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PERSPECTIVE

JOMN |. COLEMAN

hen leaving office, a president and his supporters tour his policy and
partisan legacy. Political observers and pelitical scientists are quick 1o
reply that these claims strain credulity because most presidents leave only a
modest mark on policy and the party system. Unlike the children in Garrison
Keillor's Lake Woebegone, it seems, not every president can be above average.
Bill Clinton, however, might well challenge these standard interpreta.
tions. In policy, Clinton forged a centrist direction that had strong public ap-
peal and erased the extremist label from his party. For the party system, one |
might also see the Clinton era as distinctive. In 1992, he reversed a long string
of Republican domination of the presidency. At the same time, "thange” was
the word in Congress; newcomers won 25 percent of the scats in the House
of Representatives, the highest percentage in over four decades. After the 1554
clection, the Democrats controlled neither the House nor the Senate for the
first time since 1954 and suffered masstve losses in staze and local elecdons.
Defying predictions of his political demise, Clinton in 1996 became the first
Democrat to win two presidential elections since Pranklin Roosevelt. For the
second time, he falled to receive 50 percent of the popular vote, joining
Grover Cleveland (1884, 1892} and Woodrow Wilson (1912, 1916) as the only
presidents to win twice with a minority of the popular vote. Then, for the first
time since 1934, in 1998 the Democrats defied the "law” thar the president’s
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parry loses House seats in the midterm election. Simply put, this was not a
typical set of elections.

Certainly a president may affect his party’s fortunes, but what about the
condition of political parties in general? Scholars have shown that party orga-
nizations {the Democratic and Republican Nanonal Committees, the party
campaign committees in the House and Senate, and stace and local party com-
mittees) and congressional parties were more active in the 19805 and 1590s
than their 19605 and 19703 counterparts (Corter et al., 1989; Cox and McCub-
bins 1993; Crotty 1984; G. Pomper 1998; Rohde 1591; Wartenberg 1998}, Dut-
ing the Clinton presidency, these trends accelerated, as the congressional pat-
ties rook opposite stances on roll-call vores with a frequency not seen since the
19405 and party organizations raised unprecedented funds for electoral use.
The extraordinary polarization Clinton inspired was a boon to congressional
party cohesion and party organization fundraising. Even among the public,
where parties were viewed skeptically, split-ticket voring was ¢commaon, and
voter turnout continued to decline (Mayer 1998), the Clinton presidency had a
distinet impact. Public reaction to Clinton was sharply divided along party
lines, with the response to Clinton's impeachment and trial—the first ever of
an elected president—providing an extremne case in point.

More than for most presidents, then, with Clinton a case can be made for
a legacy in policy and the party system. As the reader might suspect, itemizing
the list of possible effects that a president might have had on specific parties or
on the party system in general can be mind-boggling. So that history is not
“just one damn thing after another,” and with an eye to making comparisons
across eras, scholars have developed models with which one can evaluate the
party-system consequences of particular presidencies. I employ three of those
frameworks in this chapter—partisan realignment, political time, and state-
centered analysis—to consider the possible legacy of the Clinton presidency
for the Ametican party systern.

| argue that the Clinton presidency was one of the most consequential of
the past sixty-five years for political parties. Each of these frameworks sug-
gests that the party system has changed dramatically compared to the recent
past, and each sugpests that these changes will have enduring consequences.
Partisan realignment highlights the recent transformations in the coalitional
compasition of the parties and the shift toward a new and long-lasting balance
of party comperition. Political time poines Bill Clinton's abiliry to forge a suc-
cessful framework for his own success but leaves less certain whether he will
have lasting consequences on his party and its policy priorites. [ suggest that
Clinron was berrer situated to have chese lastng consequences than were
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other presidents who served in comparable political time. State-centered
analysis indicates that the strength of political parties has much to do with the
structural arrangement of government institutions and the dominant policy
concerns processed by these institutions. Shifts in instwutional power and
policy concerns have contributed to greater party strength in the 1990s and
opened up possibilities for future revitalization of the link berween political
partits and the general public. The obstacles te revitalization are significant,
however, particularly in an era of economic transformation. To appeal to an
electorate increasingly attuned to the individualistic ethos often thoughe asso-
ciated with life in the age of new information technology, enduring relevance
and strength for the parties may require the creation of innovative organiza-
tional strategies.

Partisan Realignment

Partisan realignment theory examines the party system’s transition from one
type of competition to another. In effect, realignment theory takes “before
and after” photographs of the parry system. These images might be taken
from a period it which one party is dominant and one in which another domi-
nares, or from a time when a majority party has a particular coalition and one
when that party has a different supporting coalition, or from an era in which
one party dominates and one in which neither does. In either situation,
significant policy changes accompany the party realignment.

Seculgr Realignment

Our analytical eye is often drawn to the dramatic and disruprive, but V. O. Key
{1959) reminded scholars that significant political change often results from
secular realignment: the cumulation of small, incremental, gradual develop-
ments. As a social group becomes more affluent, for example, its members
might find the policy appeals of a conservative political party more to their
liking. As one particular social group becomes better represented within a
political party, other groups might gradually pull our, Scholars have suggested
that both these developments have occurred over the past few decades. For
example, as Catholics moved steadily into the middle class, they became less
reliably Democratic. As blacks gained a louder voice in the Democratic Parry,
whites, especially southern whites, increasingly supported Republicans. As
religious and social conservatives played an increasing role in the Republican

Party, Republican moderates found themselves increasingly likely o vore
Democraric,
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During the Clinton era, the two most common secular realignment
claims concerned the death of the New Deal coalitien and rhe dominance of
cultural and religious values in the new parry alljances. Each ¢laim has some
truth, but each has been overstated. Surely it is correct that the custer of
groups supporting Franklin Roosevelt and the Democrats in the 19305 and
19405 and the groups supporting Democrats in the 1990s have some differ-
ences. And it is also true that groups that were considered part of the New
Deal coalition-—organized labor, agriculrural interests, urban ethnic groups,
Catholics, Jews, southerners, industrial blue collar workers, liberals, individu-
als with moderate or low income, less educared individuals—1end o support
Democrats less strongly in the 1990s than they had in the 19405 (Mayer 1998).
Indeed, if these groups were still voting for Democrats at their traditional
level, Dermnocrats would not have lost control of Congress, state legislatures,
and governorships in the 1990s,

