Contra, and the failure of the Republican Congress to impeach Bill Clinton.


My view continues to be that unless Democrats can contain internal conflict; pay closer attention to feedback from voters; place the viability of the party ahead of the agendas of individual interest groups; respond with greater skill—and with fewer missteps—to the evolving social-cultural landscape; formulate a more supple and sophisticated strategy in terms of their multiracial, multiethnic constituency; improve the delivery of government services they favor; mesh the material interests of their poor and of their affluent backers; recruit candidates who demonstrably elicit followership; and learn to compete with the brutality and focus of their opponents—a durable center-left coalition will be difficult if not impossible to achieve or sustain.


This book is meant to draw attention to the competitive hurdles the Democratic Party and its partisans face. It is my conviction that without understanding the successes and the modus operandi of its opponents, the Democratic Party will be at a recurrent disadvantage. At present, the GOP has fumbled the ball. The Democratic Party, if it learns from its mistakes, could have a shot.


June 13, 2007 




New York














Preface


This book sets the stage for presidential and congressional elections over the next decade and beyond. Some of the major points that Building Red America explores and develops are:







	More than in the past, the Republican Party has become a coalition of the dominant, while the Democratic Party has become, in large part, an alliance of the socially and economically subdominant and those who identify with them.


	While there has been a growing recognition of the role of civil rights and of issues directly related to race in shaping partisan identity and voting behavior, much less thought has been given to the pivotal role in American politics of the sexual and women’s rights revolutions and the effective use by the Republican Party of reaction to these insurgencies.


	The conservative movement has successfully merged explicit and concealed biases against minorities, homosexuals, “illegal” immigrants, and “radical” feminists with ideological opposition to interventionist government and higher taxes.


	Insufficient attention has been paid by supporters of the Democratic Party to the business and money revolutions of the past quarter century and to the impact on the American progressive movement of the failure of non-market economies in Europe and elsewhere.


	The Democratic Party has substantial vulnerabilities. It is no longer a populist coalition but is now controlled by a well-educated, relatively affluent, socially liberal elite that sets much of the party’s program. At the same time, the rank and file of the party—the majority of its voters—are women and men from the bottom half of the economic order. There is a wide gulf separating the culturally liberal agenda of the party’s leadership elite and the pressing material needs of the party’s disadvantaged, disproportionately African American and Hispanic constituents. This disconnect has led to short-lived and transient Democratic victories while seriously obstructing the ability of the party to forge and maintain a powerful, resilient biracial, multiethnic coalition.


	Although the Republican Party has dominated American politics over the past forty years, it has not achieved a political realignment. Instead, the GOP has developed the capacity to eke out victory by slim margins in a majority of closely contested elections, losing intermittently but winning more than half the time. It is likely to continue this pattern for the foreseeable future. Conservatives have, furthermore, created a political arena in which winning Democrats are likely to find themselves forced to move to the right.


	When contemporary Republicans win office, their agenda is not moderate. Their effort has been to dismantle the welfare state, a structure built up over the last two-thirds of the twentieth century.


	The GOP has succeeded in institutionalizing a powerful, well-funded, durable infrastructure protecting conservative legislation and regulatory policies to secure ground it has gained, even when Democrats intermittently wrest control of one or more of the branches of government. To quote directly from the first chapter of the book: “In victory and defeat, the conservative Republican Party is certain to continue to press its agenda of weaning individuals from ‘dependency’ on the state. When out of power, the conservative movement has the resources and the managerial expertise to protect and preserve its ideological and institutional edifice intact. When the movement regains a base of elected power, conservatism is primed and ready to capitalize on prior successes, its agenda ever more aggressive and far reaching.”
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The argument made over the following eight chapters is by no means summarized in this preface. The rise of contemporary conservatism in America and the inevitable reconfiguration of both political parties is an ongoing process. This is the fourth book I have written on the subject, and I suspect that it will not be the last.
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1
Democratic Party 
Weaknesses Have Magnified
 Republican Party Advantages


The two major American political parties are close to parity in numbers of voters, but the Republican Party holds a set of T advantages, some substantial and some marginal. Although these advantages do not guarantee victory in any individual election, cumulatively they have given the GOP an edge—an edge the GOP has maintained for almost four decades.


First, the GOP is the party of the socially and economically dominant and of those who identify with the dominant. It is the party of the affluent, of CEOs, of the managerial elite, of successful entrepreneurs, of viable small businesses. It is the party of those blue- and white-collar workers with a record of holding their own in market competition, the party of more stable families, and of those belonging to ascendant rather than to waning religious communities. In 2004, 87.5 percent of citizens who voted Republican in the presidential election were white.


The Democratic Party, conversely, is the party of the so-called “subdominant” and of those who identify with the subdominant, including those upper-income voters who have taken the side of the insurgents in the sexual, women’s rights, and civil rights revolutions. Roughly two-thirds of the Democratic Party’s adherents are Americans who struggle to survive in an increasingly brutal competitive environment. The party is also the representative of organized labor and of the leadership of old-line religious denominations— institutions in decline.


In a struggle between two numerically equal forces, the side more broadly skilled in economic combat, whose constituents control more resources; the side more accustomed to the rigors of the market, more practiced in the arts of commerce and marketing; the side with greater access to corporate power; the side more adept at risk management; the side with the means to repeatedly assemble and sustain long-lasting, powerful coalitions; the side that has revealed ruthless proficiency in winning and in shaping American institutions to its purposes; the side that has behind it most of those at the helm of the financial, technological, commercial, and information revolutions—this side has had a substantial long-term advantage.


This book argues that, unless the Democratic Party finds a way to defeat Republican “wedge issue” strategies, radically improves its organizational foundations, resolves its internal divisions on national security, formulates a compelling position on the use of force, addresses the schisms generated by its stands on moral, racial, and cultural issues, develops the capacity to turn Republican positions on sociocultural matters into a liability, devises an economic program capable of generating—and generating belief in—wealth, broadens its voter base, recruits candidates who sufficiently embody (or can be portrayed to embody) credible military leadership and mainstream populist values, and develops a strategy to hold together a biracial, multiethnic coalition—or unless the population of the disadvantaged swells—the odds are that the Republican Party will continue to maintain, over the long term, a thin but durable margin of victory.


