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INTRODUCTION


The Politics of Postindustrial America

Exactly a week after the September 11 terrorist attack against the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, Virginia attorney general Mark Earley, who was the Republican candidate for governor, began airing commercials declaring that he would make “the safety and security of our families and our schools his top priority.” During the last week of the campaign, Earley and New Jersey Republican gubernatorial candidate Bret D. Schundler both ran endorsement ads from New York mayor Rudolph Giuliani, who had been nationally acclaimed for his response to the terrorist attack, and Earley also touted an endorsement from President George W. Bush. The subliminal message that both Earley and Schundler meant to convey was that, by electing them, voters would be endorsing Giuliani’s and Bush’s responses to the terrorist attack. But the public didn’t make this association. Earley was decisively defeated by Democrat Mark Warner and Schundler was routed by Democrat Jim McGreevey, ceding to the Democrats offices that Republicans had occupied since 1993.

The Democrats also scored other impressive victories in November 2001. In Dayton, Ohio; Syracuse, New York; Los Angeles; and Raleigh and Durham, North Carolina, Democrats replaced Republican incumbents. The victory in Dayton, coming on the heels of a Democratic win in Columbus in 1999, meant that all of Ohio’s major cities were under Democratic control. North Carolina’s Research Triangle, one of the fastest-growing areas of the state, is now entirely in Democratic hands. In the longtime Republican stronghold of Nassau County, Long Island, a Democrat won the county executive race, and Democrats also captured the county legislature. Democrats had not held the legislature and the executive in Nassau County since 1917. The one outstanding Republican victory occurred in New York City. But the Republican mayoral candidate, Michael Bloomberg, was a liberal Democrat who had rented the Republican label because he stood a better chance of winning the Republican than the Democratic primary.

When parties win elections like this, it doesn’t always portend significant long-term changes. In 1946, Republicans captured the Congress from the Democrats, but the Democrats won it back in 1948. The 1946 elections reflected voters’ lack of support for the new Truman administration and their weariness with fourteen years of Democratic rule. But what was remarkable about the November 2001 elections was that they took place amidst widespread support for the Bush administration’s conduct of the war. After the September 11 attacks, many Republican and Democratic strategists assumed that public support for Bush would carry over to Republican candidates. That it did not is evidence that these elections were, indeed, part of a longer trend, one that is leading American politics from the conservative Republican majority of the 1980s to a new Democratic majority. Democrats aren’t there yet, but barring the unforeseen, they should arrive by the decade’s end.

American politics has gone in cycles where one party and its politicians have predominated for a decade or more—winning most of the important elections, and setting the agenda for public policy and debate. From 1932 to 1968, New Deal Democrats were in command of American politics, even when a Republican was president; from 1980 to 1992, conservative Republicans prevailed, even when the House of Representatives was in Democratic hands. During these periods of ascendancy, the dominant party hasn’t necessarily gotten everything it has wanted, but it has set the terms on which compromises have occurred. Since the 1992 elections, we have been in the midst of a political transition, similar to the period of 1968 to 1980, in which neither party has been able to establish a clear majority. And while the transition of 1968 to 1980 led from a Democratic to a Republican majority, this one is leading in the opposite direction.

The transition is from one coalition to another. American political majorities are composed of coalitions of different interests, classes, regions, religious persuasions, and ethnic and racial groups. The conservative Republican majority of the 1980s brought together Republican managers, executives, and business and farm owners with white middle-class and working-class Democrats, many of them Protestant evangelicals, who were alienated by their party’s support for civil rights and for the sixties counterculture. They also blamed the Democrats for the stagflation—combined inflation and unemployment with slow economic growth—of the late 1970s and the decline of American power overseas. This new Republican majority was based in the Sunbelt, which stretched from Virginia down to Florida, across to Texas and over to California, but also included traditionally Republican farm states. There was considerable disagreement among groups within the coalition—over abortion, free trade, and deficit spending, for instance—but the leadership was distinguished by its laissez-faire economic views (government is the problem, not the solution), its opposition to the original civil rights acts and the ongoing program of the civil rights movement, and its opposition to modern feminism. And the coalition supported the new religious right and the rollback, not merely the containment, of Soviet communism.

