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Parties and Elections 

Elections hold the potential that citizens can shape public policy 
through support for candidates who share their policy preferences. 
But have elections delivered on their promise in the United States? To 
provide perspective on this question, it is useful to begin with the 
gradual development of elections in Western history. 

WHEN AND HOW DO ELECTIONS MATTER? 

Historically, the first function of elections is to provide a mechanism 
for rival power groups, not everyday people, to resolve disputes in a 
peaceful way. It was not until elections were well established that they 
came to be seen as a way to engage more of the population in gover
nahce. This does not mean elections were willingly accepted by the 
combatants. In fact, elections were not adopted in any European 
country until the power rivals had compromised their major differ
ences in a pact or settlement, usually after years of violence or in the 
face of extreme economic crisis. l 

In the United States, the Constitution was the equivalent of 
these peace agreements. It dealt with several issues that rival colo
nial leaders said were not negotiable. Most importantly, Northern 
wealth-holders had to make several concessions to the Southern 
slave owners to wili their agreement to the new constitution. Even in 
this example, the limited nature of elections in constraining rival 
elites is revealed by the Civil War. The slaveholders decided to secede 
from the union and risk the costly and devastating civil war that 
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soon followed rather than see their way of life gradually eroded by 
an inability to expand slavery westward. 

Within the context of stable power-sharing pacts, elections grad
ually come to have a second function. They allow average citizens to 
help determine which of the rival power groups will play the lead role 
in government. In the case of the United States, this has meant that 
different occupational, religious, and ethnic groups become part of 
different corporate-led coalitions that contend for office on a wide 
range of appeals, some issue-based, some not. Voters are thus often 
able to eliminate those candidates they perceive as extremists. 

Thirdly, citizens in many countries can have an influence on eco
nomic and social issues due to their participation in electoral coali
tions. This is best seen in those European countries where social 
democrats have won a majority and created social insurance systems 
for unemployment, disability, health, and old age that are far larger 
than American programs. Finally, elections matter as a way to intro
duce new policies in times of social disruption caused by extreme do
mestic problems. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this 
role was often fulfilled by third parties that appeared suddenly on the 
scene, such as the new parties of the 1840s and 1850s that first advo
cated the abolition of slavery. By the second decade of the twentieth 
century, the main electoral arena for new ideas became the primary 
elections of the two major parties. 

The development of primaries gave American voters the oppor
tunity to decide which individuals from rival groups and classes 
would have the opportunity to compete in the general elections. Pri
maries forced candidates to mingle with everyday people and pay at
tention to them. In the process, even incumbents are graphically 
reminded that they can be deposed if they are not attentive. This 
forced interaction with individuals from the general public puts limits 
on the degree to which money, advertising, and name recognition can 
shape the outcome. 

So, elections can and do matter. They allow for at least some 
input by citizens who are not wealthy, and they provide an opening for 
critics of the social system to present their ideas. In the United States, 
however, elections have yielded far fewer successes for the liberal
labor coalition than might be expected on the basis of social
democratic victories in most Western democracies. The reasons for 
this difference are explained in the remainder of this chapter. 

WHY ONLY TWO MAJOR PARTIES? 

In some democratic countries, there are three or more substantial polit
ical parties with clearly defined programs understood by voters, who 
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therefore are able to vote on the basis of policy preferences if they so de
sire. In sharp contrast, there have been only two major parties for most 
of American history. The only exceptions were a brief one-party era 
from about 1812 to 1824, after the Federalist Party collapsed, and a few 
years in the 1850s, when the conflict over extending slavery into Kansas 
and Missouri led to the breakup of the Whig Party (the party that, 
roughly speaking, replaced the Federalist Party). Even the Republican 
Party that developed in the 1850s does not really qualify as a third party, 
because it replaced the Whigs in the space of just one or two elections. 

Why are there only two major parties despite the country's tumul
tuous history of regional, religious, and class rivalries? Two fundamen
tal features of American government lead to a two-party system. The 
first is the selection of senators and representatives from states and dis
tricts in elections that require only a plurality, not a majority. Such an 
arrangement is called a single-member-district plurality system, and it 
has led to two-party systems in 90 percent of the 109 countries included 
in an exhaustive comparative study. The exceptions tend to be in coun
tries where a third party has some strength in a single region for ethnic 
or religious reasons. The second reason for the American two-party sys
tem is relatively unique in the world: the election of a president. The 
election of a president is, in effect, a strong version of the single
member-district plurality system, with the nation serving as the only 
district. Due to the enormous power of the presidency, the pull toward 
two parties that exists in any single-member-district system is even 
greater in the United States. The result is that third parties are even 
more unlikely and smaller than in other countries with district/plurality 
elections. *2 

The fact that only one person can win the presidency, or be 
elected to Congress from a given state or district, which seems trivial, 
and is taken for granted by most Americans, leads to a two-party sys
tem by creating a series of winner-take-all elections. A vote for a third
party,candidate of the right or left is in effect a vote for the voter's 
least-favored candidate on the other side of the political spectrum. Be
cause a vote for a third-party candidate of the left or right is a vote for 
"your worst enemy," the usual strategy for those who want to avoid 
this fate is to form the largest possible preelection coalition, even if 

As shown dramatically in the 2000 elections. the president is selected by the Electoral 
College, where each state has a number of electors equal to the size of its congressional 
delegation. The minimum number of electors a small state can have is three-two sena
tors plus one House member. Electors cast their ballots for the candidate who wins in 
their state. The focus on electoral votes forces candidates to concentrate on winning a 
plurality in as many states as possible. not simply on winning the most votes in the na
tion overall. This system creates a further disadvantage for third parties. 
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numerous policy preferences must be abandoned or compromised. 
The result is two coalitional parties. * 

Third parties of the left or right rarely last for more than one or 
two elections and rarely receive more than 1 to 2 percent of the vote 
when they do persist, but they can have dramatic impacts on the over
all results. In 2000, Ralph Nader and the Green Party were widely per
ceived as contributing to Bush's triumph by taking just enough votes 
from Democrat Al Gore in New Hampshire and Florida to give their 
electoral votes-and the presidency-to Bush. What is less known is 
that the tiny Libertarian Party to the right of the Republicans cost the 
Republicans a Senate seat in Nevada in 1998, a Senate seat in Wash
ington in 2000, a Senate seat in South Dakota in 2002, and the gover
norships of Oregon and Wisconsin in 2002 by winning far more votes 
than the margin by which the Republican challengers lost to their 
Democratic opponents.3 

By way of contrast, a parliamentary system provides some room 
for third parties even in district/plurality electoral systems. This is be
cause a prime minister is selected by the parliament after the elec
tions. There is therefore less pressure toward two preelectoral 
coalitions, thus making it possible for three issue-oriented parties to 
exist or for a new third party to grow over the period of several elec
tions. Even more parties are likely to exist if the parliament is elected 
through a system of proportional representation, which eliminates 
districts and allots seats in proportion to a party's nationwide vote 
once a certain minimum is reached (usually about 5 percent). Thus, 
comparative studies of the relationship between electoral rules and 
the number of political parties suggest how candidate selection in the 
United States came to be conducted through a two-party system, de
spite the existence of the same kinds of class, regional, and ethnic con
flicts that have led to three or more parties in other countries. 