In order to reverse the rightward drift of the electorate, Democrats will have to grapple with voters who hold “illiberal” views, as expressed by a Republican voter from Memphis, Tennessee:




Gun activists are sick of having to get a license, and a stamp on that license, there are people who want government to stop forcing integration down their throats, there are people who want government to stop pushing that men and women are the same. There are people who want the government to keep its hands off their wallets, who are sick of getting a surly bureaucrat on the phone, sick of getting a busy signal at Social Security, sick of getting wrong answers from the IRS, sick of waiting in line at the Post Office, sick of wasting a day at the DMV, sick of vagrants in the public library, sick of incompetent schools, overcrowded classrooms, dirty lavatories, and teachers who can’t spell, sick of police who are more like criminals than law enforcement officers, sick of waiting on hold when they call 911, sick of their garbage being spilled, sick of burned-out streetlights, potholes, road work that goes on for months, traffic jams that double their commute time, paychecks going to taxes for services they don’t believe will be there when they need them—sick of the whole damn thing.





It is this kind of worldview that Grover Norquist, president of Americans for Tax Reform, has capitalized on in building his “leave us alone coalition,” which has successfully demonized government and forged an alliance of economic conservatives, libertarians, and social conservatives in support of the Republican Party.


For Democrats, although an aggressive attempt to exploit Republican vulnerabilities on corruption is necessary (lobbyist Jack Abramoff, Republican Majority Leader Tom DeLay, Ohio Representative Bob Ney, California Representative Duke Cunningham, etc.), by itself a focus on corruption can produce only short-term gains. Nor is the quagmire in Iraq enough to guarantee Democrats a reliable progressive coalition. The last years of the Vietnam War hurt the GOP but by no means killed it. Watergate was a more serious scandal than allegations in 2006 of corruption affecting the GOP. Watergate, and America’s defeat under Republican leadership in Vietnam, produced major congressional victories for the Democrats in 1974 and gave them the presidency in 1976. All those gains and more were swept away in 1980 with Ronald Reagan’s victory and the Republican takeover of the Senate.


Despite the post-Watergate, post-Vietnam Democratic victory of 1976, the Republican Party went on to control the White House for twenty of the next twenty-eight years, the Senate for eighteen of the next twenty-six years, and the House for twelve of the next twenty-six years.


Furthermore, when Democrats have seized the reins of power, episodically over the last forty years, they have been hampered by their weakened condition, unable, for example, to shape the legislative process during the first two years (1992–1994) of Bill Clinton’s term, a time in which the Democratic Party technically commanded the legislative and executive branches of government.
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As of mid-2006, the Republican Party is in charge of all three branches of the federal government: it controls twenty-eight of the fifty governorships and twenty state legislatures to the Democrats’ nineteen (ten are split, and Nebraska is unicameral). In addition, Republicans have appointed more judges to the current federal bench than Democrats: 362 Republican to 291 Democratic appointees on the federal district courts, 97 Republican to 66 Democratic appointees on the federal appeals courts, and 7 Republican to 2 Democratic appointees on the U.S. Supreme Court.


While Republicans will lose individual elections—as they lost the Senate for the eight years between 1986 and 1994 and the White House, with the help of Ross Perot, in 1992 and 19961 —their track record and the trend lines over the past four decades suggest that, in America today, the GOP has bested the Democratic Party in the symbolic manipulation of controversial sociocultural issues touching upon national security, patriotism, race, sex, and religion. The Republican Party has both capitalized upon and driven political polarization, speaking to genuine cultural needs and at the same time ruthlessly deploying deeply divisive social/cultural “wedge issues” so that the GOP has come to set the national agenda.






THE REPUBLICAN STRENGTH IN 
INTER-PARTY COMPETITION


Republican advantages in inter-party competition include a business ethos that concentrates heavily on long- and short-range cal-culations to keep and expand market share and its success, to date, in preventing a second terrorist attack. Republican planners and operatives from Ray Bliss to Lee Atwater to Haley Barbour to Karl Rove have a record of strategizing both in terms of candidates and multi-year party interests. In the arena of party-building, the Democrats have no counterparts to these men. The conservative movement itself—independent of the GOP—has been resilient. This movement continues, even as individual Republican officeholders and strategists come and go—notably, Nixon, Atwater, and Reagan.


Over the past forty years, the Republican Party and the conservative movement have together created a juggernaut—a loosely connected but highly coordinated network of individuals and organizations—with a shared stake in a strong, centralized political machine. This machine includes the national party itself, a collection of campaign contributors large and small, a majority of the country’s business and trade associations, the bulk of the corporate lobbying community, and an interlocking alliance of muscular conservative “values” organizations and churches (The Family Research Council, The Coalition for Traditional Values, Focus on the Family, the Southern Baptist Convention, thriving Pentecostal, evangelical, and right-leaning Catholic communities, and so forth). It includes a powerful array of conservative foundations with focused social and economic agendas (Scaife, Bradley, Olin, Koch, Smith Richardson, Carthage, Earhart, etc.), as well as prosperous right-of-center think tanks such as the American Enterprise Institute, the Cato Institute, the Free Congress Foundation, the Heritage Foundation, and the Manhattan Institute. This interlocking alliance—a “new conservative labyrinth”—has proven deft at redefining key American concepts of social justice, at marketing conservative ideologies in both domestic and international affairs, and at successfully integrating these redefined ideals—in the eyes of many voters—with goals of economic efficiency.


The Republican Party has secured and formalized a stronger compact with corporate America than at any time since the 1920s. This web of corporate power, party organizations, research and policy institutions, philanthropic foundations, religious groups, interest groups such as the National Rifle Association (NRA), and lobbyists supports and finances not only the party but its intellectual champions, its public relations initiatives, its candidates, and its officeholders. It serves as a system for the cultivation and nurturance of political talent, providing opportunities, jobs, and the chance to get rich to those committed to the GOP and to the conservative cause.


This network acts as a powerful force buttressing the Republican legislative and regulatory agenda. It focuses on the dissemination of conservative ideas—social, moral, cultural, military, geopolitical, and economic—and it remains constantly on the lookout for ways to splinter, weaken, and demonize the left coalition and the intellectual and moral convictions of the Democratic Party. This conservative confederation has succeeded in permanently tainting the core doctrinal underpinnings of the Democratic alliance: the ideologies of modern racial, social, and economic liberalism.