Much of the conservative Republicans’ success—and their ability to hold together their coalition—came from widespread popular disgust with the extremes to which liberal Democrats and New Left movements had gone in the late sixties and the seventies. The civil rights movement had become identified with ghetto riots and busing; feminism with bra burners and lesbians; the antiwar movement with appeasement of third world radicals and the Soviet Union; and liberal Democrats with grandiose schemes that were supposed to stimulate the economy but that would increase taxes for the white middle class and only benefit the poor and minorities. As long as these partly justifiable stereotypes endured, Republicans were able to win elections easily. But in the early nineties, as the Cold War ended, a recession began, and the Democrats moderated their economic and social message, the conservative Republican majority finally began to erode.

The Republicans suffered significant defections in the early nineties from white working-class voters in the North and the West who became disillusioned with the party’s free-market economics and from upscale suburban voters who rejected the Republicans’ support for the religious right. Some of these voters supported H. Ross Perot in 1992, but enough of them backed Democrat Bill Clinton for him to defeat George Bush for the presidency. The Democrats lost these voters in the November 1994 congressional elections, but Clinton won many of them back after the Republicans, who took control of Congress, tried to revive the program of Reagan Republicanism. The new Democratic majority that began to emerge in the 1996 election included some white working-class Reagan and Bush Democrats, but it also featured three important groups of voters that were becoming a larger and more powerful part of the electorate. Professionals, who included teachers, engineers, and nurses, had earlier been one of the most Republican groups, but started moving toward the Democrats in 1972 and, by 1988, had become solidly Democratic. Women voters had once been disproportionately Republican, but, starting in 1964 and accelerating after 1980, they became disproportionately Democratic. And minority voters, including blacks, Hispanics, and Asians, who had been variously committed to the Democratic Party, became overwhelmingly Democratic in the 1990s, while expanding from about a tenth of the voting electorate in 1972 to almost a fifth in 2000.

In the three presidential elections from 1992 to 2000, the Democrats won twenty states and the District of Columbia all three times. These represented a total of 267 electoral votes, just three short of a majority. They provide the Democrats with a base on which to construct a new majority. In the 2000 election, Democratic candidate Al Gore, hobbled by Clinton-era scandals and by his own ineptitude as a campaigner, nonetheless got more votes than Republican George Bush, and together with left-wing third-party candidate Ralph Nader, won 51.1 percent of the popular vote. This emerging Democratic majority was strongest in the Northeast, the upper Midwest, and the Far West, including California, but it commanded a following in many of the new metropolitan areas. These areas join city and suburbs and include high numbers of professionals. The Virginia suburbs of Washington, D.C., helped elect Governor Mark Warner; North Carolina’s Research Triangle has become solidly Democratic, as have most of Floridas high-tech and tourist centers.

The outlook of this new Democratic majority is by no means uniform, but as represented by Clinton, Gore, and other leading politicians, it is different from both conservative Republicans and from the liberal Democrats and New Left movements of the 1970s that the conservative Republicans supplanted. As columnist E. J. Dionne first noted, the new Democrats closely resemble the progressive Republicans who dominated American politics at the beginning of the twentieth century.1 Like them, they envisage government as an instrument of public good that can be used to reduce the inequities of the private market; and they see modern science, nurtured by government, as a tool of progress rather than as a threat to biblical religion. Like the Republican Progressives, who were surrounded by socialists on one side and laissez-faire conservatives on the other, the Democrats see themselves as being neither “left-wing” nor “right-wing,” but as a centrist alternative to the New Left and to conservative Republicanism. They could best be described as “progressive centrists.”