Although the American system of single-member congressional 
districts and presidential elections generates an inexorable tendency 
toward a two-party system, it was not designed with this fact in mind. 
The Founding Fathers purposely created a system of checks and bal
ances that would keep power within bounds, especially the potential 
power of an aroused and organized majority of farmers and artisans. 

" The fact that H. Ross Perot received 19 percent of the vote in 1992 and nearly 9 per· 
cent in 1996, running as the candidate of his Reform Party, does not contradict this 
analysis because his party was positioned between the two major parties. As a centrist 
party, it was more likely to. draw votes from partisans of both parties, and hence was not 
more threatening to one than the other. Careful analysis of the 1992 campaign, and exit 
polls in both 1992 and 1996, show that he did take voters from both parties. Perot's vote 
is also unusual because he spent $72 million of his own money to promote his candi· 
dacy in 1992. 
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However, a party system was not among their plans. Indeed, the 
Founding Fathers disliked the idea of parties, which they condemned 
as factions that are highly divisive. Parties are a major unintended 
consequence of their deliberations, and it was not until the 1830s and 
1840s that a new generation of political leaders finally accommodated 
themselves to the idea that the two-party system was not disruptive of 
rule by the wealthy few. 4 

A two-party system does not foster parties that articulate clear 
images and policies, in good part because rival candidates attempt to 
blur their differences in order to win the voters in the middle. It causes 
candidates to emphasize personal qualities rather than policy prefer
ences. It may even lead to collusion between the two parties to avoid 
some issues or to avoid competition in some districts. Moreover, there 
is reason to believe that a two-party system actually discourages vot
ing because those in a minority of even 49 percent receive no repre
sentation for their efforts. Voting increases considerably in countries 
where districts have been replaced by proportional representation.s 

For all these reasons, then, a two-party system leads to the possi
bility that there may be very little relationship between politics and 
policy. Candidates can say one thing to be elected and then do another 
once in office, which of course gives people with money and informa
tion the opportunity to shape legislation. In short, a two-party system 
creates a set of circumstances in which the parties mayor may not 
reflect citizen preferences. However, none of this explains why the 
liberal-labor coalition does not have a party of its own. The historic 
difference between the Northern and Southern economies, one based 
in free labor, the other in slavery, provides the explanation for this un
usual situation. 

REPUBLICANS AND DEMOCRATS 

Two contrastIng claims predominate in most everyday discussions of 
the Republican and Democratic parties. One suggests there is not a 
"dime's worth of difference between them," which reflects the need to 
appeal to the centrist voters in a two-party system. The other says that 
the Republicans represent big business and the Democrats the liberal
labor coalition, a belief that comes equally from the scare tactics of ul
traconservatives and the mythmaking by liberals about a progressive 
past. In fact, both parties have been controlled for most of their his
tory by different factions within the power elite. 

Although the Constitutional Convention of 1787 settled the 
major issues between the Northern and Southern rich, at least until 
the 1850s, it did not take long for political parties to develop. From the 
day in 1791 when wealthy Virginia plantation owners made contact 
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with landowners in upstate New York to create what was to become 
the first incarnation of the Democratic Party, the two parties repre
sented different economic interests within the upper class. For the 
most part, the Democrats were originally the party of agrarian wealth, 
especially in the South, the Republicans the party of bankers, mer
chants, and industrialists.*6 

As with all generalizations, this one needs some qualification. The 
Democratic-Republican party, as it was first known, also found many 
of its adherents in the North among merchants and bankers of Irish 
origins, who disliked the English-origin leaders in the Federalist Party 
for historical reasons. Then, too, religious dissenters and Protestants of 
low-status denominations often favored the Democratic-Republicans 
over the "high church" Federalist Party. These kinds of differences per
sist down to the present: In terms of social status, the Federalist-Whig
Republican party has been the party of the secure and established, the 
Democrats the party of those who were in the out-group on some di
mension. Today, it is most strongly supported by African-Americans, 
Hispanics, Jews, and women who work outside the horne, although it 
still has some moderate and liberal business owners in its ranks.? 

The characterization of the Democratic Party as a coalition of 
out-groups even fits the slaveholders who controlled the party in its 
first sixty-nine years, for they were agrarians in an industrializing so
ciety, slaveholders in a land of free labor. Although they controlled the 
presidency in thirty-two of the first thirty-six years of the country's 
existence by electing slave owners like Thomas Jefferson, James Madi
son, and Andrew Jackson, the plantation capitalists were on the defen
sive, and they knew it. Following the Civil War, the Democratic Party 
became even more completely the instrument of the southern segment 
of the upper class when all wealthy white Southerners joined it. They 
correctly saw this move as the best strategy to maximize their impact 
in Washington and at the same time force the Southern populists to 
accept marginalization within the Democratic Party, or start a third 
party that could go nowhere. 8 

After the Civil War, the white Southerners gained new allies in 
the North with the arrival of millions of ethnic Catholic and Jewish 
immigrants, who were often treated badly and scorned by the Protes
tant Republican majority. When some of these new immigrants grew 
wealthy in the first half of the twentieth century, they became major fi-

.. The South is defined for purposes of this book as the following fourteen states: Al
abama, Arkansas, Florida, 'Georgia, Louisiana, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, 
Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia. Although 
there is no standard definition of the South, and Missouri might well have been included 
because it was a slave state, the fourteen listed here are used by many social scientists. 



REPUBLICANS AND DEMOCRATS 141 

nancial backers of urban Democratic organizations (called machines 
in their day). Contrary to ultraconservatives and liberals, the liberal
labor coalition that developed within the Democratic Party in the 
1930s was no match for the well-established Southern rich and their 
wealthy, urban ethnic allies. 9 

Still, the liberal-labor coalition did begin to elect about 100 Dem
ocrats to the House starting in the 1930s, where they joined with 
roughly 100 Southern Democrats and 50 machine Democrats from 
Northern urban areas to form a strong Democratic majority in all but 
a few sessions of Congress before 1994. By 1938, however, the South
ern Democrats and Northern Republicans had formed a conservative 
voting bloc that stopped the liberal Democrats from passing legisla
tion concerning union rights, civil rights, and the regulation of busi
ness. These are precisely the issues that defined class conflict at the 
time. This generalization includes civil rights because that was a code 
phrase for issues concerning the coercive control of the low-wage 
African-American workforce in the South. 10 