But to assert that the New Deal coalition has disappeared is too strong, It
is more accurate to say that this coalition is ne longer enough. According to
the National Election Study conducted by the University of Michigan's Survey
Rescarch Center, support for Bill Clinton in 1996 and House Democrats in
1998 was strongest among blacks, women, lower-income people, Catholics
and Jews, union members, blue-collar workers, urban residents, those without
college education, and Northeasterners. Aside from the presence of blacks
and womern, who were not major components of the New Deal coalition, and
the absence of southern whites, who were, there is little in this constellation
of groups that would surprise a late-1940s Democratic politician transported
into the late 1990s.

Differences between the 19405 and 19905 are not inconsequential, how-
ever. By the 1990s a Dernocrat, particularly a Democratic presidential nomi-
nee, could no longer assume that simply rounding up the old coalitional sus-
pects would be sufficient for victory. Even a candidate who did well with these
traditional New Dreal groups—and most Democratic candidates did do rea-
sonably well with them —would need to reach outside this cluster to ensure
victory (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Bartels 1998). For Bill Clinton, that
meant gaining the votes of some moderates, conservatives; suburbanites;
middle- and upper-middle-income whites; Midwesterners, Pacific Coast resi-
dents; and service-sector, high-tech, and research-based workers. In this sense,
the Democratic coalition has been truly changed. Clinton demonstrated o
fellow partisans that the core New Deal groups, an ever smaller proportion of
the population, simply cannot reliably produce national Democratic victories,

Our hypothetical transported Democratic politician would recognize
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many of the groups supporting Demeocrats in the 19903, but what about the
issues? Have the party alignments gradually moved from an economic to a
cultural basist So far, the answer to this question is “no, but.” It is certainly true
that social, cultural, moral, and religicus issues were playing a bigger role in
politics in the 1990s than they had in previous decades. Beginning in the 19605,
“new liberals” in the Democratic Party pushed issues of social and racial jus-
tice onte the party platferm alonggide economic growth. Indeed, activists in
both major parties were much more drven by this cluster of issues after the
1950s than before. During the Clinton presidency, there were heated conflicts
over flag burning, gun control, homosexual rights, affirmarive action, and
"partial-birth" abortion.

For most voters, however, it really is “rhe economy, stupid.” George Bush
waon in 1988 primnarily because voters believed he would continue Reagan's
successful management of the economy; his ability ro paint Michael Dukakis
as outside the cultural mainstream was the cherry on this electoral sundae. In
1992, Bush's similar atrempts to cast Bill Clinton as a moral deviant were a
resounding flop. Partly, this was because Clinton inoculated himself with con-
servative stands on social marters such as capital punishment and welfare
reform, but Bush failed mostly because voters concentrated on the economy.
The parry most likely to push a broad-based social, cultural, and moral agen-
da, the Republicans, controlled Congress beginning in 1995 but advanced an
agenda centered overwhelmingly on ecanomic, financial, and regulatory mat-
ters. Clinton won reelection in 1996 despite widespread concerns about his
moral and ethical behavior; his srrengths on the fundamenally economic is-
sues of employment, low inflation and interest rates, educadon, and protect-
ing popular social insurance programs such as Social Security and Medicare
trumped his weaknesses on moral and culrural issues. In 1998 the public over-
whelmingly rallied around Clinten despire his admissions of marital infideliry
and dishonest statements about this affair. Republicans supported the presi-
dential candidacy of Texas povernor George W. Bush in 1999 despire wide-
spread rumors of his celorful past. The leading presidential candidates in early
Z000—Democrats Bill Bradley and Al Gore, Republicans George Bush and
John McCain—were not basing their campaigns primarily on cultural or
moral issues. It is fair to say that the parties tailor appeals to specific social
groups, and it is fair to say that voters care about social and moral issues—bur
Americans do not yet consistently elevate cultural and religious concerns
above economic ones (Carmines and Layman 1997; Layman 1997},

In sum, secular realignment has changed the parry system. Building over
time, this transformation crested during the Clinton presidency: The old New
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Deal coalition is not dead, but it is not sufficient for Democratic victories, Bill
Clinton demonstrated to the party how to reach groups outside this tradi-
tional alliance. Clinton made these appeals primarily on economic grounds,
bur, aware of the problems cultural issues had caused Democratic candidates
in the 1980s, he very skillfully staked out his conservative and moderate bona
fides on a range of social issues. Even if these issues do not yet dominate party
coalitions, Clinton helped cernent the secular trend rhar successful candidates
have to appear “safe” to the middle-of-the-road voter on at least some of them.

(ritical Realignment

Critical realignment theory puts analytical teeth into the commeonplace no-
tion that some elections—critical elections—have more enduring conse-
quences for the party systemn than do others (Burnham 1970; Key 1955).
Rather than the gradual change that lies at the heart of secular realipnment,
critical realignment focuses on sharp, quick transformations of the political
landscape that have effects lasting a generation or longer. ‘Typically, critical
realighments bring a new majority party to power and have effects at the lo-
cal, state, and national level. Scholars generally agree that the 1800
{Jeffersonian Republicans), 1832 (Democrats), 1860 (Republicans), and 1932
(Democrats) elections fall into this category. Other realignments might keep
the same majoriry party but create a new supporting coalition for that parry,
as in 1896 (Repuhlicans),

