


the Endangered Species Preservation Act, the Solid Waster Disposal Act, and many others President Lyndon Johnson signed the
Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the Voting
Rights Actin 1965.

1970 and the activist enVironmental pOhCY ‘we are used to today. CECIL STOUGHTON, WHITE HOUSE PRESS OFFICE (WHPO)

also became law. The stage was set for creation of the Environmental Protection Agency in

The federal government addressed the chronic money problems of low-income schools
by getting into the education funding business through the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act. The Higher Education Act increased federal support for colleges and univer-

sities and provided greater assistance to low-income students who wanted to attend college.

The Motor Vehicle Safety Act, the Fair Packaging and Labeling Act, the Child Safety Act, the
Wholesome Meat and Poultry Acts, and a number of other laws enhanced consumer protec-

tion. These acts raised the bar for consumer protection far higher than it had previously been.

Finally, the federal government stepped in to promote culture and the arts, which did not
fit well into a profit-making model. It established the National Foundations for the Arts
and Humanities and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and built the Kennedy
Center. The CPB gave rise to National Public Radio several years later.
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Progressive decline

After 1965, however, things did not go so well politically for progressives. It was clear by
1968 that conservatives were in the ascendance and progressives in retreat, a situation that
lasted for several decades. How did this happen? How did progressives go very quickly
from the high point of bold reform in the mid-1960s to conservative domination?

One way to look at it is that progressives were victims of their own success. Start with
this sketch of the philosophy and politics of New Deal progressives. A combination of
the Democrats’ historic populist commitment to the average working American and
their experience in battling the Great Depression (and building their political coalition)
through increased government spending and regulation and the promotion of labor
unions shaped these progressives’ worldview. It was really a rather simple philosophy, if
the application of it was complex. Government should help the average person through
vigorous government spending. Capitalism needs regulation to work properly. Labor
unions are good. Putting money in the average person’s pocket is more important than
rarified worries about the quality of life. Traditional morality is to be respected, not chal-
lenged. Racism and the like are bad, but not so bad that the party should depart from its

main mission of material uplift for the average American.

That worldview had deep roots in an economy dominated by mass production industries
and was politically based among the overwhelmingly white workers in those industries.
And it helped make the Democrats the undisputed party of the white working class. Their
dominance among these voters was, in turn, the key to their political success. To be sure,
there were important divisions among these voters—by country of origin (German,
Scandinavian, Eastern European, English, Irish, Italian, etc.), by religion (Protestants
versus Catholics), and by region (South versus non-South)—that greatly complicated the
politics of this group, but the New Deal progressives mastered these complications and

maintained a deep base among these voters.

Of course, the New Deal coalition as originally forged did include most blacks and was
certainly cross-class, especially among Jews and southerners. But the prototypical member
of the coalition was an ethnic white worker—commonly visualized as working in a union-
ized factory—even though the coalition also included those who weren’t in unions or who
toiled in other blue-collar jobs such as construction or transportation. It was these voters
who powered four FDR election victories and the victories of Truman, Kennedy, and

Johnson, as well as the Democrats’ congressional domination.

So New Deal progressives depended on the white working class for political support and
the white working class depended on progressives to run government and the economy in
a way that kept that upward escalator to the middle class moving. Social and cultural issues
were not particularly important to this mutually beneficial relationship. Indeed, they had

only a peripheral role in the uncomplicated progressivism that animated the Democratic
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Party of the ‘30s, “40s, and ‘50s. But that arrangement and that uncomplicated progressiv-
ism could not and did not survive the dynamic evolution of postwar capitalism—an evolu-
tion that progressives so expertly shepherded.

The changing face of America

The changes wrought by this evolution start with the most dramatic shifts in American
class structure since the World War II era. Consider education levels. Incredible as it may
seem today, in 1940 three-quarters of adults 25 and over were high school dropouts (or
never made it as far as high school), and just S percent had a four-year college degree or
higher. But educational credentials exploded in the postwar period. The proportion of
adults lacking a high school diploma in 1960 was down to 59 percent; by 1980, that num-
ber was less than a third, and by 2007, it was down to only 14 percent.

Concomitantly, the proportion of Americans with a bachelor’s degree or higher rose
steadily and reached 29 percent in 2007. Moreover, those with some college (but not a
four-year degree) constituted another 25 percent of the population, making a total of 54
percent who had at least some college education.'® Quite a change: moving from a country
where the typical adult was a high school dropout, or more accurately, never even reached
high school, to a country where the typical adult not only has a high school diploma but
some college as well.

