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INTRODUCTION



The Unshakeable if Vague Feeling That Something Is Wrong


If you picked up this book, there’s an excellent chance you feel like something about the Democratic Party is, well, off. Not quite right. Your relationship to the party is defined by either total exasperation or a veneer of enthusiasm covering a roiling cauldron of doubts you can’t quite calm. You get your hopes up and are inevitably disappointed. You say things like “Well, it could have been worse” or “I guess that wasn’t so bad”—a lot.


Democrats give up when they should fight. They say they know how to get things done and then spend their time in power explaining what they can’t do. The victories they declare are strangely unsatisfying and require more asterisks, caveats, and qualifiers than a prescription drug ad. They use phrases like “better than nothing” and “half a loaf” like they have an endorsement deal with the concept of mediocrity. They seem to want the same things as the opposing party with disturbing frequency. They react to every failure—and these aren’t rare—with “vote blue, harder!” and a barrage of fundraising emails so overwhelming that no filter yet devised is powerful enough to redirect them all to the spam folder. Sorry we massively blew that whole “protect abortion rights” thing; smash that donate button though! Even when Democrats are in power, the Republicans seem to be the ones in control.


You can’t put your finger on it, but something is wrong.


Every voter who has been in the orbit of the Democratic Party experiences two important moments. The first is the moment of realization that what passes for liberal in the United States is closer to the political center by any meaningful definition of the term. For me, that moment was spread out across 2009 when Barack Obama—backed by a near supermajority in Congress—let Wall Street’s masters of the universe off with a slap on the wrist as punishment for shit-canning the global economy, then insisted they get bonuses he previously described as “shameful,”1 then concern-trolled about the deficit on a financial stimulus that was too small and far too weighted toward tax cuts,2 then did worse than nothing to help the millions of Americans who were facing foreclosure.3 When he walked out of his long-awaited sit-down with the CEOs of America’s banking giants in March 2009 with assurances that everyone was on the same page and Wall Street was sincerely ready to help, I saw all too clearly that change was not going to be quite as radical as we were led (or had led ourselves) to believe. Even the greatest economic crisis in decades wasn’t sufficient to obviate hand-wringing over the deficit, not only from Republicans, from whom it is expected, but from the Democrats, the party that is, in some abstract sense, the working-class party.


The second moment is the brutal one, and the one not every would-be Democratic voter is willing to face. It’s the moment you realize that there is something deeply wrong with these people. They are not merely a little too eager to compromise, too moderate, or too trusting of Republicans who radiate maliciousness. Those things may be true, but the problems run far deeper. The way they see politics and the political world are, in a word, broken. For me, this moment can be dated precisely: February 28, 2017. Around 10:00 p.m.


President Trump had just delivered his first speech to a joint session of Congress, one of many occasions early in his presidency on which desperate pundits tried to convince themselves that Trump had “become president” and was about to start acting like an adult with object permanence (oops!). The Democratic response—always a thankless task for the minority party—was delivered by former Kentucky governor Steve Beshear.


Can you picture it, reader? Do you remember the visual that one commentator described as “Jimmy Dean [speaking] in a haunted diner”? Do you remember the darkened room, the white audience variously described as mannequins or hostages, as people instructed to “freeze all motor functions” for what looked like “a reverse mortgage commercial”?4 It looked terrible. Somehow, the words were even worse:




I’m here in Lexington, Kentucky, some 400 miles from Washington at a diner with some neighbors—Democrats and Republicans—where we just watched the president’s address. I am a proud Democrat, but first and foremost, I am a proud Republican, and Democrat, and mostly, American.5





Let’s think about this for a second.


Donald Trump has just been elected president over Hillary Clinton, whom Democrats broadly believed to be both a shoo-in and the most qualified candidate ever,6 the obvious heir to the legacy of moderate liberalism embodied in Bill Clinton and Barack Obama. She lost to a sentient Twitter account, a complete imbecile, a shamelessly self-promoting C-list celebrity, the avatar of every American yearning for someone to tell them it’s OK to be a narcissistic prick because there are no consequences (or shouldn’t be), a man who quite possibly has never read a book to conclusion in his life. Trump’s election was an existential threat to the country and to the Democratic Party. It wasn’t a wake-up call; it was “WAKE UP!” engraved on a giant cartoon mallet that walloped Democrats in the face.


And this was what the Democratic powers that be (and still are) concocted. This was what they chose to do with their first big symbolic chance to show America that they weren’t the sad-sack team in Air Bud that just lost a basketball game to a fucking dog. This was the way they thought they would inspire their emotionally shattered base and win over a country full of people grappling with the prospect of four years of President Father Coughlin.i “Hey, America,” they could have said, “we got the message in November, and we are ready to fight!” Even if it was a lie, they didn’t even try to sound a note of energy and enthusiasm. They went with David Lynch Presents: Bipartisanship at the Cracker Barrel.


Clearly, in the grand scheme of things, the response is epiphenomenal—it gets attention for the moment and then everybody forgets about it immediately. I wasn’t troubled because Steve Beshear’s response had meaningful consequences. I was troubled because everything about it was bad. Everything. It was bad in a surreal way, a DVD bonus material Kids in the Hall skit with no punchline. It was confrontationally bad, all but challenging the viewer to give up forever, to quietly walk into the ocean and be taken away by the waves. It was a cry for help, an old man blinking “please kill me” in Morse code while his captors, a pair of expensive Beltway consultants, exchange a high five off camera.


Any person chosen at random from a phone book could have come up with something better. Perhaps gather a handful of the Democrats’ fresh new faces to imply some signs of life to disappointed or skeptical viewers. These younger, more energetic voices could come out swinging, maybe name some Democratic policy priorities and take appropriate potshots at the Republicans’ pivot to pratfalling authoritarianism. They could have made a strong statement: Trump transcends mere partisan disagreement. He is dangerous. We will fight him without hesitation. America, we are up to the task. You can count on us. We understand what is at stake.


Instead, faced with the rise of a store-brand dictator, the perfect synthesis of Kim Jong-Il and Don Rickles, they decided on a message that vacillated between fear and appeasement. And to deliver it, they chose a septuagenarian retired governor from a state Trump won in a landslide, and they sat him in the dark, surrounded by a consultant’s idea of what “regular folk” are like (gleaned from Hillbilly Elegy and four weeks campaigning in Iowa), saying “I’m a Republican” and describing his audience-hostages as Democrats “and Republicans” within the first five seconds, approximately the time it took the few viewers of the grotesque spectacle to ask, “Am I dead or do I simply wish I were?”


It was, in sum, a tableau of the ridiculous; a semester final project demonstrating that nothing was learned from losing to Trump, or possibly ever. Given the opportunity to do whatever they wanted, this is what they did.


We are in trouble unless they learn to do better and fast. And I do not mean “do better” in a way that any simple, superficial changes can fix. I mean that there is something wrong with their worldview, with the way they think about politics, with what they think politics is. They are not showing up to a metaphorical gunfight against the GOP with a knife; they’re showing up with a clarinet.


WHERE ARE WE AND HOW DID WE GET HERE?


This book has two goals.ii One is to explain the evolution of the Democratic Party from the economic populism of the New Deal era to the nonideological lifestyle branding for better-off liberals it is today. This is the how and the why of the way the party is at present. The second goal is to identify and draw out the specific things Democrats get wrong, the mistakes they make over and over. Everyone can sense that something is wrong, and countless critics have already argued that the Democrats are too liberal, or not liberal enough, or whatever. I linger instead on the broader, more fundamental question: Why does watching Democrats govern always feel like watching a movie we’ve seen before? Why is it so predictable, not only that they’ll underwhelm and disappoint but the specific ways in which they’ll do it?


For decades there has been a thriving cottage industry of writing about “reinventing the Democratic Party.”7 If someone can sell a book every year or two about how to remake your party, often with cringey, trendy titles like Democrats 2.0, something is wrong. And that something goes beyond words, beyond messaging. Either the party lacks a coherent identity or, to the extent that it has an identity, voters do not like it. It is the kind of problem a party inevitably encounters when it defines itself by the opposition, as “not the Republicans.”