Twa poincs about these realigning elections stand out. First, they are
spaced 28 10 36 years apart, suggesting to some writers that there mighr be
some systematic regularity or predictability to realignment (Beck 1974; Burn-
ham 1970). Second, noue of thern is recent. In the 1960s, scholars did their
math—1932 + 28 = 1960, 1932 + 36= 1968—and awaited the next realign-
ment. But none of the elections in the 1960s had the lock of the classic realign-
ing election in which a new majority party or coalition came to power, s¢ po-
livical scientists began to wonder if the age of realigning elections had come
to an end (Shafer 1991b),

Looking back, scholars such as John Aldrich {1995) and Walter Dean
Burnham (1996) have argued that the 1968 election marked a critical realign-
ment of a different type, one notable for its dealigning fearures: members of
the public pulled away from their party Joyalties, turnout dropped, and con-
trol over government was usually divided between the two major partiss.
Under this shared power, policy began to move in a more conservative direc-
don. The key ingredients of critical realignment—a new pattern of party poli-
tict and significant changes in public policy—were thus in place afier 1968, In

CLINTOM AND THE PARTYT SYSTEM & |51

this view, the dramatic victory of Republican Ronald Reagan in 1980 solidified
the ongoing system rather than marking a realigning election in its own right.
The Republican Party strengthened the conservative trend by gaining control
of the Senate in the 1980 election, bur Democrats conrrolled the House, so
control of governmenr in Washington remained divided. The Democrats also
remained the majority party in the states and citias.

In 1994, twenry-six years after 1968, the election had all rhe hallmarks of a
traditional critical realignment: issues were highly prominent; the poliveal at-
mosphere seemed unusually energized: rurnout. though nor high by histori-
cal standards, was higher than in the recent midterm elections; the elaction
results tilred almost universally toward one party; institutional reorganization
(especially in the House) after the ¢lecdon was extensive; attempred policy
changes were numerous and, for the most part, ideologically consistent
(Burnham 1996). At last the Democratic era appeared over.

Unfortunately, history is hardly ever as neat and tidy as our models, In this
new, supposcdly Republican era, a Democrat won the presidency in 1996 and
the Democrats pulled off the historical anomaly of gaining sears in the mid-
term election of 1998, Much of the conservative Republican agenda either
failed or was waterad down to ensure passage and the president’s signature.
Was there a realignment or wasn't there?

It is reasonable to describe the 1994 pesults as akin to those of 1896, The
1896 critical realignment did not create a new majority party, but it created a
new supporting coalition for the existing Republican majority. Sirnilarly, the
1994 realignment continued the likelihood of divided control of government
that was typical of the 1968 shift, but it also changed the balance of power
within that division. With 1994, the Republican Party achieved parity with the
Demaocrats throughout the country and ar all levels of government. Although
a case could be made for the Republicans as the new majoriry party, it would
be a shakier case than one could make, for example, for the Democrats after
the realignment in 1932, The Republicans did not becorne the undisputed
majority party following 1994 but it was a realignment with a clear partisan
direction. The period from 1968 to 1994 featured divided government that
leaned roward Demeocratic control at most levels and in most offices; the era
after 1994 seems likely ro conrinue the closely contested balance of party
power but with the balance tlting more toward the Republicans. Pundits and
commentators noted again and again in the years following the 1994 election
how the Republicars had an amazing tendency to strip policy defeat from the
jaws of victory. Yet, despite a seemingly endless string of strategic blunders on
policy and repeated, unpopular attempts to knock Clinton off his perch, Re.
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publicans remained the majority party in Congress for three straight terms,
something they had not accomplished in nearly 70 years. The party system
had changed.

It weuld be inaccurate to state that Bill Clinton alone caused this realign-
ment, because conditions for realipnments brew over tirne—ong can picturs a
water balloon being filled and becoming more expanded, stressed, and tense
until it finally pops. The critical election is the pop that bursts the balloon, The
water in the critical realignment balloen censists of the cumulative concerns,
issues, and transformaticns in society and economy that place severe fissures
in existing publie policy paradigms. In the case of 1994, key stresses emerged
from the transition to the information econemy, a transition overlaid on broad
social changes regarding women, minorities, and family strucrure. Combined
with the gradual buildup of a pool of voters whose partisan allegiance was up
for grabs, the condidons were ripe for political explosion.

Clinton's responsibility for the Democratic losses in 1994 was modest:
1994's putcome was predictable withour any recourse to a unigoe “Clinton
factor” in explanatory models (Campbell 1997; Coleman 1997b). Pur differ-
ently, Clinton was no more or less responsible than other recent presidents for
his parry’s fate in the midrerm election. But critical realignments need trigger
ing events to detonate the underlying stresses in the political system-—-pins
to pop that expanding balloon—and Clinton's 1993-1994 tax hikes, health-
care-reform debacle, crime legislation, gays-in-the-military support, and pro-
choice advocacy may have served just this purpese among conservatives.
More broadly, the mismatch between the public’s economic expectations for a
Democratic president who promised to focus on the economy “like a laser
beamn” and the relatively modest results of 1993-1994 may have served as a
triggering “event.” For his first two years, and more pertinently in the year
prier to the election, Clinton presided over the siowest growing economy of
any Democratic presidency in the postwar era. With these pins in hand, the
public popped the ballcon and restructured the American party system.

The Prototypical Preemptive President

Critical realignment theory argues that not all elections are created equal; stu-
dents of the presidency suggest the same about presidents. Just as political
observers seek 1o discern patterns in election results, they also seek to find
regularities in presidential behavior. Although this exercise risks forcing presi-
dents into categories in which they fit uncomfortably, it has the benefit of
highlighting that not every president faces the same obstacles and opportuni-

CLINTON AND THE PARTY SYSTEM » 153

ties on entering office. Not every president can be Abraham Lincoln or Frank-
lin Roosevelt.