The Democrats’ progressive outlook is most apparent in their view of government. Unlike Republican conservatives, they do not subscribe to the gospel of deregulation and privatization. They want to supplement the market’s invisible hand with the visible hand of government to ensure that the public interest is served. They favor government regulation of business to protect the environment, ensure the safety and quality of consumer goods, prevent investor and stock market fraud, and protect workers from dangers to their health and safety. They want to strengthen social insurance programs, including medicare and social security, and to widen the availability of health insurance. They uphold the freedom of companies to expand or contract as the market requires, but they also want to shield workers from the insecurities created by global trade and economic downturns. They want a larger and stronger social safety net and generous spending on education and worker training.

The new Democrats also reflect the outlook of the social movements that first arose during the sixties. They support equality for women in the workplace and their right to have an abortion. They oppose government interference in peoples private lives—from censorship to antisodomy laws. They reject government imposition of sectarian religious standards on both personal behavior and on scientific research. They envision America as a multiethnic and multiracial democracy, and they support targeted programs to help minorities that trail the rest of the population in education and income.

But they also see themselves as centrists. They favor government intervention, but not, except in very special circumstances, the government’s supplanting and replacing the operation of the market. They want government, in David Osbornes phrase, “to steer, not to row.”2 They want government to equip Americans with the tools to be effective workers in a high-tech society, but they don’t want government to guarantee everyone a job through public spending. They worry about budget deficits and are wary of large tax cuts. They want incremental, careful reforms that will substantially increase health-care coverage and perhaps eventually universalize it, but not a large new bureaucracy that will replace the entire private health-care market. They want aid to minorities, but they oppose the large-scale imposition of quotas or the enactment of racial reparations.

Like the old progressive Republican majority, the emerging Democratic majority reflects deep-seated social and economic trends that are changing the face of the country. At the beginning of the last century, the progressive Republicans oversaw the transition from an Anglo-Saxon Protestant society of farms and small manufacturers to an urban, ethnic, industrial capitalism. Today’s Democrats are the party of the transition from urban industrialism to a new postindustrial metropolitan order in which men and women play equal roles and in which white America is supplanted by multiracial, multiethnic America. This transition is occurring in the three critical realms of work, values, and geography.

Work: In agrarian and industrial America, work was devoted primarily to production of foodstuffs and manufactured goods. Beginning in the 1920s, the United States began to shift toward a postindustrial economy in which the production of ideas and services would dominate the production of goods. The transition slowed during the Great Depression, speeded up in the decades after World War II, and then accelerated again in the 1990s with the widespread introduction of the networked computer and the Internet. New service industries arose; in addition, the production of ideas came to dominate goods production. Auto manufacturers engineered annual design changes; clothing companies no longer produced clothes, but fashions. The numbers of blue-collar factory workers shrank; the number of low-wage service workers and of high-wage college-educated professionals grew proportionately. America, once a land of farms and factories, has become a land of schools, hospitals, offices, hotels, stores, restaurants, and “schedule C” home offices.

Immigrants from Latin America and Asia filled many of the positions in the new workforce. So did women, who, freed from the imperative to produce large families and from onerous household chores, such as growing food and making clothes, joined the workforce on an increasingly equal footing with men. Over half of the new professionals were women. While the low-wage service workers thought and voted like New Deal Democrats—supporting Democrats as the party of the minimum wage, social security, and collective bargaining—the new professionals saw their work as the crafts workers of the late nineteenth century had seen theirs. They sought to create or to offer a high-quality good or service; and when they became frustrated by the imposition of market imperatives, they looked to the Democrats as the party of regulated rather than laissez-faire capitalism.

Values: In agrarian and industrial America, workers and owners were supposed to practice self-denial and self-sacrifice for the economy to grow and for their souls to ascend to heaven. The prevailing Protestantism emphasized salvation in the afterlife through sacrifice in this one. It viewed the enjoyment of leisure, including sex separate from reproduction, as idleness and sin. It envisaged the family as a patriarchal unit of production and reproduction. This view of life was reinforced by the demands of work. Aesthetic contemplation and higher education were strictly the province of the upper classes. But after the Great Depression and World War II, all this changed—due partly to the changing dynamic of American capitalism.