The Republican Party and its allies in the business community, in the conservative movement, in the foreign policy community, and on the religious right have set up an astonishingly ambitious goal: to remake America—as well as America’s role in the world. What gives this endeavor its grandiose aspect is that the GOP is working with the slimmest of political margins. The Republican program is not the expression of a broad public agreement. It is the agenda of a conservative elite expert in capturing the support of a slender majority of the electorate and seizing control of the nation’s political machinery.


The potential vulnerability and tenuousness of the Republican coalition has forced the GOP to adopt a strategy of consciously building a Republican voting majority, a loyal base secured by elaborate institutional scaffolding, engineered to remain intact through inevitable periods of defeat. The building of a political stronghold at a time of heightened political competition requires aggressive polarizing strategies—many touching upon issues of race, rights, and sex—designed to strengthen and reward allies and to weaken and deplete the resources of adversaries. Such stratagems explicitly reject the politics of consensus and exploit the conception of the American electorate as made up of two warring camps, one on the right and one on the left.


First and foremost, Republican political strategy requires the concentration of as much power as possible in the executive branch—in the hands of the president and of his closest allies and operatives. The Bush administration has set about achieving this goal with determination. The administration’s refusal to give Congress information about the meetings between executives from major oil companies and Vice-President Richard Cheney’s secret energy task force, its assertion of the right to wage unilateral, preemptive war, and its strenuous defense of presidential authority to order secret surveillance, interrogations, imprisonments, and war-rantless wiretapping have all been part of a drive to concentrate power in the White House. So, too, have been the appointments to the Supreme Court of John Roberts and Samuel Alito, both strong supporters of executive prerogative.






Business Firmly in the Republican Corner


Corporate America has lined up behind the broader goals of the Republican Party. Virtually every major industrial and commercial sector now sees itself as more advantaged by Republican policies than by Democratic policies. This allegiance to the GOP is graphically evident in the pattern of campaign contributions, but the depth of the commitment is even better reflected in the willingness of the CEOs and chairmen of businesses large and small to devote substantial personal time and energy to the Bush campaign, competing to win such honorifics as “Pioneers,” “Rangers,” and “Super Rangers.”


With American business firmly in its corner—including such major trade associations as the Business Roundtable, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the National Association of Manufacturers, and the National Federation of Independent Business—the Republican Party has not only substantial business acumen behind it but has added credibility in debates over tax and spending, as well as financial backing for its cultural and moral agenda. Again, even though the Democrats may return temporarily to power and business interests may be forced to allocate campaign contributions in a more bipartisan manner, the long-term strategic interests of the American corporate community dictate its enduring alliance with, and strong financial support for, the GOP and for the larger conservative movement.






Leveraging Anger


In the political arena, the Republican Party has successfully enlisted support for its program by tapping and exploiting the anger and cultural anxiety of middle- and lower-income white Americans. The GOP has courted those white voters whose interests are overwhelmingly focused on tempering, if not altogether rolling back, the civil rights movement, on forcibly stemming the tide of migrants from developing countries, on seeking to decelerate or reverse libertarian cultural trends, and on re-establishing what they see as a “decent and honorable” society. To this end, the GOP and its allies in the conservative movement have focused on hot-button appeals concerning moral values such as “the homosexual lifestyle,” the “rights of the unborn,” or “illegal” immigration.


The votes of these middle- and working-class, culturally conservative whites have been deployed for noncultural objectives as well—to provide backing for the Republican economic agenda, especially for tax cuts directed at business interests and the wealthy, for policies favoring powerful energy interests, and for a reduction in regulations and other burdens on corporations and the affluent. Middle- and working-class white voters have supported the Republican emphasis on cutting government spending on social welfare programs—despite the fact that these programs are of potential benefit to themselves—in part because these tax dollars provide proportionally larger benefits to racial and ethnic minorities, who make up a larger proportion of the poor, often conceptualized by social moderates and conservatives as the “undeserving” poor.






Coded Rhetoric


The Republican Party has assembled a coalition of supporters who can be reached by code words or coded phrases that signal the reliability of a candidate to voters who have conservative values, interests, and “anger points.”2 A candidate affirming his or her support for “family values” or for the physical display of religious symbols such as the Ten Commandments in public areas, using the noun “Democrat” as an adjective (as in “Democrat senator praises bin Laden”), or simply describing himself or herself as a conservative is indicating, in the symbolic language of politics, opposition to taxes, to “big government,” to gay marriage, to affirmative action, and to key court-ordered remedies for racial segregation, while supporting deregulation, religious expression in the public sphere—including prayer in the schools—the overturn of Roe v. Wade, lower taxes, and abstinence education.


Words and phrases such as “the culture of life,” “frivolous lawsuits,” “activist judges,” “class action reform,” “gun liability,” “the death tax,” “make tax relief permanent,” “ownership society,” “liberal,” “school prayer,” “marriage between a man and a woman,” responsibility, and even “Harvard” signal support, to those sensitive to such cues, for a larger conservative package. While Republicans have used modern technology to discover the anger points that mobilize individual voters, the party has also developed an encompassing rhetoric to signal sympathy to those constituencies it is most interested in getting to the polls.


The roots of contemporary conservative rhetoric go directly back to the issue of race in the early 1960s. Alabama Governor George Corley Wallace, the southern Democrat who ran for president as a segregationist independent in 1968, laid much of the groundwork for the development of contemporary Republican conservative populism, driven by opposition to the civil rights movement in the 1960s, and expanding steadily to encompass opposition to abortion, welfare, crime, homosexuality, “radical” feminism, and aspects of the sexual revolution.


Wallace’s 1963 gubernatorial inaugural speech is most famous for its direct appeal to racial hatred—“I say . . . segregation today, . . . segregation tomorrow, . . . segregation forever”—but what is more striking, in retrospect, is how Wallace captured and articulated forty years ago key elements of the language and imagery routinely invoked today in the speech of mainstream Republican candidates and officeholders. Many of the ideas and phrases in Wallace’s 1963 inaugural address are regularly referred to or paraphrased by Republican politicians in the contemporary North and South.