And the wandering in the desert, which has been going on since at least 1972, continues to this day. Joe Biden’s campaign theme in 2020 was unity. In 2016, Hillary Clinton used the slogan “Stronger Together.” Barack Obama and Bill Clinton talked about bipartisanship and aisle reaching to the point of parody. But none answered the question: What are we supposed to do after we unify? Come together to do what? What do Democrats believe other than that they are very smart and should be in charge and that the GOP is bad? Does it make a difference whether we like each other if the core problems of our society only get worse? Wouldn’t it be better if we hated each other but addressed some of those problems, like climate change, income inequality, and poverty, before they kill us? Perhaps most urgently, is there any value in “working together” when the other party’s goal is to maintain power irrespective of election outcomes?


I have written about the Democratic Party because I can imagine nothing less challenging or interesting than writing about the Republican Party. It’s a total write-off. The American right has categorically lost its mind, and everything to say about how terrible it is has already been said repeatedly. There are two points in this book—the 1994 Republican Revolution led by Newt Gingrich and the post-2008 Tea Party–era lurch to the right under Obama—that delve into the role of the GOP. But if you’re looking for hundreds of pages of argument that Donald Trump and Mitch McConnell are bad, lie a lot, and embrace what a generation ago was the lunatic fringe of the right, wait for the next MSNBC personality to drop a book. That the GOP is vicious and amoral and broadly dedicated to malevolence is a given. You know it. I know it. I have nothing new to say about it, and you would learn nothing new from reading more about it. If you have yet to conclude that the Republican Party is a malignancy that needs to be destroyed rather than appeased or reasoned with, this is the wrong book for you.


Most democratic nations have a party rooted in economic populism; Americans have two warring factions of elites with meaningful differences but far too many important areas of overlap, particularly in terms of economic worldview. We have the high comedy of the Clinton or Obama years, bitter arguments over whether the top tax rate should be 36 percent or 39 percent in a system that lets the wealthy opt out of paying taxes anyway. I focus on the Democratic Party because it must, somehow, be turned into an effective counterweight to the Republican death cult. Barring massive structural changes to our electoral system, most of which would require constitutional amendments that simply aren’t going to happen, we are stuck with a two-party system—at the state and national levels, at least—for the foreseeable future. If all we have is one party representing the antidemocratic far right and one representing elite interests that find the GOP tacky and uncouth but don’t mind “moderate” Republican policy or a little bit of fascism, as a treat, then this country has nothing to look forward to but brief periods of illusory normalcy leading toward eventual collapse.


It is not difficult to demonstrate that the Democrats threw in the towel on the working class and the poor a half century ago (and have been scratching their heads in wonder ever since about why those people won’t vote for them anymore). Yet the “what’s wrong with the Democrats” genre focuses, to the point of obsession, on the idea that social liberalism—positions on race, on women’s rights, on LGBTQ+ equality, on abortion rights—is what has made the Democratic Party repellent to white working-class voters. What if that way of looking at the problem is completely backward? What if the real problem with winning over those recalcitrant white working-class stereotypes is that Democrats made a conscious choice that such voters no longer mattered and tethered themselves instead to a different kind of voter with very different economic interests? When the Democratic Party threw in its lot with successful, professional, often suburban, mostly white liberals, it created a trap in which everything it does to make itself more appealing to those voters makes it less appealing to every other kind of voter it needs to assemble an election-winning coalition. Unlike for the persistent belief that the problem lies with Democratic “wokeness,” there is no easy fix here. It’s no wonder so many people insist that Democrats aren’t winning because they use the term Latinx. It’s comforting to imagine that the problem is so simple and easily resolved.


My argument is not that Democrats have never done anything good or can never win elections. Recent decades have proven that once incumbent Republicans become so catastrophically unpopular that the opposition party could run cardboard cutouts and win, Democrats can win (see 2006, 2008, 2018). Since the great Clintonian reinvention of the Democratic brand in 1992, however, they’re incapable of staying in power for long. That is because they hold as articles of absolute faith ideas that produce failure over and over, and if this has not already created an untenable political reality, it will soon enough. An increasingly deranged, authoritarian-curious Republican Party is on the brink of fundamentally undermining the electoral process, and a host of social and economic problems—police violence, income inequality, the climate, a steeply rising cost of living, plummeting levels of trust and political efficacy—are getting worse instead of better. Rather than seeing the Biden presidency as a final chance to arrest looming disaster, Democrats continue to play by rules that exist only in their heads (the Republicans long since having discarded them) in the belief that what will boost their future electoral prospects is some good old-fashioned moderate compromises on spending bills.


The ultimate irony is that the political left—more on terminology momentarily—now finds itself in the position centrist liberals were in during the 1970s and 1980s before they took over the party. Back then, in the still-looming shadow of the New Deal, the Democratic Leadership Council (a group about which much more follows) lobbed criticisms at the Democratic Party that, word for word, mirror left critics of the Democratic Party today. Maybe critics of the party from the left can—this part will hurt—learn some things from the story of how the radical centrists remade the party in their own image. Or—and this may hurt too—maybe the party is beyond repair and there is no simple fix. Maybe primarying lousy corporate shill Democrats and replacing them with Democrats who will actually fight for something is a pipe dream given a party that, like any other institution, is controlled by powerful people with a strong incentive to maintain the status quo and resist change. Maybe the Democratic Party is, right now, exactly what the people leading it want it to be, and there’s precious little you can do about that. If you have yet to consider that possibility, now is the time.


What follows is long on criticism and short on Panglossian solutions. I believe that books that promise you the answers, neatly summarized in a brief closing chapter, insult readers’ intelligence. Those authors are deluding either themselves or their readers if they can lay out the path to solving such complex problems so breezily. Nonetheless, I will conclude with a frank look at what you can do as an individual and what the Democratic Party (which does not care what I think, so don’t get your hopes up) could do to build a coalition designed for a future it long ago stopped planning for in favor of pining after a bygone era of political civility that—spoiler!—never was and never will be.


OUTLOOK NOT SO GOOD


Things have not gone especially well for the Democrats (or, not coincidentally, the nation) in recent years. The official party line would have you believe otherwise: that considering the dirty tricks played by the dastardly opposition, the Democrats have done well—or at least as well as anyone has a right to expect.


Whatever led us to this point cannot, by definition, have been a good strategy. A country does not simply wake up one moment and find itself in metaphorical or literal flames. That can only be the culmination of a long series of failures. Democrats were in power for some of those failures. Some they fought against. Others they abetted or outright championed. Too often they seemed content with losing, like they relish being in the political minority where nothing will be expected of them.


Voters certainly aren’t convinced. Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, the only Democratic presidents elected in the forty years between the end of Jimmy Carter’s lamentable presidency and Joe Biden’s squeaking into office in 2020, each won two terms in the White House. Democrats have held House majorities for two four-year spans since 1994. After 2008, when Obama swept into the White House with large congressional majorities, the Democratic track record has been disastrous. At the state level the numbers have been ugly.


What’s “ugly”? How about a loss of nearly one thousand state legislative seats between 2010 and 2018, a slight recovery in 2018, then losing even more in 2020. How about losing the House in 2010, regaining it in 2018, and losing seats again in 2020. Net losses of seveniii and nine (!) Senate seats in 2010 and 2014, respectively, before clawing back to a bare fifty-fifty split in 2020.iv Holding twenty-eight governors’ mansions in 2008 compared to just sixteen after the 2016 election (since recovered to a less embarrassing minority of twenty-two). Or losing the partisan fight over the Supreme Court to the tune of a 6–3 conservative bloc composed mostly of younger judges likely to serve for decades.


In the hope of painting a rosier picture, much has been made of Democrats regularly winning the popular vote in presidential elections—in fact, in every election since 1988, excepting 2004. Unfortunately, winning the popular vote and one bus ticket have the combined value of one ride on the bus. Even the enormous moral victory of vanquishing Donald Trump in 2020 was a closer shave than the popular vote implies. Biden’s margins in three key states—Wisconsin, Arizona, and Pennsylvania—were vanishingly thin, as was the case when Trump won those states in 2016.


The failures and problems run much deeper than election results reflect. In power, Democrats have repeatedly failed to confront aggressively some of the most glaring problems in society, particularly if those issues disproportionately impact the working class, the poor, people of color, or anyone without a firm foothold in the “haves” category of a historically unequal economy. They have not merely missed some opportunities or made some mistakes; they’ve fundamentally failed to advance an agenda or stop their Republican opponents from executing their own. Everyone makes mistakes and misjudges politics, a nebulous arena of competition that is as much art as science. But the Democrats have failed in ways that are consequential well beyond a poor decision here and there.