In the wake of the Depression, American business became concerned that workers would not be willing or able to purchase the goods and services that it produced. Advertising, buttressed by American movies and television, convinced Americans to consume rather than save; on a deeper level, it directed Americans to be more concerned about the quality than the sanctity of their lives. Graced with higher incomes and a shorter workweek, American workers also began to seek out and experience the pleasures and satisfactions that had formerly been reserved for the upper classes. American companies, in search of new outlets for investment, reinforced this new preoccupation, creating service industries aimed at popular recreation, travel, education, and physical and mental health.

During the sixties, the transformation of values came to a head. Americans’ concern about their quality of life overflowed from the two-car garage to clean air and water and safe automobiles; from higher wages to government-guaranteed health care in old age; and from equal legal and political rights to equal opportunities for men and women and blacks and whites. Out of these concerns came the environmental, consumer, civil rights, and feminist movements of the sixties. As Americans abandoned the older ideal of self-denial and the taboos that accompanied it, they embraced a libertarian ethic of personal life. Women asserted their sexual independence through the use of birth control pills and through exercising the right to have an abortion. Adolescents experimented with sex and courtship. Homosexuals “came out” and openly congregated in bars and neighborhoods. Initially, these new values and pursuits inspired a sharp reaction from the religious right and conservative Republicans. Republicans used Democrats’ identification with postindustrial values to pillory them among an older generation raised in a different America. But over the last decades, these values have spread throughout the society and have become an important basis for a new Democratic majority.

Geography: Industrial America was originally divided between city and country, and then after World War II among city, suburb, and country. Typically, manufacturing took place within cities, farming within the countryside, and home life in the suburbs. In the seventies, the suburbs became the focus of white flight from integrated urban public schools, and suburban areas like Long Island became prime turf for the new Republican majority. But in the last two decades, inspired in part by computer technology, a new geographical formation has emerged—the postindustrial metropolitan area. It combines city and suburb in a seamless web of work and home. As manufacturing has moved to the suburbs and even the country, cities like Boston and Chicago have become headquarters for the production of ideas. Both city and suburb have become filled with the shops, stores, and institutions of postindustrial capitalism, from café-bookstores to health clubs to computer learning centers. Many are the site of major universities, which since the sixties have been the crucible of the new postindustrial work and values. Some suburban states like New Jersey are now almost entirely composed of contiguous postindustrial metropolitan areas.

These new postindustrial metropolises—from the San Francisco Bay Area to Chicago’s Cook County to Columbus, Ohio, and down to North Carolina’s Research Triangle—are peopled by the new professionals who live according to the ethics of postindustrial society. Their socially liberal values and concerns with the quality of life permeate the population, including the white working class. The result is widespread and growing support for the Democrats’ progressive centrism. In the past, cities like Chicago, Philadelphia, and San Francisco were Democratic, while the surrounding suburbs were Republican. Now the entire metropolitan area in many of these locations has become strongly Democratic. And as more of America becomes composed of these postindustrial metropolises, the country itself becomes more Democratic.

As we write, America is still at war and coming out of a recession. By itself, the economic downturn might have been expected to accelerate the turn toward the Democrats and was already having that effect prior to September 11. But the terrorist assault on the United States—and the Bush administrations successful prosecution of the war in Afghanistan—cast Bush and the Republicans in a far more favorable light. And even if the war did not affect the local and gubernatorial elections in November 2001, a continuing public preoccupation with national security will certainly benefit the Republicans (and generally incumbents) in November 2002 and at least mitigate whatever gains the Democrats might have expected from a recession occurring during the Bush presidency. Yet when the fear of terror recedes, and when Americans begin to focus again on job, home, and the pursuit of happiness, the country will once again become fertile ground for the Democrats’ progressive centrism and postindustrial values.