For the most part, the liberal-labor coalition had to settle for 
small victories on economic issues where it could attract the support 
of some Southern Democrats, such as housing subsidies. More gener
ally, the Democratic Party became a pro-spending alliance in which 
Northern Democrats supported agricultural subsidies and price sup
ports that greatly benefited Southern plantation owners. The South
erners in turn were willing to support government spending programs 
for roads, public housing, hospital construction, school lunches, and 
even public assistance, but with three provisos. The spending pro
grams would contain no attack on segregation, they would be locally 
controlled, and they would differentially benefit Southern states. This 
arrangement hinged on a tacit agreement that the liberal-labor coali
tion would not vigorously oppose the continuing segregation in the 
South. I I 

The fact that Democrats formally controlled Congress for most 
of the years between 1932 and 1994 is therefore irrelevant in terms of 
understanding the domination of government policy by the power 
elite. The important point is that a strong conservative majority was 
elected to Congress throughout the twentieth century and always 
voted together on the issues that related to class conflictP There are 
two crucial exceptions to this generalization, the mid-1930s and the 
mid-1960s, times of great social turmoil. The activism of workers in 
the 1930s led to the passage of pro-union legislation in 1935 and the 
Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s led to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The pro-union legislation is dis
cussed at the end of Chapter 7 and the civil rights legislation at the 
end of Chapter 8. 
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There is, of course, far more to the story of the Democratic Party, 
including the details of how a voting majority is assembled for each 
particular piece of legislation through complex horse trading. But 
enough has been said to explain why the liberal-labor coalition does 
not have a party of its own, as it does in most democratic countries. 
The electoral rules leading to a two-party system, in conjunction with 
control of the Democrats by wealthy Southern whites until the last few 
decades, left the liberal-labor coalition with no good options. It cannot 
form a third party without assuring the election of even more Republi
cans, who are its sworn enemies, but it has been unable to win control 
of the Democratic Party. The result is a sordid bargain from the point 
of view of leftists and young activists. 

The control of both political parties by members of the power 
elite reinforces the worst tendencies of a two-party system: avoidance 
of issues, collusion, and an emphasis on the character and personality 
of the candidates. There is an important political science literature on 
how elected . officials from both parties employ a variety of strategies 
within this context to vote their policy preferences, even when they are 
opposed by a majority of voters, and at the same time win reelection. 13 

This literature shows the complexity of politics and electioneering at 
the intersection between the power elite and ordinary citizens. For 
purposes of this book, the important point is that many people in the 
United States can be persuaded to vote on the basis of their race, reli
gion, or ethnicity, rather than their social class, because there is no 
political party to develop and popularize a program reflecting their 
economic interests and preferences. This is the main reason why the 
electoral system is best understood from a power perspective as a 
candidate-selection process. Its primary function is one of filling offices, 
with the minimum possible attention to the policy aspects of politics. 

PARTY PRIMARIES AS GOVERNMENT STRUCTURES 

The inexorable two-party logic of the American electoral system led to 
another unique feature of American politics: the use of primary elec
tions regulated by state governments to determine the parties' candi
dates. The system was first legislated in 1903 by reformers in 
Wisconsin, who became convinced there was no hope for third par
ties. About the same time, a system of white primaries was adopted in 
the segregationist Southern states as a way for rival white candidates 
to challenge each other without allowing African-Americans to vote. 14 

As primaries grew in frequency, they gradually became an ac
cepted part of the overall electoral system. It has now reached the 
point where the use of state-regulated primaries, when combined with 
long-standing governmental control of party registration, has trans-
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formed the two major parties into the official office-filling agencies of 
the state. From a legislative and legal point of view, the party primar
ies labeled Republican and Democratic can be seen as two different 
pathways legitimated by the government for obtaining its elected offi
cials. Thus, state-sponsored primaries reinforce the point that Ameri
can politics is a candidate-selection process. 

Put another way, parties are no longer fully independent organi
zations that control membership and choose their own leaders. Since 
anyone can register with the government to be a member of a party, 
party leaders cannot exclude people from membership based on polit
ical beliefs. Furthermore, people registered in the party can run in its 
primaries for any office, so party leaders and party conventions have 
very little influence on the policies advocated by its candidates. In ef
fect, a party stands for what the successful candidates in primaries say 
it stands for. Party leaders can protest and donors can withhold crucial 
campaign funds, but the winners in the primaries, along with their 
many political consultants, are the party for all intents and purposes. 
This is a major difference from political parties in other countries. It is 
also very different from the situation a few decades ago in the United 
States, when "urban bosses" selected Northern Democratic candidates. 

The use of primaries by insurgents led to some surprising victo
ries early in the twentieth century. In North Dakota, for example, a 
one-time Socialist Party organizer developed the Nonpartisan League 
to run candidates in party primaries on a radical platform. The plat
form called for state-owned grain elevators, a state-owned bank, pub
lic housing for farm workers , and other policies that would make 
farmers less dependent on railroads and grain companies, which were 
viewed as highly exploitative. Despite vehement opposition from busi
ness leaders and mainstream politicians, the Nonpartisan League 
swept to power in North Dakota in 1916 and instituted much of its 
program. The Bank of North Dakota, which focuses on credit for 
farmers and low-income rural people, is still the only one of its kind in 
the United States. Even though the Nonpartisan League has been gone 
for many decades and is almost completely forgotten, it had a large 
impact. As the historian who studied it most closely concludes: "Not 
only was it to control for some years the government in one state, elect 
state officials and legislators in a number of midwestern and western 
states, and send several of its representatives to the Congress-its im
pact was to help shape the destinies of a dozen states and the political 
philosophies of an important segment of the nation's voters." IS 

In 1934, in the midst of the Great Depression, the most famous 
leftist of his day, the prolific author Upton Sinclair, switched his party 
registration from Socialist to Democrat and announced that he would 
run for governor of California on a detailed program to "End Poverty 
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In California" (EPIC), which featured a mixture of socialist and seIf
help ideas. He organized his supporters into EPIC clubs, thereby giv
ing them an identity that distinguished them from other Democrats, 
with whom leftists did not want to be associated, and proceeded to 
win the primary with 51 percent of the vote in a field of seven candi
dates. After an extraordinary campaign in which the incumbent Re
publican governor promised to embrace many New Deal programs, 
Sinclair lost the general election with 37 percent of the vote, but the 
party was liberalized for years thereafter because many young liberal 
and socialist activists ran for other offices as part of his campaign. 16 

Despite this apparent success, most activists in the Socialist and Com
munist parties bitterly denounced Sinclair's approach because of their 
strong belief that a separate leftist party was needed. As a result of 
these criticisms, his model of creating a separate identity within the 
Democratic Party through a club structure-in effect, a party within 
the party-was seldom followed. 