I call the underlying flaws that have compounded the Democrats’ problems pathologies because we need a term weightier than bad habits but less dire than hesitation wounds. A bad habit is something best avoided, like picking your nose; fundamentally misunderstanding the purpose of holding political power is a bigger issue. It’s also important to avoid a term like mistake because that implies a lack of intention. Some of this stuff they do habitually and on purpose.


These eight pathologies are the core of the problem, the “why” of why Democrats are their own worst enemy. Nearly any specific example from the past three decades of the Democrats underachieving, disappointing, failing, or backing down instead of fighting can be traced back to these flaws. Think of them as threads that connect disparate political moments over time, moments when something didn’t happen that could have or did happen that shouldn’t. They are woven throughout the five-decade-long story that follows.


In no meaningful order, they are as follows:


EXCESSIVE IDEOLOGICAL FLEXIBILITY


Throw out a couple of things the Democratic Party stands for—core ideas on which they will not compromise, period. Democrats have crafted an identity around competence (we are the adults in the room, the smart, high-achieving people you want in charge) and demeanor (look at how reasonable we are being). Neither of these is a replacement for ideology or a commitment to specific outcomes—to a coherent agenda. The closest the party comes to a hard line is on abortion, but even pro-choice views are optional (making it wholly unsurprising that by the time you read this, the long political battle over Roe v. Wade and abortion rights has been lost).8 Democrats decry the left’s purity tests, without understanding how much a purity test or two could help voters figure out what they stand for.


A key tenet of the centrist New Democrats who rose to prominence during the 1980s was that ideology is passé, a relic from a bygone political era. They argued that Democrats needed to focus on vaguely defined goals, often cribbed from the Republicans, while remaining agnostic about the means to achieve them, an important precursor to moving the party toward the center and away from its FDR-era roots in the social welfare state, government regulation, the empowerment of labor, and more. They convinced their fellow partisans that it made sense to embrace ideas outside traditional liberal ideology. There should be no Democrat ideas or Republican ideas, only good ideas.


The appeal of that approach is obvious, particularly when delivered by a good communicator like Bill Clinton or Barack Obama. We want the best ideas! The problem is that at some point openness to ideas—especially to the opposing party’s ideas and extra-especially when the opposing party’s worldview combines Gilded Age economic theories, social Darwinism, and thinly veiled white supremacist rhetoric—sounds less like taking a reasonable stance and more like suggesting that the party’s position on any issue is infinitely malleable. If ideological inflexibility is off-putting, so too is ideological incoherence.


The result is that Democrats find it easy to appeal to successful liberals who have no pressing material needs and want to see a politics that conforms to their understanding of the world as a well-ordered, cooperative meritocracy. For these voters, most political arguments have an either-or quality: one outcome may be preferred, but life goes on either way. They’re perfectly satisfied with access to health care, while other voters, namely the uninsured, need health care. They’re impressed by smart housing policy as determined by the real estate industry, while others simply need housing.


Unavoidably, politics is about ideology and outcomes. It is the battle over resources and power. Arguing that you should be in control of those things without expressing clear intentions of what to do with them is, as you may imagine, unpersuasive.


REACTING TO PUBLIC OPINION (WHEN IT SUITS THEM) RATHER THAN TRYING TO SHAPE IT


The measurement of public opinion to inform policy—through polling, focus groups, and informal communication from constituents—became a Democratic obsession under Bill Clinton. Not only did the data speak to the technocratic affinities of the new generation of liberals, but in a democratic political system, public opinion should matter. Yet despite the central place public opinion occupies in their universe, Democrats constantly vacillate on whether and when it should be followed at all and apparently assume that, no matter what they choose, they themselves are powerless to shape it. Public opinion ends up being treated like the weather, an exogenous force that can’t be controlled and provides a persuasive excuse for wriggling out of previous commitments and promises.


The first problem is more serious. When public opinion favors something Democratic leaders already want to do, they cite it to justify pursuing bad policy. During the George W. Bush presidency, Democrats had no interest in an antiwar agenda once they became convinced that a solid majority of Americans loved the troops, loved the idea of war, and demanded leaders who would project toughness on terrorism. In this case, public opinion was a blueprint, resulting in the absurdist theater of Democrats trying to out-Republican the Republicans on foreign policy.


But then consider the landmark 2009 debate in Congress over health-care reform, during which Democratic leaders dropped the idea of a public option—a government-run alternative to private insurance—quickly and with little fight. The insurance industry obviously didn’t like it, and while Obama claimed to support it, he did nothing to try to sell it to voters or Congress. So who did like it? According to surveys, nearly three-quarters of Americans.9 Despite the clear signal, neither congressional Democrats nor the White House showed any interest in pushing for it, instead labeling it too controversial, a potential bill killer.


At other times Democrats have been willing to embrace extremely unpopular ideas with little regard for what the public wants. Cutting—er, “reforming”—Social Security is less popular than elevator farts, yet Bill Clinton, Obama, Biden, and other prominent Democrats have aggressively pursued it. In 1997, Clinton worked feverishly with Newt Gingrich to try to privatize Social Security, while in 2011 Obama was prepared to trade radical cuts to Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security for—I’m serious—a modest tax increase on the richest Americans. Only the Monica Lewinsky scandal and Tea Party–era Republican intransigence, respectively, halted those deals. Overwhelmingly negative public opinion was irrelevant.


Democrats often argue that voters—or at least the all-important moderates—do not like liberal ideas, yet they do little or nothing to try to increase their appeal, ignoring their own role in that lack of popularity. Some of these ideas are unpopular precisely because it has been decades since voters saw or heard anyone making a strong case for why they are good.



BLAMING VOTERS


A core criticism New Democrats leveled at the liberal establishment during the 1980s was their tendency to carry themselves with a sense of moral superiority, suggesting—and explicitly saying, in some cases—that voters were just too stupid, too racist, too unenlightened to see that Democrats were right about everything. If an election was lost, it was not because the Democrats had failed to persuasively and adequately convey to voters why they were the better choice.


In the modern era, this tendency has returned with a vengeance. The lesson many liberals chose to learn from the 2016 presidential election was not that the Clinton campaign did anything wrong or that Democrats and their worldview are unpopular but that everything came down to the voters being defective. Yet the electorate in 2016 was composed mostly of the same people who had been eligible to vote in 2012, when Barack Obama won reelection. That didn’t stop Obama himself from finding fault with the electorate, either, and in her popular memoir, Michelle Obama wrote of the disastrous midterms of 2010, “I’d been disappointed that millions of people had sat out during the 2010 midterm elections, effectively handing Barack a divided Congress that could barely manage to make a law.” What an extraordinary statement! Instead of asking how Democrats might have failed voters, it focuses on how voters failed Democrats. Michelle Obama may not be an elected official, but she certainly moves within the highest circles of the Democratic Party. The assumption that voters owe Democrats their vote even when they refuse to deliver what those voters want is a fundamental misunderstanding of how electoral politics works.


There is no doubt that some voters, maybe even lots of them, hold objectionable beliefs. They are sexist and racist, believe things that aren’t true, and/or have troglodytic views about the proper role of government. But this has always been true; if anything, the electorate today has fewer abysmal attitudes on these issues than in the past. Trump supporters were (and are) capable of expressing the most ridiculous and horrific beliefs, sometimes simultaneously. But racism, to take just one example, did not manifest recently. I’ve checked, and it turns out racism has been a problem in the United States for quite a while.


What the “broken voters” narrative omits is the crucial fact that as Democrats moved to the left on social issues, they moved to the right on economic ones, alienating their former blue-collar base. If elite liberals are right and working-class voters really are hopelessly backward knuckle draggers, then the GOP is offering them an economic kick in the teeth plus white nationalism. The Democrats, then, offer the same kick in the teeth—free trade, spiraling inequality, shrinking safety net, and trickle-down economics—without the nativist and racist appeals. Obviously, “get more racist” is not the way forward. What if, though, Democrats made a pitch like “the GOP offers you racism and an economy rigged against people like you, while we reject the racism and promise to improve your quality of life in clear, tangible, straightforward ways.” White grievance and penury on one side, a dignified standard of living for every single American on the other. Many Democrats believe they already offer voters this choice, but they do so through complicated, partial, temporary, means-tested, and bureaucratically baffling policy that both confuses voters and, too often, doesn’t work.