One of the most useful ways ro think about categories of presidents was
developed by political scientist Stephen Skowronek (1993). Skowronek sug-
gests that presidents take office in "political time,” by which he means thac
presidents take office in a particular political context. Two components are
especially important. First, is the ongoing policy regime, the dominant direc-
tion of public policy, strong, or does it appear to be weakening? If it is strong,
citizens believe that it can still solve problems and is generally the right ap-
proach; if it is weak, there will be a widespread sense thar policies are failing
and thar a new direction is needed. Second, is the president affiliaved with this
set of policies or is he seen as an opponent of these policies? Presidents con-
necred to unpopular policies face very difficult leadership challenges, thase
unaffiliated with them have great opportunities to initiate bold change.

Using these two variables, four types of presidencies emerge. Disjunctive
presidents are affiliated with a weak policy regime. Reconstructive presidents
oppose these weak policies. Articulative presidents are associared with a
strong set of policies. The final type, the preemptive president, serves during a
strong ongoing policy regime but is not allied with it. As discussed elsewhere
in this volume, the preemprive president seeks to find a “third way,” combin-
ing features of the agendas of both major parties. Preemptive presidents such
as Woodrow Wilson (1913-1920), Dwight Eisenhower {1953-1961), Richard
Nixon {1969-1874), and Bill Clinton (1993-2001) are unlikely ro reject the gen-
eral policy direction in which the country is moving, but they will moderate
that direction with some of the policy principles of their parry.

The preemptive president seeks 1o occupy a middle ground largely de-
fined by the priorities of his opponents, but with enough independence from
these opponents and his own party to put a distinctive stamp on policy. Clin-
ton, as a New Democrat, was cager to distance himself from some of liberal-
ism's pet ideas and symbols. Although his conservative policy emphasis on
personal responsibility may seerm ironic in the extreme, it was an effective tool
for separating himself from a liberalism that was perceived as hlaming society
first and holding individuals accountable for their behavior last. Throughout
this volume, ote can find a number of examples of Clinton seeking to forge a
third way, one that blended conservative, liberal, and centrist approaches.

Frustrating opponents by “stealing” their issues, preemptive presidents
frequently watch with amusement as these foes, derermined to separate
themselves from the preemprive interloper, drive themselves over the ideo-
logical chiff, Clinton's Republican opponents played their parts perfectly in cpi-
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sodes such as the government shutdown during the budget conflict of 1995-
1996, The president’s joy in watching his oppenents play the fool, however, is
offser by devastating attacks on his character and extraordinary political and
personal distrust. It is no surprise that all four impeachment efforts in 1.5, his-
tory—John Tyler, Andrew Johnson, Richard Nixon, Bill Clinton—were leveled
against preemptive president.

Asmaddening as they have been to their opponents, third-way presidents
have been successful electorally. Wilson, Eisenhower, Nixon, and Clinton all
won second terms. But as Skowronek points out, the success of the preemp-
tive president seems to be personal rather than partisan. Wilson and Clinton’s
Democrats and Eisenhower and Nixon's Republicans did nort enjoy grear suc-
cess during these presidencies and, generally, came out no berrer and perhaps
worse than they had been when the president starred his term. Bill Clinton
won rwo elections handily in the elecroral college and raised astounding sums
of money for his party, yet Democrars lost control of Congress and many gov-
ernorships and stare legislarures during his watch. Preemptive presidents have
also been unsuceessful in passing the baton to their vice presidents. The party
of each of the previous twentieth-century preemptive presidents lost the sub-
sequent presidendal election, and in two of those three cases it was the
president’s vice president who went down o defear. Obwviously, this pattern
hung heavily over Vice President Al Gore in the 2000 presidential election.
This personal success at the parry’s expense may seern surprising, but remem-
ber that the preemptive president makes his mark by portraying an image thar
straddles the two parties.

Unsuccessful in building a legacy of partisan slection victories, preemp-
tive presidents also have difficulty convincing their parties to continue on the
third-way policy path. Republicans after Eisenhower and Nixon expressed dis-
content with the moderate, centrist, go-along-to-get-along strategy, especially
because it did not appear to help the Republicans become the majority party.
Only by staking out a distinctive ideclogical stance and nominating ideclogi-
cally distinctive candidates— like Barry Goldwater in 1964 and Ronald Reagan
in 1980—these critics argued, would the party make a credible claim for the
voters” trust.

If party officials and politicians begin to believe that the Clintonian policy
strategy will not build a solid majority for the party, one can certainly imagine
a wave of such discontent sweeping through the Democratic Party. But there
is & lesson in the conservative Republican response to Nixon that liberal
Democrats should heed. Ronald Reagan expressed support and even some
respect for the New Deal while acknowledging that some adiustments were
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necessary: less spending, less taxing, less regulation, a shift in power back to
the states, Instead, Reagan and his fellow conservarives took aim more directly
at the 19605 Great Sociery programs and policies and the disrespect for family,
morality, and responsibility they believed was inherent in these. Even the
mote conservative Republicans of the 19905 did not withdraw the federal gov-
ernment from major areas of responsibility initiated in the 19305 and 1940s.
They rearranged and restrucrured these areas and inroduced new approaches
bur did not radically restrict federal responsibility in economy, society, and
culrure,

What this story suggests for Democrats is that an ideological zpproach
that attempts to bring back the old liberal coalition will probably fail. A more
promising scenario is for a “progressive” Democratic approach that empha-
sizes newer liberal themes, like environmentalism and quality of life, but even
here with a ned to market-sensitive solutions rather than government dictares.
Moere security in health care, while avoiding the connotations of “government
takeover of the health-care system,” might be another key "Progressive”
Demaocrats might be able to build support for regulatory reactions to negative
side-effects of the ongoing information age economic transformation, but like
Progressive reguladons of the early twentieth century, these responses would
need to be crafted in a manner that does not appear to repudiate ecotomic
progress and that would not scare off support from the middle class and the
growing proportion of workers dependent on the information economy. In
short, progressive Democratic policy will have to build on the transformations
in econemics and politics rather than repudiate them, and such an approach is
not far rernoved from Clinton's third way.