The first major insurgency in Democratic presidential primaries 
came in 1952 from a Tennessee senator who shocked party leaders by 
advocating integration in the South and opposing the influence of or
ganized crime in Democratic machines in many large cities in the 
North. Although he won several primaries and fared well in polls, too 
many convention votes were still controlled by party leaders for him to 
receive the nomination. I? In 1968, antiwar liberals entered Demo
cratic presidential primaries to register their strong opposition to the 
Vietnam War and did so well that the incumbent president, Lyndon B. 
Johnson, chose not to run. This effort, in conjunction with insurgent 
campaigns at other levels of the party in 1970 and 1972, led to major 
changes in the party rules for selecting delegates to the presidential 
nominating convention, along with a greater use of primaries to select 
candidates at all levels. The result was the nomination of a very liberal 
candidate for president in 1972, George McGovern. IS More recently, a 
major African-American leader, Jesse Jackson, ran solid presidential 
campaigns in the 1984 and 1988 primaries, establishing his credibility 
with white Democratic politicians who previously ignored him. How
ever, the suspicions and tensions were too great between him and his 
leftist allies for them to build a lasting organization. 19 

The most successful use of party primaries was carried out by ul
traconservative Republicans, who first took their platform and strong 
separate social identities as "Young Americans for Freedom" and 
"Goldwater Republicans" into Republican primaries in 1964, where 
they secured the presidential nomination for Senator Barry Goldwater 
of Arizona. Although Goldwater lost badly, his "state's rights" platform 
started the movement of the solid Democratic South into the Republi
can Party in response to the Civil Rights Act of 1964. His campaign 
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also recruited a new cadre and steeled the determination of his follow
ers to take over the party at the grassroots level. It is his young follow
ers who run the Republican Party in the twenty-first century.20 

The institutionalization of primaries, in conjunction with the 
transformation of the South as a result of the Civil Rights Movement, 
led to the breakup of the New Deal coalition and the gradual Republi
can ascendancy in American politics. At the same time, these changes 
created new possibilities for the liberal-labor coalition within the 
Democratic Party. These possibilities are discussed in the final chapter. 

WHY ARE LOCAL ELECTIONS DIFFERENT? 

Perhaps some readers recall from their own experience that elections 
in many cities and counties do not conform to the two-party pattern, 
but are instead nonpartisan in nature (i.e.,· without parties). The rea
sons for this and other differences from the national level are well 
worth considering because they show that electoral rules are subject 
to change by outside forces. In this case, the rules were changed as 
part of electoral battles between local growth coalitions and ordinary 
citizens in the years between 1870 and 1920. The end result was a de
feat for average voters in a majority of cities, which made American 
politics even more atypical among Western democracies and rendered 
the Democratic Party even less useful as an organizational base for 
labor unions and their liberal allies. 

When American cities were small and relatively homogeneous, 
and not everyone could vote, they were easily dominated by the local 
well-to-do. However, in the second half of the nineteenth century, as 
the country urbanized and new immigrants poured into the cities, the 
situation changed dramatically. Ethnic-based political machines, usu
ally affiliated with the Democratic Party, came to control many city 
governments. In the early twentieth century, these machine Demo
crats were' sometimes joined by members of the Socialist Party, 
founded in 1901. In 1912, the high point of socialist electoral success, 
the party elected 1,200 members in 340 cities across the country, in
cluding 79 mayors in 24 different states. There were also 20 socialists 
in nine different state legislatures, with Wisconsin (7), Kansas (3), and 
Illinois (3) heading the list.21 

The local growth coalitions were deeply upset by these defeats. 
They claimed that ethnic machines were raising taxes, appointing 
their supporters to government jobs, and giving lucrative government 
contracts to their friends. Even when the established growth coali
tions could reach an accommodation with the machines by joining 
them as financial supporters, as they very frequently did, they also 
worked to undercut them through a series of so-called reforms and 
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good-government strategies that gradually took shape over a thirty
year period.22 Although the reforms were presented as efforts to elim
inate corruption, reduce costs, and improve efficiency, they in fact 
made it more difficult for Democrats and Socialists to win elected po
sitions. These reforms and their effects are as follows: 

1. O{f-year elections. It was argued that local elections should 
not be held in the same year as national elections because city issues 
are different. This reform broke the policy connections between local 
and national levels while at the same time reducing voter turnout for 
local elections, thereby favoring conservative candidates. 

2. Nonpartisan elections. It was claimed that parties should not 
playa role at the local level because the citizens of a community have 
common interests. that should not be overshadowed by partisan poli
tics. This reform makes it necessary for candidates to increase their 
name recognition because voters can no longer rely on labels like 
Democrat or Socialist to identify those candidates with whom they 
sympathize. 

3. Citywide elections. It was argued that districts do not have the 
same usefulness they do at the Congressional level because the prob
lems facing members of a city council involve the city as a whole, not 
separate neighborhoods. The net effect of this reform is to make it 
more difficult for neighborhood leaders, whether Democrats, Social
ists, or ethnic and racial minorities, to earn seats on city councils, 
because they do not have the money and name recognition to win 
citywide elections. 

4. Elimination of salaries for city council members. It was argued 
that serving on a city council should be a civic service done in a vol
unteer fashion in order to eliminate corruption and self-serving 
motives for seeking office. The effect of this reform is to make it more 
difficult for average-income people to serve on city councils because 
they cannot afford to do so. 

5. Creation of a city-manager form of government. It was claimed 
that a city is like a corporation, and the city council like a corporate 
board of directors, so the city council should set general policy and 
then turn the management of the city over to a trained professional 
called a city manager. 23 

Most of these reforms were packaged and publicized by the Na
tional Municipal League, a national-level policy-planning organiza
tion. Formed in 1894 by 150 developers, lawyers, political scientists, 
and urban planners from twenty-one different cities, the organization 
embodied many years of experimenting with reform efforts in various 
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cities. Riding a call for unity between the two major parties in the face 
oflarge gains by Socialists in 1908 and 1912, the reformers then capi
talized on the fear and patriotism created by World War 1. They 
branded the Socialists as antiwar traitors, disrupted their meetings, 
and removed their newspapers from the U.S. mail. By 1919, the re
formers had been able to implement their model charter in 130 cities 
and could claim partial successes in many more.24 

The reform movement continued to make gains in the next sev
eral decades. A large-scale survey conducted in 1991 revealed that 75 
percent of American cities have nonpartisan elections, making that re
form the most successful in the entire array. In addition, 59 percent of 
cities use citywide ("at-large") elections, compared to only 12 percent 
that rely exclusively on the old district system ("wards"). The other 29 
percent use a combination of citywide and ward representation. 
Finally, 52 percent of cities adopted either the council-manager or 
commission form of government recommended by the reformers. 
Most of the resistance to council-manager government came from 
large cities with strong Democratic organizations.25 