CONSTANTLY TRYING TO IMPRESS REPUBLICANS


In the 1990s Bill Clinton did lasting harm to the Democratic Party by introducing into its orbit two men, Dick Morris and Mark Penn, about whom more later. Penn’s lamentable contribution, as a purported polling whiz, was to convince Democrats of something New Democrat moderates were already inclined to believe: getting nonvoters to vote is really hard. Most people who vote are partisans, and elections are a fight over a small number of persuadable voters on the fringes of the opposing party, along with a few true ideological moderates floating in the middle.


Thus began three decades of Democrats crafting their strategy to an embarrassing degree around appealing to moderate Republicans who might (really, we swear!) vote for a Democrat under the right circumstances. Joe Biden took this to its black-comedy extreme in 2020 by devoting an entire night of the Democratic convention to Bush-era Republicans. But that is only the most recent example. It is joked that Senate Minority/Majority Leader Chuck Schumer bases everything he does on how an imaginary middle-class family will react to it. Except this isn’t a joke. It is an actual thing Schumer does. The made-up moderates even have names: Joe and Eileen Bailey (formerly O’Reilly, but I guess that was too ethnic). They live in Massapequa, New York.v


Oddly enough, what these imaginary better-off white moderates want is for the Democrats to admit that the Reagan-era GOP is right about most issues and do what Republicans want, only “better,” “smarter,” and without “going too far” as Republicans are wont. Despite having been committed to GOP Lite in many policy areas for decades, the electoral rewards for this strategy of moderation have been infrequent and insufficient. When they lose, the answer from Democratic sages is always to move further to the right. Despite being a not-especially-liberal party going on five decades, the problem can only be that Democrats are too liberal. When they win, the various moves to the center and the right are credited for the victory. When they lose, the moves to the right didn’t go far enough.


In power, Democrats are convinced that Republicans will work with them “in good faith,” a modern mantra that boils down to, look, they’ve lied to us about this a million times but this time they pinky-swear they won’t. Charlie Brown, Lucy, football. Democratic presidents like Obama and Biden beam about appointing Republicans to their cabinet, a move that wins exactly zero concessions or votes from Republicans. On major legislation, Democrats make dozens of concessions—sometimes before even beginning negotiations with the GOP—for promised Republican support that almost never comes. On that note…


FAILURE (OR REFUSAL) TO LEARN FROM MISTAKES


I know it didn’t work last time, but this time—trust me, it will.


Then it doesn’t work.


How many iterations of this cycle have you lived through?


If the mainstream Democratic Party learned from its mistakes, you’d be reading a book called Democrats: Not Bad, I Guess. But in practice, the learning curve of the Democratic establishment is a flat line. Consider two examples.


In 1994, Bill Clinton bemoaned unpleasant budget cuts his administration endured in order to demonstrate fiscal responsibility by prioritizing deficit reduction. As a New Democrat he wanted to buck the “tax-and-spend liberal” reputation. Voters didn’t seem to care about the cuts, which came as a shock. “Nobody knows we’ve got any spending cuts,” Clinton moaned. “We’ve got the worst of all worlds. We’ve gotten all this deficit reduction. We’ve made all the hard, painful choices and nobody even noticed.”10 Doing Republican stuff didn’t benefit Democrats, it turned out.


Fast-forward to 2014. Attempting to undercut criticism of Democrats’ supposed leniency on immigration, Obama instituted harsh border policies, including the family separation policy that evolved into the infamous “kids in cages” under Trump. How many Republican votes were won over by this infliction of cruelty? Well, according to one veteran of the Obama White House: “There was a feeling that [Obama] needed to show the American public that you believed in enforcement, and [that we weren’t pushing for] open borders. But in hindsight I was like, what did we get for that? We deported more people than ever before. All these families separated, and Republicans didn’t give him one ounce of credit. There may as well have been open borders for five years.”11 OK, so zero. It won zero votes. Republicans accused Democrats of being open-border lovers anyway, and Democratic voters who cared about immigration felt betrayed, like they were sold out in an attempt to satisfy the right. Great.


The policy choices were bad here, but worse was the inability to learn that this kind of appeasement never works. Twenty years apart, two presidents who—especially in Obama’s case given the ample time he had to learn that conservatives would never give him credit for anything, ever—should have known better walked into the same trap.


OVEREMPHASIZING NATIONAL POLITICS


Democrats have lost a spectacular amount of ground at the state and local levels since the Clinton presidency, a problem that is widely recognized by scholars but neglected at all levels in the Democratic Party. Elected officials, activists, and donors have repeatedly, consciously chosen to focus on national politics, while state organizations have been inefficient, ineffective, and poorly organized compared to their GOP opponents. The Democratic National Committee is a fundraising behemoth that can carpet-bomb supporters with solicitations for money but can’t, for example, build upon the grassroots organizing and excitement drummed up during the 2008 Obama campaign.12


Republicans are a powerful presence in state capitols, where more legislation and policy that directly affects our lives is made than in Washington. A difference in culture among liberal and conservative activists is part of the problem; liberals see success as synonymous with a career in New York or DC, while Springfield, Illinois, and Jefferson City, Missouri, are considered backwaters without so much as a decent restaurant. A career in such places is indicative of personal failure. Worse, while plenty of money exists in the liberal universe, big donors see state-level policy work as unattractive.13 It’s a question of priorities, not resources, and Washington is where the action is, period.


The Democratic Party cannot exist as an entity that occupies the coasts plus Chicago and interacts with the rest of the country at two-year intervals. The effect during elections, as political scientist Theda Skocpol has noted, is of an organization that fans out from each coast to temporarily establish a presence in “flyover country” (a term that should be taken out behind the barn and shot). It rolls into town like the world’s least entertaining circus and then disappears immediately after the election.14 It feels thin and insincere on the ground because it is.


Republicans began their long march to power in the 1980s when activists targeted low-level local and state positions, as well as local GOP organizations, and built upon this to improve their national presence. Democrats continue to attempt the inverse and lose interest in anything down-ballot when they attain power in Washington. The result is that increasingly conservative policy—often unpopular or supported only by a plurality of voters—is normalized across the country, one state legislature at a time.


CONSTANTLY LOWERING AND MANAGING EXPECTATIONS


The nostrums of tech dudes rarely offer much enlightenment, but dammit if Steve Jobs didn’t offer a very important observation after meeting Barack Obama: “The president is very smart, but he kept explaining to us reasons why things can’t get done. It infuriates me.”15


Expectation management and post hoc excuse making are where this generation of elected Democrats really shines. Certainly, the Democratic Party does not hold a magic wand while in power. The problem is the Democrats don’t even really try. They negotiate with themselves to water down their own proposals. They give up at the slightest pushback. They talk themselves out of trying to do something by explaining why it won’t work. They go on endlessly about all the things they can’t do and all the reasons you should accept that. There is always a reason. Whatever the size of the Senate Democratic caucus, the number of senators needed to achieve anything is and forever will be n + 2. They’d love to aim higher, but Ben Nelson. But Joe Lieberman. But Joe Manchin. But Kyrsten Sinema. What more can we do?


Under Bill Clinton the technocratic ideal of “getting something done” became the gold standard. We passed a crime bill, a welfare reform bill, a budget, a trade agreement. Whether those bills were any good was moot; in the face of Republican intransigence—just look at these guys, are they nuts or what!—Democrats demand to be rewarded for getting anything done at all. Curiously, the Clinton years are also when “bipartisan” replaced “good” as the preferred adjective to describe a bill or policy. Bipartisan meant that the Democrats, the grown-ups in the room, and some good Republicans put aside petty ideological differences and hammered something out. If it’s bipartisan, it has to be good because everyone compromised, and compromise is good.


In reality, bipartisan became a way for Democrats to celebrate accomplishments that concede the ideological ground to conservatives. But a “bipartisan” bill sounds a lot better than “we gave them what they wanted, which I guess is also what we want now.” The cumulative effect of this kind of leadership and the well-off professional class’s lack of pressing material needs has been a constant lowering of expectations. Far from turning on their once-beloved elected officials as Republicans are quick to do, core Democratic voters are endlessly forgiving. The marginal or disillusioned voters Democrats want so badly to win over are not as lenient. After a while, they stop voting.


As a result, the Democratic establishment is accustomed to a base that demands nothing. They have preferences, of course, but not demands. The difference is crucial. A preference can be addressed with a shrug and any plausible excuse so long as the Republican alternative is worse. A demand often asks elected officials to do something hard and costs politicians their jobs if they don’t deliver. Democratic leadership has a life tenure; leaders are never replaced no matter how poorly they perform or what happens during elections. There’s no accountability because there are no real expectations.