If preemptive presidents do not ransfer electoral success to their parties,
does Clinton really matter? In two ways, the answer is yes. First, Democrats at
the end of the 1990s were within striking distance of regaining Congress,
while Republicans after Eisenhower and Nixon were in distinctly minority
positions. Maintaining a Clinronian posrure mighet keep Democrats close
enough 1o gain control of Congress on occasion, and if enough Democrats
concluded that “once in a while” is an acceprable and safe bet, that could blunt
moves toward a more progressive posture, Being so close to majoriry status
might steer Democrats from rolling the politcal dice on, say, income inequal-
ity as a political issue. Confronting this issue head-on would separate a new
progressivism from the Clinton approach, but it would be a huge political
gamble. Second, Clinton navigated the Democratic Party at least partway to-
ward the progressive policies iterated in the previous paragraph. A necessary
way-station, Clinton’s presidency pulled its party away from the Liberalism of
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the past toward a more centrist approach that accommodated the conserva-
tive drift in public policy. Clinton relieved Democrats from carrying much of
the burden of the old liberal baggage—some of which had more to do with
public perception than with actual policy failures—making it safer for funure
Democrats to pursue a new progressivism.

Parties, the State, and Policy Feedback

Locking at the Clinton years through the lenses of realignment and political
time highlights the implications of this presidency for the fortunes of particu-
lar political parties. Meither, however, provides much leverage to analyze the
status of parties in general—rhar is, the strength of parties as political organi-
zations and symbols of public attention and interest. If we wanr ta consider
the broader starus of parties, we need to consider the contaxt within which
parties operare,

One way to think about this contexr is through the framework of the state
{Coleman 1996). Parties are strong in the political system when they control
important policy domains, when that policy divides the parties consistently
across time, and when these policy domains are a key interest of elires and the
mass public. The state pravides a setring within which strong parties are more
likely or less likely. By “the state,” [ mean a complex of institutions, dominanz
assumptions about the proper role of those institutions, and key policies thar
preoccupy these institutions and are compatible with the assumptions. The
fiscal state established in the 1930s and 19405 consists of the economic policy-
making {nstitutions in the government; the free-market, limited-government,
individual-liberty assumptions that guide the actions of actors in these institu-
tions; and a policy set emphasizing macroeconomic regulation of the business
cycle based on arm’s-length transfers of cash from one sccial or economic sec-
tor to another.

The fiscal state, then, is characterized by its distinctive set of policy preac-
cupations and the manner in which policy was made. The impact of this srare
on political parties is a profound example of what political scientists refer to as
policy feedback (Pierson 1993). The idea in policy-feedback models is that ana-
lysts need to consider not only how politics shapes policy making, bur also
how the content and process of policy-making can shape future polirics. For
example, the creation of Sodal Security and Medicare led to the development
and growth of groups such as the American Association of Rerired Persons
(AARP), which would later prove to be significant protectors and shapers of
these two programs.
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Where do we see feedback effects in the fiscal state? First, economic
policy in the fiscal state was centered in the execurive branch and closely
identified with the president—Nixonomics, Carternomics, Reaganomics, and
so on—rather than the parties in general. Second, fiscal policy-—changes in the
size of budget deficdts and surpluses to achieve specific economic goals—on
autopilot weakened the link between parties and policy and removed issues
from the partisan table. Such policy includes spending and raxing provisions
that were implemented automatically because of changes in economic condi-
tions rather than because of discretionary actions by politicians, Unemploy-
ment compensation, food stamps, and welfare are examples in which spend-
ing changes autematically when economic conditions change, even if polic-
cians do nothing. Autopilot fiscal policy also includes spending that was “un-
controllable” because recipients had legal entitlements to receipt of the
benefits regandless of the preferences of politicians at a particular point in
time. Third, monetary policy—changes in interest rares and the ease of bor-
rowing ot investing money—was controlled by the independent Federal Re-
serve Board and outside the direct influence of political parties. Fourth, the
public in this state tended to treat economic measures of growth, unemploy-
ment, and inflation as devices for plebiscitary evaluations of incumbent polit-
cians, especially but not exclusively in presidenrial elections. In other words,
policy discussion that focused on rates of growth, unemployment, and
inflation encouraged voters to focus more on specific, objecrive economic
outcomes than the philosophy and principles of party policy packages. Fifth,
while partics portrayed themselves as keen combatants on economic policy,
the reality was an overwhelming consensus around Keynesian fiscal policy
philosophy (Schier 1992). Rather than assume that balanced budgets are al-
ways best, this philosophy employed budget deficits and surpluses to produce
specific levels of growth, inflation, and unemployment.

These feedback effects significantly diminished the centrality of political
parties in American politics, but the effects go even deeper. With economic
leadership transferred to the president, candidates for Congress found rhat
they could successfully campaign in a candidate-centered rather than party-
centered mode and could to some degree detach themselves from the
president’s coattails. Voters who perceived leadership to be in the execurive
branch felt even less constrained to send a consistent team ro Washingron than
they had in the past; divided government became the norm as split-ticker vot-
ing became not only more commeon but in & sense culturally enshrined as the
“best” way to vote, Presidents won plebiscitary victories for solid economic
performance, but voters felt no compunction to send fellow partisans to Con-
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gress to assist the president. As monerary policy grew in importance, a party
team appeared even less significantly related to economic performance. And
with automatic fiscal policy placing a significant propottion of economic
policy on autopilot regardless of which party voters putin office, and a Keyne-
sian consensus pushing the parties toward policy convergence, particularly
during times of economic stress, it’s no wender the public thought less about
the parties and less of the parries. The public did not reject political parties,
but there was increased skepricism abour exactly how it was that parties made
much of a difference and, especially among the young, movement toward in-
terest groups as the preferred way to express one’s political preferences (Mayer
1998; Wattenberg 1998). With candidates able to fend for themselves, voters
less artentive to parties when voung, and differences between the parties dissi-
pating, party organizations also languished.