Before World War I, thousands of blue-collar and lower white
collar workers were serving on city councils, but by the 1940s there 
were very few such people being elected. Business people and their 
lawyers, often legitimated for office by service on well-publicized com
mittees of the local chamber of commerce, are now the overwhelming 
presence on most city councils. They are also the most frequent ap
pointees to the nonelected boards and commissions that matter the 
most to the local growth coalitions: planning and zoning commis
sions, off-street parking authorities, water boards, and other local en
tities concerned with municipal infrastructure or retail sales.26 

The net result is that there are very few cities where the growth 
coalition does not shape city government on economic issues. The 
findings from studies of local power structures from the 1950s to the 
J 970s are so strikingly similar that most social scientists lost interest 
in doing them. The exceptions are in a few university towns, where the 
composition of the electorate changed due to the adoption of the 
Twenty-sixth Amendment in 1971, giving the vote to eighteen-year
olds. In these cities, student-neighborhood coalitions sometimes gain 
significant power. Wealthy suburbs and retirement cities for the well
to-do provide other exceptions to the rule.27 

THE CRITICAL IMPORTANCE OF CAMPAIGN FINANCE 

In an electoral system where party differences become blurred for 
structural and historical reasons, the emphasis on the character and 
image of each candidate becomes very great, along with a concern 
about her or his stance on symbolic social issues. In fact, personalities 
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and social issues often become more important than policies related to 
jobs, health, and other substantive issues, even though careful voting 
studies suggest that many voters are more concerned about policies 
that affect their everyday well-being than they are about personali
ties.28 This tendency to focus on personality and social issues has been 
increased somewhat with the rise of the mass media, in particular tel
evision, but it is a reality of American politics that has existed far 
longer than is understood by the many newspaper columnists and tel
evision pundits who lament what they call the "recent decline of polit
ical parties." 

Because the candidate-selection process is relatively individualis
tic, and therefore dependent upon name recognition and personal 
image, it has been in good part controlled by members of the power 
elite through large campaign contributions. Serving as both big 
donors and funq-raisers, the same people who direct corporations and 
take part in policy groups playa central role in the careers of most 
politicians who advance beyond the local level in states of any size and 
consequence. The role of wealthy donors and fund-raisers seems to be 
especially crucial in determining which candidates enter primaries 
and do well in them, because name recognition and image seem to be 
even more important at this point than in regular elections. 

This does not mean that the candidate with the most money usu
ally wins. Far fTom it, as seen in case studies of big-spending losers, 
who are usually new to politics and think that money is everything. In
stead, the important point is that it takes a very large minimum, now 
as much as $1 million in a campaign for the House of Representatives, 
to be a viable candidate even with the requisite political experience 
and skills. It is like a high-stakes poker game: Anyone is welcome as 
long as they can raise millions of dollars to wager. 

Several reforms in campaign finance laws during the 1970s at
tempted to restrict the size of donations by large contributors at the 
national level, and a system of optional public financing for both pri
maries and regular elections was instituted. However, the reforms did 
not diminish the influence of the corporate community. If anything, 
they increased it quite inadvertently. Before the reforms, a handful of 
owners and executives would give hundreds of thousands of dollars to 
candidates of interest to them. After the reforms, the same handful or
ganized luncheons and dinners to which all of their colleagues and 
friends gave a few thousand dollars for specific candidates and party 
finance committees. Corporate leaders also formed Political Action 
Committees (PACs) so their stockholders and executives could give an
other $5,000 each year. In addition, trade associations and profes
sional societies organized PACs, as did trade unions. PACs, in turn, 
contributed to individual candidates and other PACs. 
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Moreover, the restrictions on the size of individual donations, and 
on any donations whatsoever by corporations, were in effect lifted in 
1979 when the Federal Election Commission ruled that unrestricted do
nations to state parties for "party-building" were permissible, although 
the money could not be used to support a particular candidate. In prac
tice, this distinction boiled down to the fact that the party's candidate 
could not be named even though his or her opponent could be named 
(and pilloried). This "soft money," as it came to be called, climbed to $46 
million for both parties combined in 1992, then jumped to $150 million 
in 1996, and to over $250 million in 2000. Still, the "hard" money of reg
ular donations remained much larger, over $400 million in 2000. 

The soft money loophole was closed in 2002, but in the process the 
cap on donations to individual candidates was doubled fTom $1,000 to 
$2,000, with a maximum of $95,000 over a two-year period to the party 
and its individual candidates, making money-raising in wealthy circles 
even easier. In 2004, just 548 Republican fund-raisers each collected 
"bundles" of $100,000 or more, an estimated 40 percent of the $262 mil
lion Bush collected for the primaries after he decided to opt out of pub
lic financing. Almost all of the bundlers were from major industries, but 
especially finance, insurance, and real estate, where $24.5 million was 
raised, lobbying and law, where $12.5 million was collected, and energy 
and natural resources, which added another $57 million. Similarly, 564 
people raised $50,000 or more of Kerry's $248 million for the primaries, 
an estimated 21 percent of his total. His most successful fund-raisers 
were from law and lobbying ($16.4 million), finance, insurance, and 
real estate ($9.7 million), and communications and electronics ($5.5 
million).29 Both candidates opted back into public financing for the 
general elections and collected $75 million from the government. 

Still, Kerry and Bush had plenty of help from wealthy donors in 
the general elections because a new way was once again found to by
pass the restrictions. This time it was through advocacy organizations 
(called 5275 after the section in the tax code that permits them) that 
could receive unrestricted donations and support candidates as long 
as they stayed independent of the party and its candidates. Several lib
eral Democrats, fearful that they could not compete with the Republi
cans if they had to raise campaign funds in small amounts from 
millions of people, or at the rate of only $2,000 per person, stole a 
march on the Republicans by creating several 527 groups that could 
take over voter registration, voter turnout, and media efforts. In effect, 
they created a new organizational structure within the electoral shell 
called "the Democratic Party." The fact that the leaders of these orga
nizations were not allowed to communicate with their candidate rein
forced this sense of independence and attracted many first-time and 
former third-party activists to their cause. 
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Although the Democrats' 527s later raised tens of millions of dol
lars in amounts of $5,000 or less, in large measure through the Inter
net, they began with pledges of $10 million from each of six 
contributors, many of whom had not been active in party politics in 
the past. In the end, just six people contributed $52 million of the 
$71.8 million raised by the Joint Victory Campaign 2004, which 
passed its donations to American Coming Together (ACT), another 
527, for grassroots efforts (the "ground war") and to the Media Fund 
for television ads (the "air war"). Similarly, $8.8 million of the first 
$12.5 million collected by MoveOn.org came from five donors. More 
generally, 80 percent of the funds raised by the Joint Victory Cam
paign 2004 came in individual donations of $250,000 or more.30 Table 
6.1 provides the names, sources of wealth, occupational and organiza
tional affiliations, and size of donations for the sixteen individual 
donors who gave $1 million or more to one or more of the Democratic 
527 groups. In addition to these large individual donations, several 
labor unions gave a million or more dollars. The Service Employees 
International Union (SEIU) led the way with donations of $41.0 mil
lion, followed by the American Federation of State, County, and Mu
nicipal Employees (AFSCME) with $22.1 million. 