After his famous “segregation forever” line, Wallace hit a number of familiar notes, by now so often used by Republicans on the stump that their origins have become invisible:




We are faced with an idea that if a centralized government [federal judges] assumes enough authority, enough power over its people, that it can provide a utopian life. . . . It is a government that . . . buys its power from us, . . . credit without responsibilities to the debtors, . . . our children. . . .Governments do not produce wealth; . . . people produce wealth. . . . As the government must restrict and penalize and tax incentive and endeavor and must increase its expenditures, . . . then this government must assume more and more police powers and we find we are become government-fearing people, . . . not God-fearing people. . . . Government has become our god. . . . Pseudo-liberal spokesmen and some Harvard advocates have never examined the logic of its substitution of what it calls “human rights” for individual rights. . . . Progressives tell us that our Constitution was written for “horse and buggy” days. . . . So were the Ten Commandments. . . . Power politics that led a group of men on the Supreme Court . . . to issue an edict, based not on legal precedent, . . .which said our Constitution is outdated and must be changed . . . led this same group of men to . . . [forbid] little school children to say a prayer, . . . [to remove] the words “in God we trust.” . . . We have placed this sign, “In God We Trust,” upon our State Capitol on this Inauguration Day as physical evidence of determination to renew the faith of our fathers. . . . Such physical evidence is evidently a direct violation of the logic of that Supreme Court in Washington D.C., and if they or their spokesmen in this state wish to term this defiance, . . . I say . . . then let them make the most of it.





Even as many voters today have their attention focused not only on racial matters but on a host of other issues—taxes, religion, federal judges, liberals, prayer, centralized government, and so on—in political terms, racially coded rhetoric has served over the past four decades to bring together—to “bundle”—and to unify key Republican messages.






REPUBLICAN GOALS


Perhaps the first and central policy goal of the GOP, whether in the majority or the minority, has been to break the trust, originally forged by Franklin Roosevelt during the Great Depression, be- tween the government and millions of its less advantaged citizens. It was this alliance that became the basis of the New Deal Coalition. The Republican Party has had the consistent aim of replacing this collective project with an entirely different ethos, one of individualism. This ethos dictates that the provision of key goods such as health care, retirement security, and protection from natural or other catastrophes is no longer a public responsibility, the province of government, but rather a matter of personal duty with responsibility for basic survival needs falling on the individual instead of the state. In the Republican view, risks are to be shifted as much as possible from government to the lone citizen.


The function of government, in the view of the GOP and its advocates, is limited to facilitating “the ownership society,” the ability of the individual to contract with private sector institutions— banks, brokerage houses, investment advisors, financial planners, insurance firms, physicians, nursing homes, pharmaceutical suppliers, hospitals, disaster and risk management firms, conservative churches, and “faith-based” charities—for essential services. Insofar as politics is a form of competition for limited resources, these policies continue to shift government resources, tangible and intangible, away from racial and ethnic minorities—an objective not only of the opponents of racial integration but also one that is, intentionally or not, to the advantage of those who are already dominant and who happen to be white.


Conservatives have been helped inestimably in their antigovernment project by the daily inefficiencies of government, as expressed by the angry Memphis voter quoted above. The monopoly nature of government guarantees that public services will often lag in quality behind those delivered in the competitive private sector. Americans are used to—and require—a high level of quality in the services they purchase; this expectation works to the disadvantage of those who support government and to the advantage of those who do not.


The second major goal of the contemporary Republican Party and of the conservative movement has been the easing of regulations and the reduction of labor and social welfare costs viewed as inimical to the interests of American business. Republican supporters from the corporate community seek government help in shedding burdensome, legislatively mandated obligations in order to strengthen firms facing competitors from China, India, former Soviet bloc countries in Europe, and Latin America. Some of these labor and regulatory costs were imposed through initiatives dating back to the Roosevelt administration, especially the National Labor Relations Act, but many were enacted into law in the 1960s and 1970s: the Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967, regulations enacted by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (1970) and the Environmental Protection Agency (1970), the Clean Air Act (1970), the Clean Water Act (1972), the Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 (ERISA), consumer protection legislation, the expansion of programs directed at the poor, such as food stamps, and regulations supporting, enforcing, and expanding provisions of the Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts of 1964 and 1965.


The third goal of the GOP has been to demonstrate military leadership, to revive and reassert the nation’s armed strength to maintain a dominant global presence, and to forestall other countries from eroding American power or diminishing American access to energy and other resources. The result has been the adoption by the Bush administration of an explicit policy declaring the right of the United States unilaterally to initiate preemptive war. As the White House put it in a document released by the National Security Council in September 2002:




The United States has long maintained the option of preemptive actions to counter a sufficient threat to our national security. The greater the threat, the greater is the risk of inaction— and the more compelling the case for taking anticipatory action to defend ourselves, even if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of the enemy’s attack. To forestall or prevent such hostile acts by our adversaries, the United States will, if necessary, act preemptively.





The fourth goal of the contemporary GOP has been to approximate a restoration of traditional morality and traditional family structures that characterized American culture before the oral contraceptive pill became widely available in the mid-1960s and before surgical abortion became legal and safe in 1973, developments that spurred the far-reaching sexual revolution, which came to include both homosexual and heterosexual participants. In many respects, the conservative morality agenda carries the highest political risks, both in its potential to mobilize the left and to divide the right.






ATTACKING DEMOCRATIC IDEOLOGIES


Pursuit of all four of these Republican goals requires a sustained effort to attack and marginalize powerful ideological currents within the Democratic Party:



	the commitment to government intervention to redistribute wealth; 


	the aggressive use of the regulatory state to protect the environment and the workplace; 


	the commitment to defend and expand rights for, and to redress past discrimination against, racial and ethnic minorities; 


	affirmative support for expanded opportunities for women—particularly for working women and single mothers; 


	the commitment to offer government-mandated protections to once-stigmatized groups such as homosexuals; 


	the pledge to maximize rights, and to redistribute them if necessary, regarding sexual privacy, self-potentiation, and “expressive individualism”;


	an aversion to the use of coercive measures in law enforcement, including opposition to police brutality, capital punishment, and harsh sentencing guidelines; and 


	a reluctance to use the instruments of war and military action to resolve resource competitions and other conflict—evolving from liberal opposition, in the aftermath ofWorld War II, to the development of atomic weapons and to the escalating nuclear arms race.