Or consider the occupational structure. Only about 32 percent of employed U.S. workers in
1940 held white-collar jobs (professional, managerial, clerical, and sales). That proportion
had almost doubled to 60 percent by 2006, including rises from 8 percent to 20 percent
among professionals and from 17 percent to 26 percent among clerical-sales jobs. On the
other end of the occupational distribution, manual workers (production, operatives, craft,
and laborers) declined from 36 percent to 23 percent between 1940 and 2006." The coun-
try moved from an occupational structure where there were more manual than white-collar

workers, to one where there are nearly three times as many white-collar as manual workers.

Finally, consider income levels. The median family income in 1947 was under $26,000 (in
2008 dollars). Median family income was around $62,000 by 2008, almost two-and-a-half
times as high as in 1947. Looked at another way, in 1947, 60 percent of families made
under $29,000. But in 2008, under 20 percent made less than that figure and 40 percent
made more than $75,000, a figure that fewer than S percent of families exceeded in 1947."

These shifts and other changes (the decline of mass production industries, the entry of
women into the workforce) transformed the white working class itself. About two-thirds
of the workforce in 1948 was made up of white men, and the bulk of these white men

worked at blue-collar manufacturing and construction jobs or at blue-collar service jobs
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like janitor or warehouseman. And they were heavily unionized, especially in certain
areas of the country: By the late 1940s, unions claimed around 60 percent or more of the
northern blue-collar workforce."

But the last 60 years have changed all that. The white working class has become much more
diverse—today, there are almost as many women workers as men—even as unionization
has declined. And only a relatively small proportion (17 percent) of the white working class
works in manufacturing (even among men, the proportion is still less than one-quarter). In
fact, the entire goods-producing sector, which includes construction, mining, and agri-
culture, as well as manufacturing, only covers 30 percent of the white working class. This
leaves the overwhelming majority—?7 in 10 workers—in the service sector, which includes
government. There are almost as many members of the new white working class working in

trade alone (especially retail) as there are in all goods-producing jobs."

The collapse of the New Deal coalition

While this great transformation was changing the character of the white working class,
reducing the size and influence of the Democrats’ traditional blue-collar constituencies,
the evolution of postwar capitalism was creating new constituencies and movements with
new demands. These new constituencies and movements wanted more out of the welfare
state than steady economic growth, copious infrastructure spending, and the opportunity

to raise a family in the traditional manner.

During the ‘60s, these new demands on the welfare state came to a head. Americans’ con-
cern about their quality of life overflowed from the two-car garage to clean air and water
and safe automobiles; from higher wages to government-guaranteed health care in old age;
and from access to jobs to equal opportunities for men and women and blacks and whites.
Out of these concerns came the environmental, consumer, civil rights, and feminist move-
ments of the ’60s. Americans abandoned the older ideal of self-denial and the taboos that
accompanied it, and they embraced a libertarian ethic of personal life. Women asserted
their sexual independence through the use of birth control pills and exercising the right to
have an abortion. Adolescents experimented with sex and courtship. Homosexuals “came

out” and openly congregated in bars and neighborhoods.

One of the most far-reaching political effects of these changes was the civil rights move-
ment and its demands for equality and economic progress for black America. Democratic
progressives, both because of their traditional, if usually downplayed, antiracist ideology
and their political relationship to the black community, had no choice but to respond to
those demands, as Lyndon Johnson finally did in 1964 and 1965. The result was a great
victory for social justice, but one that created huge political difficulties for the Democrats
among their white working-class supporters. Kevin Phillips captured these developments
well in his book, The Emerging Republican Majority:
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The principal force which broke up the Democratic (New Deal) coalition is the Negro
socioeconomic revolution and liberal Democratic ideological inability to cope with it.
Democratic “Great Society” programs aligned that party with many Negro demands, but
the party was unable to defuse the racial tension sundering the nation. The South, the
West, and the Catholic sidewalks of New York were the focus points of conservative oppo-
sition to the welfare liberalism of the federal government; however, the general opposition
.. came in large part from prospering Democrats who objected to Washington dissipating
their tax dollars on programs which did them no good. The Democratic party fell victim
to the ideological impetus of a liberalism which had carried it beyond programs taxing
the few for the benefit of the many ... to programs taxing the many on behalf of the few.™

But if race was the chief vehicle by which the New Deal coalition was torn apart, it was by
no means the only one. White working-class voters also reacted poorly to the extremes
with which the rest of the new social movements became identified. Feminism became
identified with bra-burners, lesbians, and hostility to the nuclear family; the antiwar move-
ment with appeasement of the Third World radicals and the Soviet Union; the environ-
mental movement with a Luddite opposition to economic growth; and the move toward

more personal freedom with a complete abdication of personal responsibility.