As for' the Republicans, they jumped into the 527 game some
what later, but ended up spending $96 million thanks to a relative 
handful of d9nations from a Wal-Mart heir, the founder of Amway, the 
owner of the San Diego Chargers professional football team, and 
wealthy Texas friends of the Bush family. Most of this money was 
spent on media spots, including ads questioning Kerry's record in Viet
nam by the Swift Boat Vets and paws for Truth, which were thought 
to be the most effective ads launched in the air war.3 ! 

Even with the new fund-raising efforts through alternative media 
and the Internet, the less than 0.5 percent who give $1,000 or more re
main important to political campaigns. Business groups contribute 
twelve to fourteen times as much as organized labor, and they are the 
major donors to both Republicans and Democrats. Fifty-nine percent 
of the business-related donations go to the Republicans, which is 96 
percent of the money they collect, and the 40 percent that goes to the 
Democrats is six times as much as labor gives to the Democrats. 

Although sectors of the corporate community are the largest 
donors to candidates in both parties, detailed analyses of PAC-giving 
patterns at the congressional level provide strong evidence that the 
differences between the corporate-conservative and liberal-labor 
coalitions manifest themselves in the electoral process. They show 
that corporate and conservative PACs usually support one set of candi
dates, liberal and labor PACs a different set, and that corporate PACs 
almost never oppose each other. They may not all give to the same 
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Table 6.1 Names, Sources of Wealth, and Total Amount of 2004 
Campaign Finance Donations to Democratic 527 Groups 

Size of 
Donations 

Source in Millions 
Name of Wealth Occupation/Company of Dollars 

George Soras financial investor chair, Soros Fund 23.5 
Management 

Peter Lewis insurance CEO, Progressive 23.0 
Insurance 

Peter Bing inheritance/real Shangri-La 13.9 
estate Entertainment 

Herb & savings and loan Founders, Golden West 13.0 
Marion Sandler Financial 
Linda Pritzker inheri tance/H yatt psychotherapist/mother 6.6 

Hotels 

Theodore Waitt computers cofounder, Gateway 5.0 

Andrew venture capital August Capital 4.0 
Rappaport 

Alida Messinger! inheritance/ Messinger Charitable 3.3 
Rockefeller Lead Trust 

Jeff Levy-Hinte movie producer Antidote Films 3.3 
Jonathan Internet software Tippingpoint 3.1 
McHale Technologies 
Fred Eychaner TV stations Newsweb Corporation 3.1 

Sue & Terry health care Intersystems 3.0 
Rogon software Corporation 
Lewis Cullman inheritance/ Cullman Ventures 2.7 

tobacco 
Robert D. Glaser software founder, CEO, 2.2 

Real Networks 

Agnes Varis industry retired chair, Agvar 1.5 
Chemicals 

Susie Tompkins clothing cofounder, Espirit 1.0 
Buell 

Total $111.2 

Ms. Messinger is the sister of Senator John D. Rockefeller IV (Democrat, West 
Virginia) 

Source: Compiled from opensecrets.org, Infotrac, and Lexis-Nexis searches. 



152 PARTIES AND ELECTIONS 

candidate, but they seldom give to two different candidates in the 
same race.32 These conclusions, based on statistical techniques, have 
been bolstered by interviews with PAC executives, which reveal there 
is indeed a large amount of coordination among corporate PACs. Fur
thermore, these studies report that when corporate PACs support a 
Democrat it is usually (1) because the Democrat is a moderate or con
servative, and most often from the South or a rural area; (2) to main
tain access to a Democrat who sits on a congressional committee 
important to the corporation; or (3) as a favor to another corporation 
that wants to maintain access to the Democrat.33 

Most corporate leaders in most business sectors favor Republi
cans, but there are some variations from sector to sector.34 In 2004, 68 
percent of the donations from those in movies and music went to 
Democrats, whereas 71 percent of agribusiness and 81 percent of oil 
and gas donations went to Republicans.35 There are also religious dif
ferences between the wealthy donors to the two parties. Large Repub
lican contributions come overwhelmingly from Christians. Motivated 
by continuing concerns about anti-Semitism, as well as the JeWish 
emphasis on sharing with the community, wealthy owners and man
agers from Jewish backgrounds are more strongly Democratic than 
Republican, and according to some estimates, may provide the Demo
crats with as much as half of their individual contributions.36 

Given the problems of creating effective campaign finance re
forms that are constitutional, acceptable to all elements of the liberal
labor coalition, and acceptable to a congressional majority, it seems 
likely that large donations will remain an essential part of the elec
toral system. Thus, campaign donations from members of the corpo
rate community and upper class will contimie to be a central element 
in determining who enters politics with any hope of winning a nomi
nation at the federal level. In particular, it is the need for a large 
amount of start-up money-to travel around a district or the country, 
to send out large mailings, to schedule radio and television time in ad
vance-that gives representatives of the power elite a very direct role 
in the process right from the start, and thereby provides them with 
personal access to politicians of both parties. Even though they do not 
try to tie specific strings to their gifts, which would be futile and coun
terproductive in any event, they are able to ensure a hearing for their 
views and to work against candidates they do not consider sensible 
and approachable. 37 

Although big donations from wealthy people will continue to be 
important in the future, the 2004 elections also showed the possibili
ties of raising significant amounts of money over the Internet in 
amounts of $10 to $1,000 from large numbers of people. Once 
Howard Dean raised $41 million from 340,000 donors for his insur-
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gent campaign in the Democratic primaries, fueled at the outset by a 
frustrated antiwar movement, but soon picking up a wider range of 
small donors, other candidates soon followed his lead. Both Bush and 
Kerry raised nearly one-third of their funds for the primaries from do
nations of $200 or less. Similarly, it was the possibility of small dona
tions solicited by means of the Internet that convinced many wealthy 
liberals to provide groups like MoveOn.org with start-up money. 
Moreover, the Internet fund-raising campaigns also led to the possibil
ity of new meet-up groups of like-minded voters, where more money 
could be raised and campaign volunteers recruited. Perhaps the most 
important contribution of the 527s working within the Democratic 
Party is that they showed it would be possible for activists to create 
their own social identities within the party by developing their own in
frastructure to contend in primaries and/or support candidates in the 
regular elections. 