During the Vietnam War, with its universal draft, antiwar sentiment became a hallmark of the new Democratic left. This sentiment became institutionalized within the party, as antiwar activists assumed leadership positions following the McGovern commission reforms after the 1968 election.


All of these Democratic Party issue positions—which create clear opportunities for the GOP—have been reinforced by the gender gap that first appeared in 1980. The gender gap was created by the departure of men from the Democratic Party, not, as often claimed, by the movement of women to the Democratic Party. By 2004, the gap led to a majority female Democratic Party (54 percent female and 46 percent male) and a majority male Republican Party. Gender gap trends from 1996 to 2004 suggest that male allegiance to the Democratic Party has continued to weaken: Clinton carried women by sixteen percentage points and lost men by one; Gore carried women by eleven points and lost men by eleven—a ten-point negative swing among men and a five-point negative swing among women. Kerry lost men by the same margin as Gore and carried women only by three points, an eight-point drop.


According to National Election Studies (NES) data, women are far more opposed to the use of force than are men. Political scientists Benjamin I. Page and Robert Y. Shapiro of Northwestern University and Columbia University, in their study of public attitudes, The Rational Public, stated, “In practically all realms of foreign and domestic policy, women are less belligerent than men. They are more supportive of arms control and peaceful foreign relations; they are more likely to oppose weapons buildups or the use of force. They much more frequently favor gun control and oppose capital punishment.” Equally important, Page and Shapiro found that “more women than men have favored policies which aid the poor, the unemployed, the sick, and others in need. This kind of difference has also applied to key policies concerning consumer protection, personal safety, and protection of the environment, with more women than men favoring regulation.”


The gender gap—both the preference of women for the Democratic Party and the flight of men to the GOP—has been reinforced by the emergence of women in powerful positions in the Democratic Party. Among them are House Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi (California) and Senator Hillary Clinton (New York), a potential candidate for the Democratic presidential nomination in 2008. Emily’s List, the Feminist Majority, the National Women’s Caucus, NOW, and NARAL are currently among the most influential interest groups within the Democratic Party, providing ammunition for those who characterize the Democrats as the “Mommy” or “Nanny” party and who feel that only the GOP is genuinely hospitable to men.






Liberal Institutions Are Easy Targets for Republican Attack


While the Democratic Party has an extensive network of defenders in the advocacy community on the left, these center-left groups operate on uncertain terrain. They have to date been less aggressive, less innovative, less resourceful and entrepreneurial, less hard-nosed in their media tactics, less effective in influencing the outcome of policy debates, and less systematically focused on the political dimension of their goals than their conservative counterparts. Though these progressive groups have achieved successes (for example, defeating the 1987 Bork nomination to the Supreme Court), they now operate with a far more unreliable base of support than similar Republican associations.


Democratic institutions have precipitously faded in political influence by failing to leverage their sdollars as efficiently as Republicans and by seeking policy goals (for example, protecting the free speech rights of cable TV and Internet pornographers) that often incite moral opposition among a critical mass of voters. Liberal institutions have proven susceptible to Republican attack and have lost ground as donors and adherents have become discouraged, turning their attention to new causes. America Coming Together (ACT), The Media Fund, the Institute for Policy Studies, Common Cause, the Industrial Areas Foundation, Operation PUSH, the NAACP, and the mainline denominations of the National Council of Churches (NCC) are only a few examples.


Other left organizations—People for the American Way, Americans United for Separation of Church and State, the Human Rights Campaign, and the ACLU—have retained supporters but pursue policy initiatives that, in the eyes of critics, cost Democrats more votes than they recruit. In general, the left establishment has placed a far higher priority on specific, narrow legislative and policy goals, on grassroots demonstration projects, on ad hoc victories, and on culturally inflammatory initiatives that expend moral capital rather than on building political power through Democratic Party victories.


Many organizations on the right, in contrast, see the future of the Republican Party and their own policy agendas as inextricably intertwined, with success or failure linked directly to the victory or defeat of Republican candidates.






Democratic Supporters Are Split into Two Factions


The long-term liabilities of the Democratic Party are deeply rooted in the history of the past half-century. In the more than forty years since 1964, political liberalism has undergone a major conceptual transformation, and its supporters have divided into two major factions.


The larger of these two major factions, the one making up just over 60 percent of all Democratic voters, is composed of an alliance of the socially and economically disadvantaged. They are joined by the shared goal of seeking government help in meeting essential material needs, income transfers, a haven from market pressures, and at times protection from majoritarian cultural norms. During the 1930s and 1940s, this relatively disadvantaged component of the Democratic Party was dominated by the traditional working class: skilled and unskilled private sector workers, many of whom were just beginning to form unions. Globalization and deindustrialization have decimated the ranks of this Democratic constituency.


Currently, the lower-income, “downscale” wing of the Democratic Party includes, but is not limited to, a number of overlapping groups:




	The victims of economic competition—poorly paid workers and workers in downsizing sectors.


	The unemployed and the unemployable. Only 45 percent of those of voting age in the bottom third of the income distribution are employed, compared to 80 percent of those in the top third. The low-income unemployed include the elderly, unmarried mothers at home with children, students, and the disabled.


	Union members, older white Southerners, and public employees who are committed to the Democratic Party for either historical reasons or because they believe that the party does in fact represent their interests better than the GOP.


	Ethnic and racial minorities—roughly 90 percent of African Americans, about two-thirds of Hispanic voters, a significant proportion of Muslims, and Southeast Asians—all of whom have been historically barred from social and economic participation. 


	Those seeking support from the government as they struggle to deal with the aftermath of the sociocultural revolutions of the past forty years, revolutions that have led to an explosive growth in childbearing by unmarried women (which reached a record high of 35.7 percent in 2004 for the entire United States and 69.2 percent in 2004 among African Americans, according to the CDC’s National Center for Health Statistics) and divorce rates approaching 50 percent, leaving many single mothers and children in need of taxpayer-provided help to finance the basic necessities of life. 


	 A population of well over 7 million Americans entangled in the criminal justice system—those with police records themselves or with family members or friends in prison, on probation, or on parole—costing federal, state, and local governments a total of $159 billion in 1999. This group includes a large population struggling with substance abuse, reliant upon government-sponsored counseling and treatment resources.