Republicans, conversely, will ram their heads into a wall pointlessly and repeatedly, scheduling fifty Benghazi hearings or votes to repeal Obamacare because they fear what their core voters will do to them otherwise. They have end goals, like cutting taxes, deregulation, and stuffing the federal courts with conservatives, that are even more important than winning the next election. An excuse like “we can’t do it, Chuck Schumer said no” would get a Republican Senate candidate tarred and feathered—once the audience finished laughing. Whether in the majority or the minority, congressional Republicans are always confident that they can deliver some of what their voters demand, or at least put up the appearance of a real effort. And demand is what GOP voters do.


STYLE OVER SUBSTANCE


Democratic voters may have next to no expectations policy-wise, but they absolutely demand their leaders function as a hybrid cool parent–best friend–favorite celeb. Look at this picture of the Obamas, are they beautiful or what? Kamala Harris wears such hip sneakers! Pete Buttigieg speaks eight languages, kinda!vi Losing the federal courts for a generation is but a small price to pay for a stream of epic clapbacks to Republicans on Twitter.






[image: image]







If you feel your chest tightening from cringe, seek immediate medical attention.


The Democrats’ greatest national political success in the last few decades has come from the rise of charismatic individuals—Bill Clinton and Barack Obama—whose cool personalities were like the Swiss flag.vii The power of coolness is sacrosanct now, with even not-particularly-cool figures like Joe Biden repackaged in the aesthetic. The Democrats’ social media presence embraces online culture in that cringing way of adults using their kids’ slang, possibly (hopefully) reaching a nadir in 2019 with the distribution of anti-Trump “Boy Bye” phone wallpapers. They even used of-the-moment phrases, such as “this is a whole mood,” with the energy of a youth pastor trying to pepper his pitch on the overwhelming awesomeness of abstinence with relatable lingo.


This low-hanging fruit would be unworthy of comment except that it often replaces the substantive in Democratic politics. Sure, Nancy Pelosi inexplicably failed in 2020 and 2021 to insist on automatic renewal of pandemic-related stimulus if economic conditions didn’t improve, something even the most moderate House Democrats begged for. But did you see her tear up Trump’s speech? OMG!


The more the relationship changes from politician-constituent to celebrity-fan, the more forgiving voters become. Don’t worry about what Obama did, just focus on how awesome Obama is. As with any celebrity, critics are simply haters who can be ignored out of hand. Instead of treating all political figures as fungible, there to do a job and readily replaceable if they fail to do it, this strategy succeeds in getting liberals personally invested in the success of specific characters in the drama. The personality cult around Ruth Bader Ginsburg, for example, elevated her sense of personal career fulfillment over the long-term partisan balance of the Supreme Court, which, by the time you read this, certainly seems a little more important. Joe Biden’s appointment of Merrick Garland as attorney general in 2021 similarly gave the sordid story of Garland’s obstructed 2016 Supreme Court nomination a pleasing conclusion. Yet it also saddled the country with a bad, timid attorney general whose lackluster performance stands out even to moderates as a glaring unforced error early in the Biden presidency.16


This stuff is simply not the point of politics. Politics is about attaining power and doing the absolute maximum you can do with it before, inevitably, you lose it again. Politics is, for millions of people, the difference between housing and being unhoused, between living crushed under a mountain of debt and having economic freedom, between cops shooting you in the back with impunity and living without fear of summary execution by the state because your taillight was broken. It’s actually pretty important, big picture and small, short term and long.


That is, ahem, the whole mood. But the lack of focus and follow-through on these issues is made possible by Democrats’ cultivating a base for whom politics plays the role of entertainment and signaling cultural values. The party functions quite well as a lifestyle brand for cool, urbane, successful, cosmopolitan liberals. It’s a matter of having the right credentials (and lots of them!) and the right look and utterly rejecting—obliterating, even—any suggestion that one has anything in common with those people on the troglodytic right, even when you have the same policy preferences.viii Liberals may be every bit as enthusiastic about showering police with money as any cop-worshipping conservative, but the “In This House We Believe” yard sign in front of a liberal’s home lets you know who is the better person.


Can Democrats finally learn from their mistakes, or are they doomed to repeat them on a loop until Republicans and unchecked business interests wreck the country to the point that there’s nothing left to fight over?


The clock is ticking. There won’t be too many more chances to stop what began in the late 1960s, arrived with Ronald Reagan in 1980, blossomed in 1994 and 2010, metastasized in 2016, and took detailed notes on how to keep a stranglehold on power without winning elections in 2020.


On the plus side, you might be dead before some of the worst parts happen. See? There’s always a positive.


Footnotes


i Father Charles Coughlin, the “Radio Priest” of the Great Depression, was a direct forerunner of modern right-wing demagogues like Tucker Carlson and Donald Trump. Very popular for a time with working-class Catholics, his radio show was initially pro-Roosevelt and pro–New Deal, but by 1934 he had veered into anti-Semitism and open adulation of European fascists.


ii Three, if you count selling enough copies to circle the globe if laid end to end.


iii Democrats lost one Senate seat in the January 19, 2010, special election to fill Ted Kennedy’s seat, then six in the November election.


iv All Senate counts throughout this book include independent senators who caucus with Democrats in Democratic totals.


v Goldberg, J., “Imaginary Friends,” New Yorker, March 19, 2007. Please kill me.


vi While campaigning in Iowa late in 2019, Buttigieg responded to an audience question about Gaza in Arabic, leading the New York Times to offer the best summary of elite liberalism ever written: “The overwhelmingly white audience, largely unaware of what he said, broke into raucous applause.” Quoted in Herndon, A., “Pete Buttigieg Is an Iowa Front-Runner. Will That Help Him Anywhere Else?,” New York Times, November 4, 2019.


vii You know—a big plus. I regret nothing.


viii The contradiction here with the liberal fetishization of Republican moderates or “good Republicans” is obvious. Republicans are disgusting people, except for the ones we have convinced ourselves might work with a centrist Democrat if sufficiently flattered.
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A NOTE ON LANGUAGE



In his seminal Why Parties?, political scientist John Aldrich describes how the name of an American political party can refer to three different entities depending on context. First is the institutional party, the Democratic Party as an organization. The Democratic National Committee or the Corncob County Democrats are examples. Most people other than party activists who love attending meetings have minimal contact with this part of the party.


A second meaning is the Democratic Party in government, referring to the people elected or appointed to serve in some capacity under its label. A headline like “Democrats Criticize Trump’s Proposal” refers specifically to the Democrats in Congress and context makes that clear.


Finally, the party in the electorate refers to everyone who identifies—formally or informally, strongly or loosely—with the party. “Poll: Majority of Democrats Want Trump Impeached” would refer to people in the general public who happened to be polled and identified themselves as Democrats.


In this book I will use the phrases “Democratic Party” or “Democrats” without always spelling out which usage is intended. Context will confirm to whom I am referring, I pray. However, when referring to a party organization I will always be explicit—for example, the Democratic National Committee.


When speaking about various ideological camps in the Democratic Party or in American politics, I try to avoid cycling through the confusing array of ill-defined terms used in our political discourse. Centrist and moderate are used somewhat interchangeably to refer to people who believe perceptions of the Democratic Party as too liberal are harmful and the party should seek to occupy the ideological middle. Liberal is the standard Democratic ideological position, as poorly defined as it is effective in practice. For liberal, read generic Democrat. Read Joe Biden, Nancy Pelosi, or Hillary Clinton. Read whatever basic issue positions come to mind when someone says “Democrats.” (The troubled term neoliberal is addressed later.)


Progressive refers to people in the Democratic Party who believe that the party should pursue more liberal policies. Elizabeth Warren is an example; her criticisms of the Democratic Party are positioned from within it. The left, finally, refers to critics of the Democratic Party from the ideological left who no longer identify with (although often still vote for) the Democrats. On some issues, the left and progressives may hold similar positions, but the difference is in whether they believe change is best achieved working inside or outside the Democratic Party. A stronger left once existed within the party, but today much of the left is hostile toward or at least deeply cynical about it.