OTHER FINANCIAL SUPPORT FOR CANDIDATES 

As important as large campaign donations are in the electoral 
process, there are numerous other methods by which members of the 
corporate community can give financial support to the politicians 
they favor. One of the most direct is to give them corporate stock or 
to purchase property from them at a price well above the market 
value. In 1966, for example, just this kind of favor was done for a fu
ture president, Ronald Reagan, shortly after he became governor of 
California. Twentieth Century- Fox purchased several hundred acres 
of his land adjacent to its large outdoor set in Malibu for nearly $2 
million, triple its assessed market value and thirty times what he had 
paid for it in 1952. The land was never utilized and was later sold to 
the state. It was this transaction that gave Reagan the financial secu
rity that made it possible for him to devote himself full-time to his 
political career.38 

A very direct way of supporting the many politicians who are 
lawyers has been to hire them or their law firms as legal consultants or 
to provide them with routine legal business. Corporations can be espe
cially helpful to lawyer-politicians when they are between offices. For 
example, the chairman of PepsiCo retained former vice president and 
future president Richard M. Nixon as the company's lawyer in 1963, 
while Nixon was out of office. He thereafter paid for every trip Nixon 
made overseas in the next two years. This made it possible for Nixon 
to remain in the political limelight as a foreign-policy expert while he 
quietly began his campaign to become president in 1968.39 

Members of the power elite also can benefit politicians person
ally by hiring them to give speeches at corporate and trade association 
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events. The Republican presidential candidate in 1996, former Sena
tor Robert Dole of Kansas, earned $800,000 speaking to business 
groups while he was a senator, a road to wealth now barred for Senate 
members.4o But corporations and organizations in the policy
planning network still can support candidates and potential candi
dates by this method, paying them $30,000 and over per speech. They 
also hire them as consultants or make them permanent fellows or 
honorary advisers. One Republican politician of the 1980s and 1990s, 
Jack Kemp, the party's vice presidential candidate in 1996, was paid 
$136,000 a year as an adviser by the Heritage Foundation, while also 
earning $1 million between 1992 and 1995 lecturing to business 
groups and receiving $100,000 a year as a director of six corpora
tions.41 Former president Bill Clinton earned $18 million for speeches 
to business associations in 2002-2003, charging from $100,000 to 
$400,000 an appearance. 

Politicians also know from past experience that they can be 
richly rewarded after their careers in office if they are seen as reason
able and supportive. For example, in early 2000, 144 fonner senators 
and House members, evenly split between Democrats and Republi
cans, were working as registered lobbyists, mostly for corporations 
and trade associations, usually at salaries many times what they had 
made while they were in government.42 Others have become corporate 
executives or joined corporate advisory boards. Thus, a Democrat 
from California, the chair of the House committee on public works 
and transportation, resigned in 1995 to become a vice president at 
Lockheed Martin.43 When a Republican representative from Louisiana 
retired after twenty years in the House, where he wrote Medicare 
legislation in 2004 that forbids the federal government from setting 
prescription drug prices, he was appointed president of the Pharma
ceutical Research and Manufacturing Association, the industry's trade 
group, at a reported $2 million a year. One of his Republican col
leagues who helped write the legislation retired to become head of the 
Biotechnology Industry Organization. 

THE RESULTS OF THE CANDIDATE-SELECTION 
PROCESS 

What kinds of elected officials emerge from a candidate-selection 
process that demands great emphasis on campaign finance and media 
recognition? The answer is available from numerous studies. First, 
politicians are from the top 10 to 15 percent of the occupational and 
income ladders, espedally those who hold the highest elective offices. 
Only a minority are from the upper class or corporate community, but 
in a majority of cases they share in common a business or legal back-
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ground with members of the upper class.44 Nonetheless, politicians 
feel a need to stress the humble nature of their social backgrounds 
whenever it is possible. 

As shown by a study comparing the rhetoric and reality of the 
early lives of American presidents, most of the presidents were wealthy 
or connected to wealth by the time they became president. George 
Washington was one of the richest men of his day, partly through 
inheritance, partly through marriage. Andrew Jackson, allegedly of 
humble circumstances, was raised in a well-to-do, slaveholding family 
because his father died before he was born, and he became even more 
wealthy as an adult. He "dealt in slaves, made hundreds of thousands 
of dollars and accumulated hundreds of thousands of valuable acres in 
land speculation, owned racehorses and racetracks, bought cotton 
gins, distilleries, and plantations, was a successful merchant, and mar
ried extremely well."45 Abraham Lincoln became a corporate lawyer 
for railroads and married into a wealthy Kentucky family. 

Few presidents in the past 120 years have been from outside the 
very wealthiest circles. Theodore Roosevelt, William H. Taft, Franklin 
D. Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, George H. W. Bush, and George W. 
Bush are from upper-class backgrounds. Herbert Hoover, Jimmy 
Carter, and Ronald Reagan were millionaires before they became 
deeply involved in national politics. Lyndon B. Johnson was a million
aire several times over through his wife's land dealings and his use of 
political leverage to gain a lucrative television license in Austin, Texas. 
Even Richard M. Nixon, whose father ran a small store, was a rich 
man when he attained the presidency in 1968, after earning high 
salaries as a corporate lawyer between 1963 and 1968 due to his abil
ity to open political doors for corporate clients. 

Bill Clinton, elected president in 1992 and 1996, tries to give the 
impression he is from an impoverished background, claiming he is just 
a poor boy from little Hope, Arkansas, born of a widowed mother. But 
Clinton was gone from Hope, where he lived in comfortable circum-

,stances with his grandparents, who owned a small store, by the age of 
"six. At that time, his mother married Roger Clinton, whose family 
owned a car dealership in the nearby tourist town of Hot Springs. He 
grew up playing golf at the local country club and drove a Buick con
vertible. His mother sent him money throughout his years in college. 
Clinton was not wealthy or from the upper class, but he had a very 
solid middle-class upbringing and education that he artfully obscures. 

The second general finding about elected officials is that a great 
many of them are lawyers. In the past, between 50 and 60 percent of 
congressional members were lawyers, and 27 of the American presi
dents had law degrees.46 The large percentage of lawyers in the Amer
ican political system is highly atypical when compared with other 
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countries, where only 10 to 30 percent of legislators have a legal back
ground. Insight into this high representation of lawyers among Amer
ican officials is provided by comparing the United States with a 
deviant case at the other extreme, Denmark, where only 2 percent of 
legislators are lawyers. The class-based nature of Danish politics since 
the late nineteenth century, and the fact that political careers are not 
pathways to judicial appointments, are thought to discourage lawyer 
participation in politics in that country. In contrast, the marginaliza
tion of class issues by the two main American political parties, com
bined with the intimate involvement of the parties in the judicial 
system, creates a climate for strong lawyer involvement in the U.S. po
litical system.47 

Whatever the reason for their involvement, lawyers are the occu
pational group that by training and career needs are ideal go
betweens and compromisers. They have the skills to balance the 
relationship between the corporate community that finances them on 
the one hand and the citizens who vote for them on the other. They are 
the supreme pragmatists in a nation that prides itself on a pragmatic 
and can-do ideology. They have an ability to be dispassionate about 
the issues, and they are generally respectful of the process by which 
things are done. 