	A growing American population, heterosexual and homosexual, who are HIV positive—1,039,000 to 1,185,000 people at the end of 2004—or have AIDS—415,193 in 2004—for a total of 1.5 million people or more affected, many impoverished and dependent on government-supported drug therapy, needle-exchange programs, and medical care. Family members and friends swell the numbers of this group.




The smaller of the two major factions, “upscale Democrats,” makes up close to 40 percent of the Democratic vote and is composed of relatively well-educated, well-off, culturally liberal professionals (“information workers,” “symbol analysts,” “cre-atives,” knowledge workers, etc.). These voters have joined the Democratic Party over the past four decades, helping to compensate for the defection of middle- and lower-income whites (disproportionately male) to the GOP. From 1960 to the present, the percentage of Democratic presidential voters employed in the professions has doubled. Democratic professionals include academics, artists, designers, editors, human relations managers, lawyers, librarians, mathematicians, nurses, personnel specialists, psychologists, scientists, social workers, teachers, and therapists. While this upscale group, according to the Pew Research Center, makes up almost 40 percent of all Democratic voters, it makes up only 19 percent of all registered voters.


A solid 83 percent of these better-off Democratic voters are white. Upper-income Democratic voters have the highest education level of any Pew typology group—Democrat or Republican. Females make up 54 percent, 41 percent are college graduates, and 26 percent have some postgraduate education. They stand apart from the rest of the population in that 43 percent seldom or never attend religious services. More than one-third have never married (36 percent), 42 percent reside in urban areas, 41 percent earn at least $75,000 a year, and 77 percent do not have a gun in the home. Only 6 percent watch FOX television, whereas 37 percent go online for news. A striking 92 percent believe homosexuality should be accepted as a way of life by society, and 80 percent support gay marriage. Only 7 percent believe peace is achieved through a strong military. Fully 88 percent are persuaded that it is not necessary to believe in God to have good values.


Although this well-educated, culturally libertarian, relatively affluent progressive elite forms a minority of the Democratic electorate and a substantially smaller minority of the national electorate, it is this activist stratum that sets the agenda for the Democratic Party and that provides the majority of delegates to the national Democratic conventions, where party platforms and party rules are written. In this upscale faction are many voters who share with some—but by no means all—lower-income Democrats an oppositional stance and even animosity toward “repressive” or “conformist” mainstream social and sexual cultural norms.


The power of this wing of the Democratic Party is reflected in the centrality of a single issue—abortion rights—in weighing the credentials of nominees to the federal bench. As Democrats review the records of Republican candidates for the Supreme Court, or for appeals courts, abortion supersedes all other issues, eclipsing questions of judicial views on wages, collective bargaining, employee benefits, workplace safety, job security, disability rights, trade agreements, immigration, tenant-landlord relations, employment discrimination, and eligibility criteria for the Earned Income Tax Credit.






“Discipline versus Therapy”


The leadership of the contemporary Democratic Party pits this socially progressive, upper-echelon, activist “post-materialist” cadre against many of the most economically pressed within the party— who would arguably be better served by income transfers or public works spending than by battles as to whether the words “under God” should be included in the Pledge of Allegiance. The Democratic Party’s progressive elite is pitted, as well, against middle- and lower-income white citizens who now vote Republican and who adhere to values oriented toward “discipline” rather than “nurtur-ance”—or, to use another formulation, toward “discipline versus therapy.” These Republican voters believe that what they term “irresponsible behavior” is the cause of a broad spectrum of social ills, including the demand for abortion.


As Michael Stephens, twenty-nine, the Youth Director of the First United Methodist Church in Alpharetta, Georgia, puts it:




If someone has sex and gets pregnant and all of a sudden says, “I want to get it out,” I do not agree with that at all. Just to get rid of it because you don’t want it, there are families that want children. Taking a life, you cannot do that. Even with rape, if you don’t want the baby, you give it up for adoption.





From abortion to single motherhood to homelessness to dependence on government “handouts,” many Republican voters— both members of the Christian right and those intensely hostile to the Christian right—along with millions of independent voters, sound the theme of responsibility or of “behaving responsibly.”


Such voters are convinced, fairly or unfairly, that liberal Democratic ideology and policies undermine this standard.


In this view, Democratic leadership elites are adversaries of those Americans who are uneasy with a “permissive lifestyle,” offended by a coarsening of the popular culture, and wary of secularization, of current rates of immigration (legal and illegal), of multiculturalism, of the liberal embrace of “diversity,” of nontraditional gender roles, of what is characterized as “the gay lifestyle,” and of those seen as disruptive of conventional sexual mores. Such voters resent what they view as a tax-subsidized government dole to those who evade “personal responsibility.”


It would be a mistake, however, to oversimplify the views of social conservatives. Voters in this pool do not have a monolithic view; their concerns vary, and these concerns are all grist for the Republican mill. A retired state policeman in Georgia sees the Democratic leadership in Washington this way:




I think Kennedy, he should be in prison really because of Chappaquiddick. He should be there, no doubt about that. How can they have someone like that who has no credibility be able to ask questions of a man who is as honorable as Alito [the 2006 Alito hearings before the Senate Judiciary Committee for a seat on the US Supreme Court]. I think he is a shame and a disgrace. . . . The Democratic party, they have gone too far left. . . . Gay marriage? They can do what they want to do, I have no problems with homosexuals. However I do have problems with adoptions. I’m not saying they are going to change that child’s mind, and all. But it’s on the child in school and the future. It puts a burden on the child.





Another Georgia voter, David Loudenflager, has a different but compatible perspective:




I worked 32 years for the Arrow Shirt Company. They got bought out and downsized, then I went to work for Proctor and Gamble. . . . The Democratic Party is too much special interests. Give away everything. The gays hold a demonstration, they are right there with them. Any feminists, they are right there with them. I just think the Republican Party is more accountable, more responsible. You can’t be all things to all people. “Vote for me, I’m going to get you anything you want. Tell me what you want, I’ll go get it.” You don’t have to be accountable that way. But the Christian Coalition, I don’t like them. Again, it’s just a matter of another special interest group, as far as I’m concerned. All these people running around telling you how good they are, and how right they are. You better be careful and hold on to your wallet. That’s right, that’s how I feel.