One final linguistic convenience is the acronym HEP—highly educated professional—which I will use to refer to the segment of the electorate on which the Democratic Party trained its focus in the 1970s and never looked back. Many terms, often derogatory, have been applied to this demographic: yuppie, suburbanite, PMC (professional-managerial class, by John and Barbara Ehrenreich), or the creative class (Richard Florida). The recent trend toward oblique references to “educational polarization”—that people with college degrees increasingly favor Democrats—gets at the same concept. HEP refers to a phenomenon that grew out of the transition to a postindustrial economy in the United States, in which less physical types of work required (or “required”) credentials like a college degree. A new term was needed for this part of the labor force that wasn’t proletarian or bourgeois but paycheck earners who nonetheless had clear economic and status advantages over many of their fellow paycheck earners. Future New Democrat stalwart Colorado representative Tim Wirth described it like this in 1981: “[Democratic] constituents are changing. They used to be labor, blue-collar, and minority-oriented. Now, as in my case, they are suburban, with two working parents—a college-educated, information-age constituency.”1 Despite his dated language, he hits several key HEP qualifiers: educated, savvy to the tech- and information-driven economy of the then future, and progressively oriented (a working married heterosexual woman was, in 1981, still a bit edgy).


With so much already said about this social-economic phenomenon, my goal with this acronym is simply descriptive. HEP is an attempt at a short, value-neutral descriptor for people who are successful (not necessarily wealthy but materially comfortable) and owe both their professional and social standing to knowledge and skills represented by educational credentials.
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CHAPTER 1



DEPRESSION INTERCESSION


In 1934—the second year of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidency—two employees of the Department of Agriculture invited struggling farmers in the Dust Bowl–ravaged town of Boise City, Oklahoma, to attend a meeting at the local movie theater to hear about a new government program aimed at helping people like them. Boise City, like most of the Great Plains, was suffering under a combined natural and man-made disasteri that buried crops under tons of dust brought across the prairies by biblical windstorms. This, of course, was in addition to the economic crisis that had already reduced many farmers to ruin even before the dust came.


The men from the government had an offer that was as bleak as the landscape and the shriveled crops: they were authorized to pay farmers one dollar per head to shoot and bury their skeletal, sick, dying cattle. If any of the wretched animals could still walk, the government would pay sixteen dollars to process them into food for distribution to the poor.1 The plan was intended to put cash in farmers’ pockets and reduce the supply of livestock in light of plummeting commodity prices.


Talk about grim. Farmers recoiled at the thought of simply shooting and burying their animals. But anyone could see that with no crops, no money, and no hope, the animals were dead already. And the federal government was offering cash in hand, plus temporary paid work disposing of the condemned animals. Slowly, farmers around the room assented. It was far from ideal, but the money was a godsend.


Try to imagine the impact this moment had on the lives of those farmers, few if any of whom were likely to have strong ideological beliefs about the proper role of government in the economy. Their only concern was that they had been ruined by circumstances, including some beyond their control, and now the traditionally distant and hands-off federal government was offering a lifeline. There was nothing abstract to understand, no “enhanced tax rebates for qualifying Zoroastrian households with no more than three dependents.” And there were hundreds of towns like Boise City across the United States. Life had been reduced to the lower tiers of Maslow’s hierarchy: food, shelter. Desperate times produced desperate people. They needed help, and here it was.


Upon election in 1932, FDR was already broadly supported by farmers and the poor; he promised help and followed through, aided by enormous Democratic congressional majorities that swept into office with him. Some previously politically indifferent Americans ended up not only supporting Roosevelt but adoring him. The New Deal solidified Democratic support among large segments of the electorate that would last for decades.ii It did so by appealing directly to the economic interests of different classes—the poor, the middle class, and even some members of the plutocracy—and by investing in visible improvements in public goods to generate jobs in the short term and a better society in the long term.


The New Deal was not a social justice agenda; the harshest and most valid criticisms leveled at Roosevelt retrospectively involve his failure to address directly issues of racial inequality—a political calculation intended to placate prosegregation white southerners.2 Yet FDR also broke the decades-long pattern of Blackiii voters as loyal Republicans. By offering help to the poor, a category in which Black Americans were disproportionately represented, Roosevelt inspired electoral loyalty even while foot-dragging on issues like segregation.iv As one Black interviewee explained to Studs Terkel in his seminal oral history of the Depression, Hard Times:




[FDR] broke the tradition. My father told me, “Republicans are the ship. All else is the sea.” Frederick Douglass said that. [Black voters] didn’t go for Roosevelt much in ’32. But the WPA [Works Progress Administration] came along and Roosevelt came to be a god. It was really great. You worked, you got a paycheck and you had some dignity.3





To understand how the Democratic Party has changed in the past half century, it is necessary to look at where the journey began. Even though nearly a century has elapsed since the New Deal arrived in Washington, DC, American politics still takes place in its long shadow.v



THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY, PRE-1932




In the Beginning, there was FDR.


—Genesis 1:5vi




The Democratic Party obviously did not begin with FDR, but an understanding of the modern Democratic Party has to start in 1932. The first century of history of the Democratic Party is of little relevance to events since 1970 and is largely omitted here.4 A party called the Democratic Party existed by 1828 (and a Democratic-Republican Party dating to Thomas Jefferson before it) but bore little resemblance to its modern namesake.


Immediately preceding the New Deal was an era of Republican dominance from 1896 to 1932, which political scientists call the Fourth Party System. In that era the Democratic Party controlled the Senate for only six years and the House for only ten (in one case by a single seat). Only one Democratic president, Woodrow Wilson, was elected—with Theodore Roosevelt’s third-party Bull Moose candidacy in 1912 splitting the Republican vote and assisting Wilson’s win. The game of pretending, however, that Democratic and Republican mean today what they meant in, say, 1870 is best left to hack right-wing “historians.” The concept of realignment—the process by which the parties and who supports them evolves and changes—makes the meaning of the party labels a moving target over time.


The coalition of reliable Democratic voters prior to 1932 was both geographically and ideologically scattershot. The power brokers in the party were the bosses of northern urban political machines and the ex-Confederate white southern landowner class. The former pulled white European immigrants into the Democratic fold, while the latter rallied rural whites and ensured that Black Americans had abrogated rights in many states. But this coalition was insufficiently large and too ideologically indistinct to seriously challenge the Republicans—the party of booming Gilded Age industrial capitalism and finance as well as some progressive social and political reformers—in the early twentieth century. A Democratic Party rule mandating a two-thirds national convention vote to nominate a presidential ticket ensured that the former Confederacy—the Solid South—exercised a de facto veto over national Democratic politics for decades following the Civil War.


The United States had experienced economic collapses prior to the Great Depression; in fact, the phrase “Great Depression” was used prior to 1929 to refer to the economic downturn of 1837. What began in 1929, though, truly earned the adjective great.vii The depth and breadth of the collapse was without precedent, and it occurred in a United States that had grown considerably in population, economic power, and complexity since earlier economic crises.


FDR, who had adopted the party affiliation of his father James rather than his cousin Theodore, ended three-plus decades of Democratic futility by handily defeating Herbert Hoover in 1932. Democrats also took unprecedented majorities in Congress that year. Republicans lost a staggering 101 House seats—and then lost 29 more over the next two elections. In the Senate, the term supermajority understated Democratic dominance. By January of 1937, only 16 of 96 senatorsviii were Republicans. Democrats may well have won in 1932 with a generic placeholder candidate simply by pointing at Hoover and saying, “Boo this man!” Roosevelt, however, seized the opportunity and built upon his success in New York state politics (where he had served in the state senate and as governor) by promising an activist role for government that, at the time, was a radical departure from traditional expectations of a president. The large, supportive Democratic congressional majorities gave him the freedom he needed to act aggressively.


HELP US, FDR; YOU’RE OUR ONLY HOPE


Numbers rarely tell a complete story in politics, but consider just a few New Deal statistics.5 Its various programs directly built 212 dams and canals, 894 sewage treatment plants, 68,000 miles of firebreaks, 406 post offices, 384 airports, 698 university buildings, 77,965 (!) new bridges, 325 fire stations, 407 public swimming pools, and 2,000 miles of levees.


It stocked lakes with over a billion fish, brought electricity to over a million rural households through 381,000 miles of power lines, commissioned almost 16,000 works of art for public spaces, made 1.4 million pieces of furniture for public schools, planted 2.3 billion trees, and built over 4,000 city parks. In its spare time it created Social Security to alleviate old-age poverty. Beyond the FDR years, the Democratic coalition assembled behind the New Deal went on to build the Interstate Highway System,ix pass the Voting Rights Act, create Medicare and Medicaid, expand public higher education, and do other things that could feature prominently in a montage video called America: We Used to Do Some Good Stuff.