Froctures in the Fiscal State

Changes in the pelicy concerns or policy-making pracess of the fiscal state
ceuld have feedback effects that would help reverse the weakness of pelitical
partics. In the 1970s, changes began. Regarding institutions, Congress began
to take a more aggressive role in fiscal policy formation through the passage
of budgerary reforms (Sundquist 1981), With old Keynesian policies proving
ineffective in addressing the economic woes of high inflation and high unem-
ployment (“stagflation™), the arena was open for new ideas about economic
management. Republican and Democratic assumptions about government’s
role in the economy and society, reflected in congressional roll-call votes, di-
verged mxlestly in the early to mid-1970s and much more notably in the late
1970s to early 1980s (Coleman 1997a; Poole and Rosenthal 1991; Rohde 1991).

As it became apparent that a fundamental srruggle was underway o
define economic policy for the next rwo to three decades, the party organiza-
tons became much more adepr ar raising substantial funds and improving the
professionalism of their operatons. New technologies helped the fundraising
drive, but more imporrant were large pocls of individuals and groups in the
population fecling threatened by economic and political disarray and eager to
invest their money in the “right” message. Changes in the fiscal state had con-
tributed 1o swonger, more unified congressional partes and stronger, more
active party organizations.

The clectorace, on the other hand, mainrained irs distance from the par-
ties during the 1970s and 1980s: urnour dropped, split-ticket voting remained
prominent, and skepticism and cynicism were the order of the day. Splitticket
voting peaked in the mid-1980s and held steady or declined slightly in the
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1990s. Measures of public cynicism and trust demenstrated some modest im-
provement during the 1980s bur increased sharply through the early years of
the 1990s. In short, the kind of sustained resurgence seen in party organiza-
tions and in Congress did not surface {(Aldrich 1995). More systemic unravei-
ing of the fiscal state would be necessary before a fuller resurgence of political
parties was possible.

Did the Clinton era introduce this unraveling? In some respects, the an-
swer is clearly "no,” and the constraints of the fiscal state remain. The public
still seerns to view national elections, especially the presidential election, as a
plebiscite on macroeconomic performance. Even more important, the inst-
tutiona) role of the Federal Reserve has grown ever stronger in the 1990s.
Policy adjustments 1o meet changing economic conditions are limited almost
entirely to Fed monetary actions. Even more than in the past, the prime toot
of economic management is outside the realm of serious partisan contesta-
ton, It will be harder for voters—and nonvoters—to take the party stances on
economic policy terribly seriously as long as the Fed continues as the eco-
nomic wizard behind the currain,

In other respects, however, the fiscal state has been seriously tevised. In-
stitutionally, economic pelicy during the Clinton presidency resulted from
presidential-congressional give-and-take rather than cangressional conces-
sions to a presidential framework. With his veto power, the president remains
the senior partner in this negotiation, but the partners are more nearly equal
in the late 1990s than previously.

Even more profound than shifts in institutional power have been the shifts
in policy. Republicans were not as successful as they wished in converting “un-
controllable” entitlement spending into block grants, but they did enjoy some
success. This partial victory means automaric stabilizers still operare, bur,
with welfare no longer an entitlement, that significant element of auropilot
fiscal policy has been erased. More important, Keynesianism, the guiding
fiscal philosophy after the 1930s, is largely defunct at the national level, There
is little serious argument in Washingron that Keynesian fiscal policy can fine-
rune the economy. Across the spectrum, politicians tout the advantages of
balanced budgets rather than the deliberate use of deficits or surpluses. At
tempts 1o send a balanced budget amendment to the states failed during
Clinton’s presidency, but only by the narrowest of margins.

In the tax cut debate in the summer of 1999, each party asserted thar its
plan—ranging from a $300-billion cur supported by the president ro a $792.
billion cut supported by House and Senate Republicans—would preserve bal-
anced budgets as far as the eye could see. Neither party cmphasized Keynesi.
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an notions about "managing” the economy Democrats complained thar
pumping more money into a robust economy via tax cuts would accelerare
inflaion—a Keynesian notion about the tradeoff berween growth and infla-
tion—but this was a transparent political tactic. At the same time as rhey la-
mented the infusion of tax cut dellars into the economy, a majotity of Demo-
crats wanted to increase the minimurn wage and prod corporations to boost
worker wages. Moreover, Democrats themselves were supporting sizable tax
cuts duning a time of solid economic growth and very low unemployment, an
odd notion if one is guided by Keynesian precepts that tax cuts are a tool to
stimulate the economy. For Republicans, making extravagant claims about the
amnount of taxes that could be cut without igniting inflation served their non-
Keynesian goal of retrenching the scope of government. The Republican
script was cleatly "Reagan: The Sequel.” Pinching the flow of funds into gov-
ernment would necessitate further spending curs in later years if economic
projections proved overly optimistic in estimating government revenues. In-
deed, the essence of the non-Keynesian narure of the comperting tax plans is
that they were ten-year plans rather than plans sensitive to changing economic
conditions over ime.

This discussion abour the proposed rax cuts in 1999 reveals something
else about econpmic policy at the end of the 1990s: growth was no longer the
key measuring stick. The Clinron administration came to office promising
economic growth, bue it also made clear that growth rates were only one
measure of economic performance and not necessarily the most important
ene. Indeed, if one looked at growth rates alone, it would be hard ro under-
stand the deep economic unease and anger in the early 1990s; even the reces-
sion of 1990-1991 locks mild and brief by the traditional yardstick of eco-
nomic growth rates. But this is the wrong yardstick. Growth matters—nao
president wants a major economic downturn during his term-—but the
growth rate no longer adequately captures the public’s concerns with the
economy. Bducatienal quality and opportunities, technological innovarion,
high-paying and skill-intensive middle-class jobs, international competirive-
ness, flexibility in production and in worker skills, lifselong learning and re-
training—these are the kinds of economic concerns that the Clinton team put
central on its economic agenda. These irems are perhaps best thought of as
an economic-quality rather than economic growth agenda. Unlike the old
Keynesian concerns about how 1o increase or decrease growth, the options
available to achieve these economic quality goals stretch far beyond increas-
ing or decreasing federal budger deficits or surpluses.