CHAPTER ONE
The Rise and Fall of the Conservative Republican Majority


In 1969, a year after Richard Nixon won the presidency, Kevin Phillips, an aide to Attorney General John Mitchell, published a book entitled The Emerging Republican Majority. The apparent confirmation of its thesis in 1972—not to mention Phillips’s proximity to the administration—eventually landed it on the best-seller lists.

Like other books of its kind, however, it was cited more often than it was read, and its actual thesis has been clouded by its notoriety. Phillips did not argue that Republicans had already created a majority—in fact, when he wrote his book, Democrats still controlled both houses of Congress, plus the majority of statehouses. What he argued was that the era of “New Deal Democratic hegemony” was over. Phillips predicted that a new Republican majority would eventually emerge out of popular disillusionment with big government programs and the collapse of the Democratic coalition—a collapse the 1968 candidacy of Alabama governor George Wallace had foreshadowed. And a Republican majority finally did emerge in 1980, but only after the GOP had rebounded from the Watergate scandal.

Our view is that we are at a similar juncture—but one that will yield the opposite result. We believe that the Republican era Phillips presciently perceived in 1969 is now over. We are witnessing the “end of Republican hegemony.” The first signs appeared in the early 1990s—not merely in Bill Clinton’s victory in 1992, but in H. Ross Perot’s third-party candidacy and the rise of new kinds of independent voters. The Republican takeover of Congress in November 1994 seemed to show that Clinton’s win and Perot’s strong showing were flukes. Indeed, many confidently predicted that 1994 heralded the beginning of still another conservative realignment. But the 1994 Republican wins turned out, in retrospect, to be the same kind of false dawn that the Democrats had experienced twenty years earlier because of Watergate.

Ever since 1994, Republicans have lost ground in Congress and in the country. Like the Democrats of the 1970s, they have also begun to suffer serious divisions within their ranks—from Pat Buchanan on the right to John McCain and Jim Jeffords on the left. Bush’s aggressive prosecution of the war against the terrorists in the fall of 2001 lifted him in public esteem and may have delayed a Republican collapse in 2002. But once the clouds of war lift, and Americans cease to focus on threats to their national security, Republicans are likely to continue their slide, and the movement toward a Democratic majority is likely to resume.

The Republican majority that Phillips foresaw represented a “realignment” of American politics. A realignment entails a shift in the political coalitions that dominate American politics and in the worldview through which citizens interpret events and make political judgments. Realignments happened before in 1860-64, 1896, and 1932-36. These past realignments followed or took place during cataclysmic events—the conflict over slavery and the Civil War, the depression of the 1890s, and the Great Depression of the 1930s—that polarized the country along either regional or class lines. No similar cataclysm has shaken the political system since then, and as a result, realignments have occurred more gradually, with the fall of a prior majority and the rise of a new one separated by a decade-long transition period. It took from 1968 to 1980 for the New Deal majority to collapse and for a new conservative Republican majority to be born; and it is taking from 1992 until sometime in this decade for the conservative Republican majority to disintegrate and for a new Democratic majority to emerge.

I. HOW REALIGNMENTS WORK

Political scientist Walter Dean Burnham called realignments America’s “surrogate for revolution.”1 It is a good way to think of them. Realignments respond to the sharp clashes between interests, classes, regions, religions, and ethnic groups brought about by tectonic shifts in the economy and society.In other countries, these conflicts might have led to insurrection and revolution, but with the exception of our Civil War, in the United States they have resulted in changes in party control and the emergence of a new political Zeitgeist. The tensions that industrialization stirred within a peasant economy contributed to the Russian revolutions of 1905 and 1917, but in the United States similar tensions produced the Populist Party, its absorption within the Democratic Party, and eventually the triumph of William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt’s new Republican coalition, which dominated American politics (with a brief interregnum) from 1896 to 1930. The economic collapse of the 1920s propelled the Fascists to power in Italy and the Nazis in Germany. In the United States, by contrast, the crash of 1929 simply ushered one governing coalition—Herbert Hoovers Republicans—out of power, so that another—Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal Democrats—could take over.