The statistics and alphabet soup of specific New Deal programs are less important here than its overarching purpose. Crucially, it was not an effort to impose socialism on the United States as its detractors claimed at the time and claim still. Contemporary and historical analyses have placed the New Deal firmly in the context of a larger, international shift toward state-managed economies that took place in 1933.6 Yet unlike its European counterparts, the New Deal was explicitly an effort to save capitalism. It stopped short of creating a European-style social welfare state, let alone Soviet-style collectivism or fascist-style corporatism.7 In a series of events that foreshadowed Barack Obama and the 2009 financial crisis, the Roosevelt administration faced the complete collapse of the economic status quo in 1932. Unlike Obama, FDR chose to (and was politically able to) make major reforms to that system. He made a clean break with the past in an era where it was clear to American business leaders and the voting public that reforms much more drastic than any proposed in the New Deal were a realistic possibility—Italy, Germany, the Soviet Union, and others stood as recent examples.


The core of the New Deal was a comprehensive set of ideologically liberal policy proposals aimed at ameliorating the worst effects of the Depression and preventing (or mitigating) future economic downturns. Importantly, Roosevelt’s proposed means of bringing relief and managing the economy was to use federal power to intervene in the economy, create jobs, and reduce unemployment. Direct, long-term state takeover of industry was never seriously considered. Previously, American politics had featured a broad establishment consensus that the power, size, and role of the federal government should be limited. To Roosevelt, however, no other entity could handle a disaster of this magnitude.x A serious crisis required serious action, not incrementalism.


Understanding the New Deal as a crash program to save the free market makes it clear why some prominent capitalists supported Roosevelt: the powerful Du Pont family, much of the oil industry (to which New Deal price controls and cartelization under the National Industrial Recovery Act were especially appealing), and the banking industry outside of the J.P. Morgan empire, to name a few.8 When executives from Standard Oil and General Electric helped FDR craft the Social Security Administration, for example, they weren’t expressing the latent pinko sympathies of the ownership class. They believed that without significant reforms aimed at poverty and inequality, something akin to the Communists’ rise to power in the Soviet Union could happen in the United States. This was not hyperbole. As the banking system teetered on total collapse, the prospect of radical social change was, if not exactly imminent, plausible to power brokers of the day, and the New Deal extended a lifeline that some corporate titans were in no position to reject on partisan or ideological grounds. A 1936 campaign speech Roosevelt gave in Chicago offers an example of his clear commitment to capitalism and liberal democracy:




You have heard about how antagonistic to business this Administration is supposed to be. You have heard all about the dangers which the business of America is supposed to be facing if this Administration continues.


The answer to that is the record of what we have done. It was this Administration which saved the system of private profit and free enterprise after it had been dragged to the brink of ruin by these same leaders who now try to scare you.… Today for the first time in seven years the banker, the storekeeper, the small factory owner, the industrialist, can all sit back and enjoy the company of their own ledgers. They are in the black. That is where we want them to be; that is where our policies aim them to be.9 (emphasis added)





So strike the idea that FDR and the New Deal were the American version of Lenin and the Five-Year Plans of the Supreme Soviet. The New Deal was an intervention in free-market capitalism that worked with, rather than existentially threatened, the titans of American commerce.


When the New Deal did veer toward more transformative change, it did so because of populist movements that forced the Democratic Party to the left. For example, radical leaders in organized labor altered the character of Roosevelt’s National Labor Relations Act (NLRA). The administration had originally hoped to bring about orderly labor-management relations with a mild system of what effectively were company unions. Militant activism and waves of sit-down strikes initiated by the rank and file instead forced policy makers to recognize workers’ right to bargain collectively through strong, independent unions.10 The NLRA may not have been thrilling to bankers and industrialists, but the potential for something worse (from their perspective) was galvanizing.xi Arguing in support of the NLRA, one congressman darkly warned that sit-down strikes and picket lines were small potatoes; without reform, the “gates of hell” would open and unleash labor radicalism across the country.11 Way to threaten us with a good time.


THE GENIUS OF THE NEW DEAL


Presidents had entered the White House with grand ideas before. Notwithstanding the many achievements of the Progressive Era and earlier movements—1890s prairie populism, the brief World War I–era rise of the Socialist Party under Eugene V. Debs, militant labor activists, pioneering fighters for racial equality, suffragettes, and more—the New Deal promised the greatest expansion of the role of government in American history. It offered something tangible for almost everyone: north, south, east, and west, farmer or laborer, Black or white, rural or urban, rich or poor. Support for Roosevelt and the New Deal was never universal, obviously, but it achieved sufficiently broad popularity to give Democrats a winning electoral coalition for almost forty years.


The Gilded Age and the Roaring Twenties preceding the Depression proved that unregulated markets abused labor, produced corrosive levels of economic inequality, encouraged wild financial speculation, and pushed the externalities of economic activity (like pollution, corruption, and unsafe workplaces and products) onto the public and the state. The guiding economic dogma of the New Dealers was the then novel concept of Keynesianism, which argued that governments should respond to contractions of the economy by loosening rather than tightening the purse strings.12 When the free market recedes, the government should fill the void. This would become politically controversial and, by 1980, discredited by many conservatives and neoliberals influenced by, among others, Milton Friedman and Friedrich von Hayek. For New Dealers, though, Keynes was the North Star.


Social welfare programs and direct assistance to people thrown into poverty and unemployment were largely unknown in the United States at the beginning of the Depression. The preferred solutions were charity, primarily administered by religious groups, and scolding the poor for their lack of character, as if real life were a Horatio Alger story where a rigged system could be beaten with luck, pluck, and diligence. FDR proposed an old-age pension plan based on lifetime contributions from workers and employers—Social Security—as the centerpiece of an economic safety net aimed at dulling the worst effects of poverty. Not all relief took the form of social welfare policies, though. Price supports for farm outputs, for example, greatly improved the economic lot of farmers while support for labor unions and workplace standards (maximum hours, overtime pay laws, minimum wages, health and safety minimums, etc.) increased the standard of living of millions of laborers. Direct aid to the poor was included, but economic policy oriented toward the goal of full employment favored the creation of federally funded jobs programs and other schemes to incentivize hiring. Accusations of socialism notwithstanding, the architects of the New Deal bent over backward to defer to the private sector.


Public works served two functions in the New Deal schema: creating jobs and improving infrastructure and the built environment for millions of Americans. The America of the time needed it badly; many areas of the country remained without basic services like electricity and plumbing. Public lands were underdeveloped. Outside major urban centers, the free market had done a poor job of bringing a higher quality of life to most Americans. The public goods and benefits the New Deal provided were rarely intangible—indeed, its biggest failures were in making progress on intangible problems like racial and gender inequality. It was brick-and-mortar politics, the politics of stringing up power lines, digging tunnels, laying bridges, building public services, and planting trees. Roosevelt aimed to do those things and bring paying jobs to otherwise idled workers in the bargain.


The New Deal sought to appeal broadly to politically marginalized groups like recent immigrants, women, and Blacks—but to make appeals that were economic, not rights based. Southern segregation, the lack of Black voting rights and equal rights for women, inequalities like residential and workplace segregation—none were problems Roosevelt wanted to tackle aggressively. Instead, the New Deal took the materialist view that if its relief programs and economic benefits were extended to marginalized groups, they would become members of the Democratic coalition even though other problems were ignored. It was a class-based and, frankly, cynical ploy to hold together a coalition that included immigrant and Black northern industrial laborers alongside conservative white southerners and farmers barely willing to admit that the Civil War had ended.xii In the short term, this paid political dividends, as the Democratic coalition gathered under the New Deal was formidable. However, ignoring these obvious and important elephants in the room only increased the cost of confronting them later.


Historiographic accounts of the New Deal tend to depict it as a set of broadly popular and populist policy goals that brought a winning, majority coalition of voters flocking toward Roosevelt. This is incomplete, if containing grains of truth. The coalition did not simply come together upon the shared realization that New Deal policies were good; Democratic Party organizations were instrumental in building and maintaining a loyal voter base.13 Urban party machines, state Democratic parties, and the national Democratic Convention were all organized around maintaining cohesion, ensuring that all Democratic factions were satisfied, rewarded, or kept in line as needed.14 Disputes among competing constituents were resolved in proverbial (and occasionally literal) smoke-filled rooms by party bigwigs, who exercised tight control over the range of acceptable issues and outcomes the coalition could unite around. Without the voting public directly involved in the nomination of candidates—a task reserved and jealously protected by the party itself—it was significantly easier for a handful of power players to cut deals and impose their will upon the rest of the party. The benefit of this brokered brand of politics was outward unity despite internal battles. The obvious downside was the homogeneity of the almost entirely white male party functionaries, elected officials, labor leaders, and business interests that dominated the closed system.