Taken together, lawyers, business executives, bankers, and real
tors account for a very large percentage of elected officials. For the 
Congress that began in January 2005, 242 of the 535 members re
ported a background in law; they were about evenly divided between 
Republicans and Democrats in both the Senate and the House. Even 
more legislators, 287, said they had worked in business. banking, or 
real estate at one point or another before they began political ca
reers; here there were big differences between the two parties, with 
176 House Republicans and 28 Senate Republicans mentioning one 
of these occupations, compared to only 68 House Democrats and 15 
Senate Democrats. In addition. a minority of members said that 
their careers had included work in such varied fields as education 
(104), agriculture (34), medicine (20), journalism (18), and labor 
(12).48 

Whether elected officials are from business or law, the third gen
eral result of the candidate-selection process is a large number of very 
ambitious people who are eager to "go along to get along." To under
stand the behavior of a politician, concludes one political scientist 
who studies political careers in detail, it is more important to know 
what they want to be in the future than how they got to where they are 
now.49 This great ambition, whether it be for wealth or higher office, 
makes politicians especially available to those people who can help 
them realize their goals. Such people are often members of the corpo-
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rate community or upper class, who have money to contribute and 
connections to other districts, states, or regions where striving candi
dates need new friends. Thus, even the most liberal or ultraconserva
tive of politicians may develop a new circle of moderate supporters as 
they move from the local to the congressional to the presidential level, 
gradually becoming more and more involved with leading figures 
within the power elite. 

The fourth generalization about most successful political candi
dates is that they are either conservative or silent on the highly emo
tional social issues. Basically, very few candidates can win if their views 
fall outside the limits that have been set by the actions and television 
advertising of the ultraconservatives and Christian Right. As long as 75 
percent of the people say they believe in the death penalty, for example, 
and a significant minority of fervent single-issue voters oppose strict 
gun-control laws, it is unlikely that anyone who openly challenges 
these beliefs can be elected to any office except in a few liberal districts 
and cities. Here, then, is an instance in which public opinion has a di
rect effect on the behavior of candidates and elected officials, even 
though it is also true that most voters make their voting decisions 
based on their party identification and degree of satisfaction with the 
state of the economy. 50 

The fifth general finding, alluded to earlier in the chapter, is that 
the majority of elected officials at the national ievel are pro-business 
conservatives. For most of the twentieth century, this conservative ma
jority consisted of Northern Republicans and Southern Democrats. In 
the 1980s and early 1990s, Republicans replaced Southern Democrats 
in both the House and the Senate, which contributed heavily to the 
Republican takeover of Congress in 1994. As late as 1996, however, 
with conservative white Southern Democrats accounting for less than 
thirty votes in the House, the conservative voting coalition still formed 
on 11.7 percent of the congressional votes and was successful 98.9 
percent of the time. The Southern Democratic votes were essential to 
thirty-three of fifty-one victories in the House and nineteen of thirty

,seven victories in the Senate, offsetting defections by the handful of 
moder~te Republicans from the Northeast who are still in office de
spite ultraconservative challenges in primaries and a drift to the Dem
ocrats by Northeastern voters. 51 

But that was then and this is now, and the corporate-conservative 
coalition is likely to become completely lodged within the Republican 
Party as the twenty-first century unfolds. The only wealthy people who 
will remain in the Democratic Party will be those who are moderates 
or liberals based on social or religious values, or who feel alienated 
from the Republicans based on their ethnicity, religious background, 
or skin color. 
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THE LIBERAL-LABOR 
COALITION IN ELECTORAL POLITICS 

The liberal-labor coalition has had very little independent influence at 
the presidential level since 1972. Fearing the antiunion and antiliberal 
stance of the Republican Party, it ends up trying desperately to turn 
out voters for the centrist or moderate conservative who wins the 
Democratic presidential nomination. However, despite the importance 
of campaign contributions and corporate-conservative involvement at 
the congressional level, the liberal-labor coalition is nonetheless able 
to elect some sympathizers and supporters to both the House and the 
Senate. Using 75 percent favorable ratings over a four-year period by 
the liberal Americans for Democratic Action as an indicator of liberal
ism, a study done for this book shows that about 30 percent of sena
tors and 35 percent of House members are liberals. While a liberal 
group of this size is not large enough to win on its own, it can pose a 
potential threat to the power elite. 

Moreover, politicians who are supported by and feel sympathetic 
toward the power elite may vote with the liberals and labor under 
some conditions, which means that a majority of elected officials 
could disagree with the power elite on specific issues. Such alliances 
do occur, although they usually do not involve issues relevant to the 
corporate community. For example, a liberal-led arms-control coali
tion defeated the Re~gan Administration's proposal in 1984 to build an 
additional 100 MX missiles. The coalition included members of the 
defense community, such as former secretaries of defense, directors of 
the CIA, and retired army generals who once held leadership roles in 
nuclear defense. These defense leaders were essential in reassuring 
lawmakers that the MX missiles were not necessary. Then, too, the lib
eral lobby initiated the battle to extend the lifetime of the Voting 
Rights Act in 1982, but there was no lobbying opposition, and moder
ate Republicans agreed that legislative oversight in Southern states 
was needed in the face of evidence of continuing discrimination 
there.52 

The liberal-labor coalition also was successful in blocking the 
nomination of Robert J. Bork to the Supreme Court in 1987. The AFL
CIO, civil rights groups, and women's groups formed a large and vig
orous coalition to claim that Bork was an ideological extremist, as 
evidenced by assertions in his many speeches, articles, and court 
briefs. He argued, for example, that courts had no right to rule on civil 
rights and abortions. Ultraconservative groups were unable to counter 
this liberal-labor pressure, and Bork was rejected in the Senate by a 
58-42 vote. But the corporate community was silent on the issue, as it 
often is on court appointments. Moreover, even some moderate civic 
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groups opposed Bork. The centrist Federation of Business and Profes
sional Women's Clubs was open in its opposition. Most important of 
all, Bork also was opposed by some of the most distinguished conser
vative law professors in the country as well as by a great many centrist 
law professors. Simply put, the liberal-labor coalition could not have 
won in the Senate without the support of centrists, moderate Republi
cans, and conservative law professors.53 

Still, the liberal-labor coalition has won some victories in the 
face of opposition from many sectors of the corporate community. 
These victories show, as emphasized at the end of Chapters 2 and 4, 
that there is too much uncertainty and volatility in the workings of 
government for the power elite to leave anything to chance. The power 
elite therefore have a need to influence government directly in order to 
augment their structural economic power and their large reservoir of 
respectable policy options. The explanation for the handful of liberal
labor successes on some issues of concern to the corporate commu
nity, which at first glance may seem to contradict much of what has 
been said in this and the preceding chapter, is presented as part of the 
next chapter. 