Realignments take place because a dominant political coalition fails to adapt to or to contain a growing social and political conflict. A political movement like the Southern civil rights movement can precipitate this sort of conflict. So can differing political responses to major changes in the country’s economy or position in the world. The Jacksonian Democrats’ rise in the 1820s was partly the result of conflict between the farmers of the new frontier states, who demanded easy credit, and Eastern bankers and merchants who wanted the stability of the Second Bank of the United States. The Republican Party was born in 1856 out of the conflict between the free-labor North and the plantation South over the extension of slavery. The McKinley Republicans put the United States squarely on the side of its industrial future rather than its agrarian past. And the New Deal Democrats expanded the scope and responsibilities of the federal government to overcome the inability of modern capitalism, acting on its own, to prevent poverty, unemployment, and incendiary class conflict.



	Year

	Realigning Party

	1828

	Jacksonian Democrats




	1860-64

	Lincoln Republicans




	1896

	McKinley Republicans




	1932-36

	New Deal Democrats




	1968

	Transition: Disintegration of New Deal Majority




	1980

	Conservative Republican Majority




	1992

	Transition: Disintegration of the Republican Majority




	2004-8

	New Democratic Majority





In each realignment, the emerging majority party creates a new coalition by winning over voters from its rival party and by increasing its sway over its own voters, whose ranks have typically increased through birth, immigration, and economic change. In 1896, the Republicans won over Northern workingmen who had voted Democratic in the past, but who blamed the Democrats for the depression and were turned off by presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan’s agrarian appeal for free silver. The addition of these voters gave the Republicans a solid majority in the North and the Far West. And that majority held until 1932, when anger over the Great Depression drove a number of groups—industrial workers, small farmers, blacks, Catholics, and Jews—back into the Democratic Party. Together with the party’s existing base in the South, this coalition gave the Democrats an enduring majority, reducing Republicans to their loyal business supporters in the Northeast and Midwest, farmers in the Western plains states, and rural Protestants in the Midwest and Northeast.

Majority coalitions are not necessarily homogeneous. They are like old cities that are periodically rebuilt. They may be recognizable by their newest buildings and streets, but they also contain older structures and streets. Similarly, a new majority coalition is distinguished by a set of leading constituencies, but also includes other groups that have traditionally supported that party and still find more reasons to support it than the opposition. At the heart of the New Deal were Franklin Roosevelt, New York senator Robert Wagner (the author of the National Labor Relations and Social Security Acts), and trade unionists like the Clothing Workers president Sidney Hillman, but it also included white Southern conservatives who had voted Democratic since before the Civil War and were typified by Roosevelt’s first vice president, Texan John Nance Garner.

Realignments have been accompanied by the creation of a new dominant political worldview or zeitgeist. Like the coalition itself, a worldview is made up of heterogeneous elements, but it also has a leading set of ideas. The leading New Deal Democrats—Franklin Roosevelt rather than Garner or brain truster Rexford Tugwell rather than brain-truster-turned-critic Raymond Moley—held a far wider view of government’s economic responsibility—and of what government could do—than did the Coolidge-Hoover Republicans. A Republican of the 1920s could not have conceived of, let alone condoned, the federal government paying the unemployed to go to school or to paint a mural. The New Deal Democrats also took a far more favorable view of labor unions and a far more skeptical view of business than did contemporary Republicans. But of course not all Democrats who voted for Roosevelt subscribed to these ideas about unions and government, just as, later, not all Republicans who voted for Reagan would support his ideas about banning abortion or reinstituting school prayer.

There is, finally, a kind of metaworldview that has distinguished the two parties. From Andrew Jackson through Franklin Roosevelt and Bill Clinton, Democrats have defined themselves as the party of the average American and Republicans as the party of the wealthy and powerful. The Democrats have not necessarily stigmatized the rich and powerful, but they have insisted that their priorities lie elsewhere. The Whigs and their successor, the Republicans, have been more consistently sympathetic to business and the wealthy. They have not defined themselves solely as the party of business, but they have defined America’s interests as identical to those of its business class. Even when they have appeared to cast their lot rhetorically with the average American, as Reagan or former congressman Jack Kemp did, they have done so in a way that identifies the worker with the executive and the member of the middle class with the member of the upper class. They have shunned any evocation of class conflict or class resentment.