A final important ingredient in the New Deal liberal ideology came from the successors of the earlier Progressive movement. This was a crucial part of the Republican coalition at the turn of the century, led by figures like Theodore Roosevelt and “Fighting Bob” La Follette. The relationship between Progressives and Republicans was already disintegrating by 1932, with Teddy Roosevelt in 1912 and La Follette in 1924 running as presidential candidates of a separate Progressive Party against the GOP. With the promise of the New Deal attacking monopoly power (sometimes), minimizing patronage and corruption in politics, and adopting a good-government philosophy in the administration of its labyrinth of federal programs, many ex-Progressives became New Dealers.


With so many parts of the electorate attracted to the New Deal worldview, Republicans were left with a small base of support among white Protestants and certain segments of the business community that saw the pre-1932 economic order as natural and desirable. Regionally, only New England and a few urban centers with strong Republican political machines were reliable anti-Roosevelt bastions. During and immediately after World War II, Roosevelt and his successors hewed to popular, elite-consensus foreign policy that was initially isolationist, then aggressively interventionist, and always anticommunist. This ensured that the political focus remained on economic issues on which Democrats generally felt—with reason—they could not lose.


THE LONG NEW DEAL


At first, the Republican Party responded to the New Deal by fighting it tooth and nail.xiii Quickly, however, it conceded a need to make peace with some of the Roosevelt agenda’s basic principles as a matter of survival. Social Security, farm and labor reforms, and structural economic reforms of banking and the money supply were too broadly popular to fight. Dwight Eisenhower, the only New Deal–era Republican president, enunciated the GOP policy of accommodation well: he identified as a Republican but was ideologically neutral and a realist regarding the most popular New Deal policies. He summed up his views: “Should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unemployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history.”15


He was wrong in the long run but correct in his moment. Eisenhower intuited that during the postwar economic boom, few Americans were eager to trim popular government programs on purely ideological grounds. Widely shared prosperity was a more effective argument than appeals to the abstract principle of small-government conservatism. Republicans learned with time how to score occasional victories within a framework of Democratic dominance, but they struggled until the 1970s to define a worldview that was both attractive to voters and sufficiently unique to overcome the structural disadvantages working against them. By accepting that Democrats had the upper hand, the GOP improved comity in Congress but effectively consigned itself to minority party status. Predictably, it could not achieve any kind of consistent success or develop a unique brand while admitting that the Democrats were correct about the economy and the role of government on a basic level. They let the Democrats define the premise, the terms of acceptable debate, and the range of achievable outcomes, all of which severely hampered Republicans’ freedom to operate politically.


In Congress, they pursued a “go along to get along” strategy,16 supporting the basics of Democratic economic policy in exchange for some concessions around the edges. Republican supporters would have to accept these negotiated concessions as the closest thing to victory they had any chance of achieving. If the New Deal could not be stopped or dismantled, Republicans hoped they could at least exert some influence over its implementation and perhaps limit its scope. It was a role that felt, and was, subsidiary. One analogy put electoral politics of the era in cosmic terms: Democrats were the sun and Republicans, the moon.17


The result of Republicans largely making peace with the New Deal was an era of unprecedented policy experimentation, investment in public works, and—eventually—social reform. Many historians and economists have pointed out that World War II, not solely the New Deal, pulled the United States out of the Great Depression for good. Still other critics from the left lambaste the New Deal as same-old exploitative capitalism in a shiny new package meant to bamboozle and pacify workers.xiv These critiques combine truth and oversimplifications. Some early reflections on the New Deal did treat it with something resembling prostrate awe, but modern scholarship both recognizes the antiradical foundations of Roosevelt’s ideology and accepts the limits of New Deal accomplishments. It is clear, for example, that public works projects did not permanently reduce unemployment as policy makers intended. They did, however, function as a massive investment in infrastructure that made the economic boom that followed possible.18 And crucially, the New Deal vision of government as a force for good persisted beyond FDR, enabling arguably the longest sustained period of increasing economic equality in American history. Without this core belief in government that was Roosevelt’s political legacy, the push during the 1960s for antipoverty and equal rights legislation or the expansion of the social safety net would have been improbable.


TROUBLE BREWIN’


Like the Death Star, the New Deal Democrats were built with a fundamental weakness: by assembling a coalition around shared economic interests, other issues were pushed aside in the name of Democratic unity. Prominent Democrats throughout the era held and expressed racist attitudes and showed little enthusiasm for (or outright hostility to) addressing segregation, inequality, and other racial issues. It does not absolve those leaders to say their hands were tied by political pragmatism. The failure to address racial inequality was complete: political, moral, and ethical. The record is not entirely devoid of progress made on issues of inequality, but Roosevelt and his successors took a decidedly relaxed approach to America’s glaring racial divisions. What desire for reform did exist among New Dealers broke against the rocks of a powerful and disciplined bloc of ultraconservative southern Democrats in Congress who held a practical veto over any civil rights legislation.


Outside either political party, though, a powerful movement for Black equality grew from the grassroots during the post–World War II era.19 Support for Black civil rights was not neatly divided along party lines at first: northern Democrats and liberal Republicans tended to be supportive, while conservative Republicans and southern Democrats tended to be adamantly opposed. Whenever the Democratic Party made feints toward taking up the cause of the civil rights movement, southern Dixiecrats responded with outrage and threats to withdraw from the coalition.


No single date or event signifies the fracture in the Democratic coalition on issues of race; it played out over time. When Harry Truman desegregated the armed forces by executive order in 1948, for example, the short-lived States Rights Democratic Party formed to support the presidential candidacy of Strom Thurmond. While Truman was reelected, Thurmond received thirty-nine electoral votes from the former Confederacy, an early warning sign of political upheaval to come. The 1954 Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education was met with vows of “massive resistance” from southern political power players, almost all Democrats. Strom Thurmond resurfaced to oppose the Civil Rights Act of 1957, to the point of staging a solo filibuster for twenty-four hours and eighteen minutes. It became law, with liberal northern Republicans overcoming conservative southern Democrats’ opposition, but achieved little to advance Black voting rights, necessitating the subsequent civil rights acts.xv


Prosegregation pressure groups and elected officials were not able to halt all progress, but they presented a serious threat to the otherwise dominant Democratic majority. Anti–civil rights figures both dabbled in third parties—Thurmond’s Dixiecrat campaign of 1948 or the independent candidacy of George Wallace in 1968—and drifted toward the Republican Party. Much is made of the Republican Southern Strategy attributed to Richard Nixon, but the process of the Democrats becoming more liberal on race and equality while Republicans responded by becoming more conservative both predated Nixon and unfolded over the following decades.20 The arch-Dixiecrat, Strom Thurmond himself, became a Republican in 1964—the same year Lyndon Johnson scored a landslide victory in the presidential election by winning every state except those of the Deep South.xvi


The New Deal era cannot be repeated, but more than fifty years later, it remains a holy grail for Democrats—if not in terms of policy, then for sheer electoral dominance. Even if divided on some issues, Democratic congressional majorities were for many years as much a fact of life as the seasons. But the New Deal era has been over for a long time, and Democrats now alternate between running away from that past and remembering it wistfully as an era in which they wielded great power. The story of how the Democratic Party became what it is today begins, then, where the New Deal ends.


Footnotes


i The Dust Bowl resulted from a combination of drought, federal land policy encouraging farming of marginal arid land, and unsustainable agricultural methods. See resources from the National Drought Mitigation Center at University of Nebraska–Lincoln.




OEBPS/images/Art_P21.jpg
The Democrats &
@TheDemocrats

This is a whole mood.

Text "Boy Bye" to 43367 to get this exclusive
wallpaper.

GET YOUR FREE,

LIMITED EDITION BOY BYE PHONE WALLPAPER

TEXT ‘BOYBYE' T0 43367

TO GET YOURS TODAY!






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
ﬁaow TYPE BOOKS





OEBPS/images/9781645030041.jpg
A

HOW THE DEMOCRATS LOST
THEIR SOUL IN THE CENTER
ED BURMILA






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
CHAOTIC
NEUTRAL

HOW THE DEMOCRATS LOST
THEIR SOUL IN THE CENTER

ED BURMILA

il
B8 BoLD TYPE BOOKS

New York