Security: AThreshold Matter for Many Voters


Nothing has been more important to the continuing strength of the Republican Party since the beginning of the twenty-first century than the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Events on that day tapped voter fears that played directly to built-in Republican strengths while reviving the Democratic vulnerabilities on military and national security issues that have plagued the party since the 1960s.


The 9/11 attacks turned national security into a top tier issue. Even worse for the Democrats, security became a “threshold” matter for many voters, especially for women with children, who had been a key Democratic target constituency throughout the 1990s. To be considered eligible for public office after 9/11, a candidate had to cross a security threshold. Because the Democratic Party became the party of antiwar activists during the Vietnam War—particularly with the nomination of George McGovern—and because the party became increasingly hostile to defense spending, the security threshold has been a major stumbling block for the party’s candidates. Voters have consistently identified the GOP as better equipped to deal with foreign threats and military issues.


Republican strength on the issues of terrorism and security proved to be crucial assets in the 2002 and 2004 elections. In both contests, the GOP made sure these issues were front and center. At a January 17, 2002, meeting of the Republican National Committee (RNC) in Austin, Texas, Rove declared, “We can go to the country on this issue because they trust the Republican Party to do a better job of protecting and strengthening America’s military might and thereby protecting America.” Rove then added, “The second place we should go to the country is on protecting the homeland. We can go to the country confidently on this issue because Americans trust the Republican Party to do a better job of keeping our communities and families safe.”


In the November 2002 elections, the Republican margin in the House grew from nine to twenty-five seats and, in 2004, to thirty seats. In the Senate, the GOP picked up two seats to regain a fifty-one-vote majority in 2002 and strengthened that to fifty-five seats in 2004. Bush legitimated his presidency in 2004, winning reelection by an absolute majority, 50.73 percent, and defeating John F. Kerry by a solid 3,012,166 votes.


In a January 20, 2006, speech to the RNC, Rove once again made clear that the issue of security would be central to future elections:




America is at war—and so our national security is at the forefront of the minds of Americans. President Bush has established a remarkable record. He is winning the war against terrorism, promoting liberty in regions of the world that have never known it, and protecting America against attacks. The United States faces a ruthless enemy—and we need a commander-in-chief and a Congress who understand the nature of the threat and the gravity of this moment.


President Bush and the Republican Party do. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for many Democrats. . . . [W]e now hear a loud chorus of Democrats who want us to cut-and-run in Iraq. . . . To retreat before victory has been won would be a reckless act—and this President will not allow it. . . .


The Patriot Act tore down the wall that prohibited law enforcement and intelligence authorities from sharing information about terrorist threats. And the Patriot Act allowed federal investigators to pursue terrorists with tools they already used against other criminals. . . . In 2001 Congress passed this law with a large, bipartisan majority—including a vote of 98–1 in the Senate. The Patriot Act has protected the United States from attack and saved American lives—and yet the Democrat leader in the Senate, Harry Reid, recently boasted that Democrats had “killed the Patriot Act.” Republicans want to renew the Patriot Act—and Democrat leaders take special delight in trying to kill it.





Just as the Democratic Party has suffered from a “values barrier” or a “values gap” in assembling a governing coalition, it has faced a deepening national security gap since 9/11—a gap that is profoundly damaging to Democratic prospects. The 2004 Swift Boat Veterans for Truth attacks on Kerry’s record in Vietnam would not have struck home had his party not been vulnerable on the issue.3 Bush has been able to shrug off allegations concerning his controversial record of service in the Texas Air National Guard during the Vietnam War, and Cheney has been similarly immune on his avoidance of military service, because both men are insulated by the strength of their party on military issues.


As the elections of 2006 and 2008 approach, the Bush administration has begun laying the groundwork to make sure that the public recognizes the ongoing importance of national security and the threats posed by terrorism to the United States. Bush and the Pentagon began, at the start of 2006, to refer to the war on terror as “the long war,” one that, like the Cold War, might be expected to continue for decades. “Our own generation is in a long war against a determined enemy,” Bush declared in his 2006 State of the Union address.


The next day, at a press briefing, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld continued the theme: “The truth is that just as the Cold War lasted a long time, this war is something that is not going to go away. It’s not going to be settled with a signing ceremony on the USS Missouri. It is of a different nature.” The purpose of the Pentagon briefing was to outline the contents of the Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), which attempts to project security issues for the next twenty years. The opening sentence of the 2006 QDR reads: “The United States is a nation engaged in what will be a long war.”


Among the greatest advantages to the GOP has been the absence to date of a second terrorist attack on American ground. The ability of the current Bush administration to safeguard its home terrain not only strengthens the position of the Republican Party but also highlights the dangers to the Democratic Party of its positions stressing civil liberties over national security. This issue colors debate on a range of divisive security-related issues, from the Patriot Act to warrantless wiretapping by the National Security Agency and other intelligence surveillance practices and methods. Any weakness on national defense that dogs the Democratic Party is substantially amplified in the context of a “long war.”


 Furthermore, sharply divided opinion—indeed, a chasm— within the Democratic coalition (antiwar Democratic National Committee Chair Howard Dean and Representatives Nancy Pelosi and Jack Murtha, for example, on one side, and prowar Democrats like Senator Joseph Lieberman, on the other) has hindered the ability of the Democratic Party and of the broader left to capitalize on whatever public support there might be among voters for opposing the war in Iraq.






Declining Credibility of Democratic Solutions


On another front, the ability of the Democratic Party to mount an effective long-term campaign against the Republican Party has been undermined by the declining credibility of non-market solutions to economic problems and by the decreasing confidence in the ability of central governments to make key decisions on economic growth, production, wages, and related matters. Among the obstacles facing the American party of the left are the failures of the Soviet Union and of socialist or communist economies around the world, the history of underperformance of social market and welfare states in Europe, the perceived shortcomings of government interventions in the U.S. economy after the high rates of growth in the first two decades after World War II (the failure of Nixon’s wage and price controls in the 1970s, for example), and the disappointing results of domestic attempts to eliminate poverty at home—“enterprise zones,” the War on Poverty, Job Corps, Community Action, Trade Adjustment Assistance programs, and so forth.