One indication that a realignment is imminent has been the rise of third parties that defy the existing political consensus. The Liberty and Free Soil parties of the 1840s arose because both the Democrats and the Whigs were unwilling to oppose slavery. The Progressive Party of 1924, which ran Robert La Follette for president and received a respectable 16.6 percent of the vote, pointed to rising disillusionment by farmers and industrial workers with the two major parties’ support for laissez-faire economics. And in 1968, Wallace’s third party arose because neither the Democratic nor the Republican leadership were willing to oppose the civil rights movement. Sometimes, the revolt against the prevailing worldview occurs within the opposition party itself. In 1928, Al Smith, a “wet,” a Catholic, and an advocate of liberal reform, challenged the prevailing consensus; Barry Goldwater did so in 1964; and George McGovern in 1972. The opposition gets clobbered, but it does surprisingly well among constituencies that would become the heart of a new majority. Smith was routed by Hoover nationally, but he ran unusually strongly among urban Catholic voters, who had deserted the Democrats in 1896, but would return in the 1930s.2 Goldwater was also routed, but he created a new Republican base in the Deep South. And McGovern, as we shall soon see, tapped into the source of a future Democratic majority—one just coming into view now.

Realignments used to occur every thirty-two to forty years. By this count, a realignment should have occurred between 1968 and 1976. But the realignment cycle coincided with the business cycle. Both the realignments of 1896 and 1932 were precipitated by depressions. After World War II, Keynesian fiscal policy didn’t eliminate, but did reduce, the downward trajectory of the business cycle. And by eliminating massive depressions, it made it less likely that political realignments would occur exactly on time and as dramatically as before. That didn’t lead to the end of realignments, but to a transitional period between the end of one majority and the beginning of another. This transition period created illusions of party dealignment and permanent equilibrium, but finally culminated in a new majority. The realignment of 1980 was prefaced by a twelve-year transition in which the old Democratic majority splintered, and the coming realignment is being preceded by a period of transition that began in 1992 in which the Republican majority has disintegrated.

II. THE COLLAPSE OF NEW DEAL LIBERALISM

In the sixties, two clear signs that a conservative Republican realignment might be imminent were Goldwater’s nomination in 1964 and Wallace’s independent campaign in 1968. In 1964, Goldwater directly challenged the New Deal and Cold War worldview that had united Republicans like Nixon and New York governor Nelson Rockefeller with Democrats like John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. The Arizonan and his conservative supporters opposed the New Deal welfare state, including social security and the minimum wage; they favored the rollback rather than containment of Soviet communism; and they rejected a commitment to racial equality, even opposing the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that guaranteed blacks equal access to public facilities. In the election, Goldwater was routed in the North and the West, but carried five Deep South states that had not backed the Republicans since Reconstruction (see chart). County by county, the pro-Republican shifts were phenomenal. For example, the average county in Mississippi moved Republican by an amazing 67 percentage points in 1964, while the average Louisiana county increased its Republican support by 34 points over 1960. These Deep South states would become bulwarks of the new conservative Republican majority.

In the 1964 Democratic presidential primaries and running as an independent candidate in 1968, Wallace challenged the consensus of both parties even more brazenly by advocating racial segregation. He waged an openly racist campaign that appealed to white Democrats who had been alienated by the civil rights movement and by the ghetto riots, which had begun in 1964. Wallace linked race to a cluster of concerns about the welfare state, taxes, spending, crime, local political power (blacks had already run for mayor in Cleveland and Gary), and the power of the federal government. This explosive cluster of issues, which had opposition to civil rights at its core, split the New Deal Democratic coalition. Phillips described this process in The Emerging Republican Majority:
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Presidential Voting in Key Southern States, 1960 and 1964 Elections