The demise of the Keynesian consensus as the central element in US.
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economic policy is a boon to political parties. The collapse of this agenda sug:
gests that the elecrorate will be presensed with more policy options, particu-
larly during times of economic stress, The near universal embrace of balanced
budgets reduces the wiggle raom available to the parties. Assuming thar the
size of government will not expand significantly-—a safe assumption—the par-
ties will need to make hard and specific choices abour the proper role of gov-
ernment. During the 1980s, the parties could punt on this question simply by
running large deficits: the Republicans got the tax cuts and defense spending
they preferred, while Democrats got the social spending they preferred. With
balanced budgets, this dodge is no longer available, or at least the partes will
have to be more artful dodgers than before,

The consensus about the sanctity of balanced budgets opens up promis-
ing alternatives. Por one thing, the parties may disagree about how to balance
the budger, and they no longer have the option ta shirk as they did in the 1980s
and the early 1990s. Por another, party competition may move beyond the
kinds of growth discussions favored by the old econemic management con-
sensus and into new arcas, such as the economic quality agenda. These arcas
would be less likely than the economic growth agenda to see the parties con-
verge on appropriate priorities, goals, and policy options.

What do these changes in institutions, dominant assumptions, and policy
mean for parties in the public? For stronger political parties, they are moves in
the night dirceton, As the public perceives the congressional parties o be in-
creasingly critical in the policy-making process, and as they appear to be con-
testing genuinely important policy areas, party may be elevated as a compo-
nent of citizen decision-making. Signs of this resurgence are evident in the
slightly declining proportion of split-ticket voters and voters identifying themn-
selves as iIndependents in the 1990s and, in 1992 and 1994, the lowest percent-
ages af “split districts*—districts that support one party’s candidate in the
House election and another party’s candidate in the presidental election—
since 1952, Interest in third parties grew in the 19805—Ross Perot did better in
1992 than any independent or third-party presidential candidate since
Theodore Roosevelt ran in 1912—-and, at about 70 percent, the number of
House districts in which voters could vote for an alternanve to the two major
parties was higher by the mid-1990s than it had been for many decades. Al-
though third-party strength may disconcert the major parties, it suggests that
citizens still see some usefulness in political parties and believe that these mi-
nor partics introduce important policy perspectives.

These signs are modest, to be sure, and substantal skepticismn about the
parties remains (Grunwald 1999). It is best to think of these changes in the
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state as necessary but perhaps not sufficienc for a resurgence of political par-
ties in the public. Parties were discredited for decades by feedback effects from
the fiscal state as well as by such effects from policy failures, petry political tae-
tics, and shrill political rhevaric. Where earlier generations were socialized in
an armosphere supporrive of strong pardsanship, recenr generarions have
ETown up in an environment awash with negative messages abourt politics in
general and party politics in parricular. These are difficult bur not impossible
mindsets to overcome, as recent history shows. [t was only two decades ago
that many Americans wondered whether the presidency remained a viable
institution, but Ronald Reagan reassured many Americans, even those who
opposed his policies, thar the presidency could still ba a vital force for leader-
ship and change,

Looking through 4 wider lens reaffirms that a transformation of the party
systern is not without obstacies, Unlike past party upheavals in the twentieth
century, the mast recent episode occurred during a simultansous revolution
in the economy. This revolution and its attendant technology and ethos ap-
pear to have privileged individualistic, libertarian principles at the expense of
the kind of group and communal principles that have been important to the
success of pardes historically. The constant drumbeat that young Americans
should be prepared to be “flexible” in their career choices, and that long-term
empleyment with a single employer is debilitaring rather than desirable, isbur
one example of this thinking. Political parties will need new metheds vo ar-
tract citizens increasingly skeptical of centralized authority and knowladge
and vo mobilize a populaton inereasingly living in single-person households,
This is particularly true for the major parties; third parties and independent
candidates may stand to benefit from an electorate that is driven more by indi-
vidualietic impulses. Parties failing to produce these new methods may well
encounter an even more withdrawn, skeprtical citizenry than they now face.

If the Internet and new information technologies do indeed promote the
“horizontalization” of society—the breaking down of hierarchical communi-
cation, knowledge, and expertise structures—political parties will need to or-
ganize consonant with that sensibility, with approaches that appear individu-
ally empoweting for the intended recipients of the parties’ appeals. In an era
in which "community” and “group” may be increasingly defined by electronic
connections across the country or around the globe than by personal connec-
tons over the backyard fence or across town, and in which economic global-
ization may spark renewed interest in "local contrel” and small-scale local
political action, new maobilizing strategies will be necessary.

All these pressures pushing toward individualism will not erode the basic

i
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human impulse for joining and togetherness. Humans are social, not solitary,
beings. The question now, just a5 it was a hundred years ago, is whether par-
tes have the means, motives, and opportunities to bring individuals and
groups together in a changed society (Clemens 1997; Ware 2000). For years,
younger Americans have been favoring interest groups over political parties,
perhaps because these groups are railored ro individualistic interests and
thinking. The information revolution and its technology might well be ex-
pected to reinforce this trend.