These developments have sapped the confidence of the left in the efficacy of government-imposed restraints on business and in the value of the state as a regulator. They have demoralized backers of a redistributive agenda, and they have undermined the ability of Democrats to press the case for active government intervention in managing an economy generating enterprise, competitively viable, capable of reducing inequality among its citizens, and creating new wealth.


The failures of social democracies and of socialist regimes overseas, as well as the history of intractable stagflation in the Carter era, have made it difficult to press the case for the Democratic Party’s longtime goal of economic redistribution or for the party’s ability to raise standards of living or to generate prosperity (the Clinton years still viewed by many as the exception, not the rule). The failures of centralized economic planning have deprived the left of its greatest historical advantage: the plausible alternative the movement once presented to conservative doctrines of free market capitalism and the promise of the Democratic Party of the past that it knew how to make Americans better off in the future.


International competition has forced Democrats to confront another harsh reality that is undermining its formerly successful alliance with organized labor. American legislative and regulatory initiatives to protect domestic workers and industries, to strengthen worker rights, and to boost worker pay and benefits can no longer withstand the pressures of hypercompetition. High wages and generous benefits are now seen as driving companies overseas or out of business, thus resulting, for many American employees, in more harm than good. For instance, General Motors, Ford, and Delphi in 2005 and 2006 were forced to eliminate 84,000 jobs as a result of low-wage global competition.
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Another brutal reality is just around the corner: the nation’s Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and pension systems all face the prospect of fiscal shortfall. According to an estimate by Douglas Holtz-Eakin, the director in 2005 of the Congressional Budget Office,




people get older one year at a time. Then you layer on historical trends in health-care spending. If you take demography plus history as your guide, Medicare and Medicaid are as big in 2050 as the entire federal government is today. . . . There’s a point where, for some politician, it will be better to fix it than to let it happen. I don’t know when that is. But given how fast health-care costs are going up, that phenomenon will be a driving one.





The Democrats have been skillful in opposing Republican legislative initiatives to cut back such safety net features. In the long run, however, the Democratic Party, the architect of the American welfare state, will have to produce credible fiscal solutions to the social insurance crisis if it is to remain viable as a major political party.






THE MODERN GOP CAPITALIZES ON DEMOCRATIC WEAKNESSES DESPITE ITS OWN VULNERABILITIES


The weaknesses of the Democratic Party have magnified the advantages of the Republican Party. The ability of the GOP in recent decades to manipulate and exploit the vulnerabilities of the left demonstrates the adroitness that the GOP has shown in capitalizing on any margin in its favor. Going into the 2006 election, which appears at this writing certain to deal a setback to the GOP, the fact that the GOP has achieved victory after victory in spite of its many vulnerabilities speaks to the skill of the party and its supporters in preventing key issues, historically favorable to Democrats, from gaining traction.


The GOP has survived an era of accelerating income inequality and declining social mobility, trends that have become more widespread in recent years and have in the past benefited Democrats. From 1980 to 2004, the share of household income going to those in the bottom 60 percent of the income distribution has fallen from 30.8 percent to 26.8 percent. The share of income going to the top 0.1 percent of the population has grown the fastest of all, more than doubling to 7.4 percent. Republican success has defied the threat traditionally posed by these trends, as the disparity in resources between those at the very top and those in the bottom three quintiles of the income distribution has continued to grow.


The GOP has, in addition, survived the repeated propensity of the leaders of the Republican Party to go too far. Examples of Republican overreaching are legion, running from the nomination of arch-conservative Barry Goldwater in 1964, to Watergate, to repeated bids to eliminate or radically scale back Medicare and Social Security, to political scandals surrounding the lobbying and legislative process in Washington, to George W. Bush’s military assault on Iraq.


The GOP has eked out a succession of election victories despite widespread public opposition to the religious right, which is made up of white, culturally conservative, evangelical born-again Christians. Such voters together produce roughly a third of the ballots cast for Republican presidential candidates on election day. This wing of the GOP, while tapping genuine cultural anxieties in the American mainstream, is far to the right of most Americans. It is among the best organized of the constituent GOP interest groups and delivers a disproportionate share of Republican grassroots activists, controlling the public agenda on a number of incendiary issues and wielding immense power within the Republican coalition.


 The religious right has forced the GOP to take aggressive and intrusive stands on issues that many Americans view as matters of personal privacy: supporting traditional gender roles at a time when a large majority of women work outside the home and are rising rapidly through the ranks; espousing traditional marriage, even as almost 50 percent of marital unions end in divorce; supporting prohibitions on embryonic stem cell research when there is increasing scientific consensus regarding the importance of such work; and supporting state intervention into the kinds of end-of-life questions that surrounded the Terry Schiavo case.


As Republicans gain an ever-more powerful majority on the Supreme Court, party leaders have continued to stand behind the platform position of the Republican Party on abortion: a total ban, with no exceptions for the life or health of the mother. The 2004 GOP platform reads: “We say the unborn child has a fundamental individual right to life which cannot be infringed.” This position tests the loyalty of the party’s large constituency of socially moderate married women and undermines its efforts to create a permanent Republican majority.


In addition, the Christian right takes a hard and fast position on an issue about which many Americans feel uncomfortable: that homosexual acts are a sin, that the sexual orientation of people can be changed through prayer, counseling, and so-called conversion therapy, that homosexuality is preventable and treatable, that most gays and lesbians can leave the “gay lifestyle” and “walk away from homosexuality,” and that a “relationship with Jesus Christ and a life of prayer are the keys to changing homosexual desires and fostering the development of healthy, nonsexual intimate relationships.” While gay rights are the cultural-moral issue on which Americans display the least tolerance, the social issue that is the most polarizing in today’s political debate, and the issue on which Republican and Democratic activists disagree most strongly, according to Boston University sociologist Alan Wolfe, Americans are highly individualistic, and it is difficult to amass a majority political consensus behind measures that forcibly restrict the freedom of private behavior. Moreover, substantial numbers—although not a majority— of Americans have shifted their views on homosexuality in recent years under the influence of more liberal Christians, mental health professionals, scientists, geneticists, and academic researchers in the field of human sexuality. According to Pew data, “young people, especially those in their late teens and twenties, are more supportive of gay marriage than are older Americans.”
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