The principal force which broke up the Democratic (New Deal) coalition is the Negro socioeconomic revolution and liberal Democratic ideological inability to cope with it. Democratic “Great Society” programs aligned that party with many Negro demands, but the party was unable to defuse the racial tension sundering the nation. The South, the West, and the Catholic sidewalks of New York were the focus points of conservative opposition to the welfare liberalism of the federal government; however, the general opposition … came in large part from prospering Democrats who objected to Washington dissipating their tax dollars on programs which did them no good. The Democratic Party fell victim to the ideological impetus of a liberalism which had carried it beyond programs taxing the few for the benefit of the many … to programs taxing the many on behalf of the few.3

In the 1968 election, Wallace got 13.5 percent of the vote nationally, and forty-six electoral votes from five states in the Deep South. In twenty-four additional states, he got more votes than the difference between Nixon and Democratic candidate Hubert Humphrey. In 1972, Wallace’s campaign for president as a Democrat was cut short by an assassin’s bullet. When the Democrats nominated McGovern, who endorsed the civil rights movement agenda on welfare and crime, as well as on school integration, Nixon inherited Wallace’s vote.

In forty-five of fifty states, Nixon’s vote in 1972 closely matched the sum of his and Wallace’s vote in 1968. (The exceptions were Maine, Hawaii, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and West Virginia.) In some states, including seven in the South, it looked as if Wallace’s votes had simply been transferred to Nixon (see chart below).4
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Presidential Voting in Selected States, 1968 and 1972



On the presidential level, Nixon’s victory in 1972 was equivalent to Roosevelt’s landslide in 1932 and seemed to augur a new conservative Republican majority. But there was one important difference: in 1932, Democrats won the White House and the Congress, while in 1972, Nixon and the Republicans were not able to win the Congress. Democrats retained a 57-43 edge in the Senate—even picking up two seats from 1970—and a 244-191 advantage in the House of Representatives.5 Republicans failed to take the Congress partly because opposition to civil rights was not sufficiently strong in the North and Far West to overcome the voters’ commitment to Democratic economics. Liberal Democrats defeated Republicans in Colorado, Delaware, Iowa, and Maine.

Republicans failed to win support in the South below the presidential level. If political position alone had mattered, the South would probably have gone solidly Republican in Congress in 1968 or 1972. Many of the Democrats it elected, such as Mississippi senator James Eastland or Arkansas Senator John McClellan, espoused exactly the same positions as the most conservative Republicans. But Southern voters, still mindful of the Republican role in the Civil War and Reconstruction, were not willing to support the creation of local Republican organizations. While the Republican Party had established a strong presence in North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee, it could not recruit viable candidates in most of the South. In 1972, Democrats controlled 68 percent of both the Senate and House seats in the South, and virtually all the state legislative positions.6

To make matters worse for the Republicans, Nixon became embroiled in the Watergate scandal, which led to his resignation and cast a pall over Republican candidates in the 1974 and 1976 elections. The scandal was, of course, the result of Nixon’s malfeasance, but it would not have become so public or led to his resignation and to Republican defeats if congressional Democrats and the national press (whom Nixon had alienated) had not been determined to do Nixon in; or, for that matter, if the Democrats had not had control of congressional investigating committees. The Watergate scandal did not simply weaken the Republicans; it happened in part because of the party’s relative weakness—because a realignment had not yet occurred.

Yet while a Republican realignment had not occurred, the Democratic majority was already unraveling. Even in the shadow of Watergate, Democrat Jimmy Carter barely eked out a victory over Gerald Ford in 1976. And while the Democrats held sixty-two seats in the Senate at the end of that year, fourteen of those senators were conservative Southern Democrats. When Carter tried to get Congress to enact the Democratic agenda of progressive tax reform, energy conservation, and consumer protection, these Southern Democrats joined their Republican counterparts to block his initiatives and to pass measures such as a reduction in capital gains taxes that would ordinarily have reflected a Republican majority.
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