The Party System in Flux—Again

As parties move beyond the old economic debates, it is impossible to say for
certain what the new major concern of party comperition will be, or if indeed
any single concern will be dominant. Cultural and moral issnes? The eco-
nomic-quality issues mentioned abave? Either of these issue scts would be
more conducive to strong, vibrant pardes that artract significant public inter-
est and support than would a continuation of the old debates about economic
management. Neither would be as likely to produce convergence between the
parties as Was MacroeCcoONCIMIc Management in the fiscal state. ,

Social and culmral issues are not new aspects of party compeunon.
Significant and contentious social and culrural issues helped define the party
coalitions in the nineteenth century, “New liberals” in the 1960s and 1970s
forced a range of social and cultural concerns, such as civil rights, WOmen's
rights, and abortion, ento the Demecratic Party agenda, and social and reli-
gious conservatives forged an array of such issues on the Republican agenda
in the 1970s and 1980s, President Clinton. demonstrated that the Democrats
could build a winning formula, thaugh one with little margin for error, based
on a broadly traditional posture toward many social issues while remaining
liberal on specific concerns such as child care, minority rights, gun contral,
and abortion. But while these issues were critically important for party activ-
ists, economic performance was the make-or-break issue for presidents and
parties. The question for the furure is whether these issues can be the centtral,
sustaining issues dividing the parties or if, as analysts have noted about the
late-nineteenth century, the parties will talk about cultare but govern on eco-
nomics (Gerring 1999; McCormick 1986).

If culrural and social issues promise party coalitions forged along the lines
of religious, culrural, and ethnic identity, economic-quality issues promise
politics that is likely to be significantly more class-based. Keynesianism oper-
ated on the premise that economic growth could be a salve for nearly all social
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wounds. Growth, Keynesians might say, does not inherently discriminate by
class. This proposition was never entirely right, but it was a linchpin uniring
Democrats and Republicans throughout the fiscal-state era,

Economic quality issues, by contrast, starkly raise some basic tradeoffs
berween economic classes, For example, if education is vital to individual suc-
cess in the new economy, what amount of expropriation from the wealthy is
justifiable in order to create a more equal distribution of high-quality educa-
tion? States have already faced this issue, and the politics have been bitter and
polarizing, States as disparate as Texas and Vermont have considered plans to
“equalize” education spending across districts and erupted in political urmoil.
The issue nead not only roil state politics. Sducation, long the province of lo-
cal and state government, is becoming increasingly nationalized as an issue, so
the question of taking resources from wealthier states to improve educational
quality in poorer statés might become a divisive one. International competi-
tiveness is likewise an issue area that pits Americans with few economic advan-
tages, vuinerable jobs, and modest incomes against well-paid service- and re-
search-sector beneficiaries of global economic integration. Other economic-
quality issues portend similar class-based conflicts. Some would fear what this
development might mean for social and political stability, but hoth parties
joining together on the side of the “haves” and artempring to keep these issues
out of parrisan competition would be a greater threat ro stability. The inabil-
ity or, worse, unwillingness to mobilize broad swarths of the electorate is al-
ready a great failing of the party system; continuing down that path imperils
political and soclal peace. Whether destabilizing or not, from the perspective
of the party system, a conflict organized along these lines could revitalize
party organizations, parties in government, and the party in the public.

Political Parties at the Dawn of a New Century

Viewing the Clinton era through the lens of realignment, political time, and
the state suggests that the Clinton presidency was one of the three most
significant presidencies for the fortunes of political parties in the past sixty-five
years. Only the presidencies of Franklin Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan have
had similarly profound effects on the party system.

Why do the Clinton years merit such srarus? The answer is straightfor-
ward. During the Clinton presidency, we witnessed a critical realignment of
the party system; long-term secular realignment approaching or reaching its
endpoint; 2 preempiive president redefining his parry and providing a way-sta-
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tion toward a possible new progressive identity; and the erosion of some of
the party-constraining pillars of the fiscal state in the midst of rapid economic
change. Bach of these developments, as discussed above, has already praduced
substantial change. Critical realignment has created a new balance of party
power and secular realigniment a shift in the coalitional bases of the partdes.
Political time and the preemptive presidency proved a great success for Bill
Clinton and a less certain one for his parry, bur Clinton's potendal to have last-
ing impact on his party appears grearer than thar of other preemptive presi-
dents. And institutional and policy changes in the state have helped strengthen
parties. Significant individually in producing recent party-system change, 10-
gether chese developments promise enduring implications for each major
party and for the party system. That system is at a historical branching point.

The ongoing transformation of the party system will not necessarily fol-
low any neat, preordained path, but there will be opportuniies along the way
to shape the parties and the system’s commection to the American public. Too
often, we assume in retrospect that parties had to adapt the way they did or
that the chosen adaptation was the best available path, Thers is some merit to
this assumption: once on a particular organizational or institutional path it
may indeed be difficult to exit. Branching points, however, open up altermative
routes with differing types of costs, benefits, and difficulties. At cencury’s
dawn there are several possible parhs for party development, but it is not obvi-
ous which is the most likely to enhance the long-term status of political par-
ties, particularly in the context of economic and societal transformations thac
complicate the selection of the best organizational strategies. Will ald meth-
ods and old procedures work? Or do the parties need to develop new methods
and principles of organizarion and mobilization? Palitical risk abounds.

1 have suggested there is reason to be more optimistic about the relevance
of political parties now than there was during the heyday of the fiscal state.
Optimism about the party system, however, does not mean painless politics:
both the culrural and economic quality dimensions of party competition por-
tend bitter conflict. And, as discussed above, this optimism is tempered by the
recognition that parties must reconnect with a public that became deeply
skeptical toward all things political over the final thirty-five years of the twen-
tieth cenrury. It is an open question whether the parties wish to travel down
this path or are content to compete for the affections of the maore limited uni-
verse of polirical activists, financial contributors, and narrowly targeted swing
voters, The latrer strategy, which will be all too tempting, might serve short-
term needs but does promise long-term disaster. To dare, building these pub-
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lic connections has been a distinctly secondary or tertary concern; in this, the
parties remained distressingly unchanged, or changed for the worse, during
the Clitston era,

If we wish to be analytically bold, we can look back ar the palitical rrans-
formation of the 1890s and see echoes in the 1990s. Scholars see this earlier
decade as a rurning point in American political and economic development, a
simmltaneous revolution of sociery, economy, and polity that fundamentally
changed how people lived their lives, Parallels in the 13905 suggest similarly
profound transformations. More maodestly, though, we can say with greater
confidence than after most presidencies that we are entering a new era for
polical parties.