Thus the progressive mainstream that dominated the Democratic Party was confronted
with a challenge. The uncomplicated New Deal commitments to government spending,
economic regulation, and labor unions that had defined the party’s progressivism for
more than 30 years suddenly provided little guidance for dealing with an explosion of
potential new constituencies for the party. Their demands for equality, and for a better, as
opposed to merely richer, life were starting to redefine what progressivism meant and the
Democrats had to struggle to catch up. Progressive action more and more seemed to be
outside the party in radical organizations such as the Students for a Democratic Society

and in the new social movements.

Progressive Democrat politicians initially responded to these changes in the fashion of
politicians since time immemorial: They sought to co-opt these new movements by
absorbing many of their demands, while holding onto the party’s basic ideology and style
of governing. This was the first step away from the standard New Deal model of progressiv-
ism. Progressive Democrats of the ‘60s didn’t change their fundamental commitment to the
New Deal welfare state, but grafted onto support for all the various new constituencies and
their key demands. After Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act in 1964, the party
moved over the next eight years to give the women’s, antiwar, consumers’ and environ-
mental movements prominent places within the party. This reflected both the politician’s
standard interest in capturing the votes of new constituencies and the ongoing expansion in

the definition of what it meant to be a Democrat, particularly a progressive one.
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But there was no guarantee, of course, that gains among these new constituencies wouldn’t
be more than counterbalanced by losses among the Democrats’ old constituency—the
white working class—who had precious little interest in this expansion of what it meant
to be a progressive and a Democrat. And indeed that turned out to be the case with the
nomination and disastrous defeat of George McGovern—an enthusiastic advocate of this
new approach—in 1972. McGovern’s commitment to the traditional Democratic welfare
state was unmistakable. But so was his commitment to all the various social movements
and constituencies that were reshaping the party, whose demands were enshrined in
McGovern’s campaign platform. That made it easy for the Nixon campaign to typecast
McGovern as the candidate of “acid, amnesty, and abortion.” The white working class
reacted accordingly and gave Nixon overwhelming support at the polls, casting 70 percent

of their votes for the Republican candidate.'

Just how far the Democratic Party fell in the white working class’ eyes over this time
period can be seen by comparing the average white working-class vote for the Democrats
in 1960 and 1964 (SS percent) to their average vote for the Democrats in 1968 and 1972
(35 percent).!” That’s a drop of 20 points. The Democrats were the party of the white
working class no longer.

The Democrats were able to develop enough political momentum to retake the White
House in 1976, with Jimmy Carter’s narrow defeat of Gerald Ford as a result of the sharp
economic recession and Nixon scandals of 1973 and 1974. But their political revival did not
last long. Not only did the Carter administration fail to do much to defuse white working-
class hostility to the new social movements, especially the black liberation movement, but
economic events—namely the stagflation of the late 1970s—conspired to make that hostil-
ity even sharper. Though stagflation (combined inflation and unemployment with slow
economic growth) first appeared during the 1973-1975 recession, it persisted during the
Carter administration and was peaking on the eve of the 1980 election. As the economy slid
once more into recession, the inflation rate in that year was 12.5 percent. Combined with

an unemployment rate of 7.1 percent, it produced a “misery index” of nearly 20 percent.

The stagflation fed resentments about race, about high taxes for welfare (which were
assumed to go primarily to minorities), and about affirmative action. But it also sowed
doubts about Democrats’ ability to manage the economy and made Republican and busi-
ness explanations of stagflation—blaming it on government regulation, high taxes, and
spending—more plausible. The white backlash and doubts about Democratic economic
policies had helped to fuel a nationwide tax revolt in 1978. These factors reproduced the
massive exodus in 1980 of white working-class voters from the Democratic tickets first
seen in 1968 and 1972. Reagan averaged 61 percent support among the white working
class in the 1980 and 1984 elections, compared to an average of 35 percent support for his

Democratic opponents, Jimmy Carter and Walter Mondale."®
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Conclusion

Democrats appeared powerless to stop this juggernaut, saddled as they were with a dou-

ble-barreled progressivism that increasingly seemed like a dual liability. On the one hand
they were committed to a model of the welfare state economy that no longer worked and,
on the other, they were tied to a set of constituency groups whose priorities seemed alien
to middle America. Especially after their preferred candidate, Walter Mondale, got blown
away in the 1984 election, losing every state but Minnesota and the District of Columbia,

it seemed to many progressives that their cause was hopeless.

It would take a quarter of a century from that low point for progressives to rise again to a
position of strength. Now, with Barack Obama in office, powered by a new coalition quite
different from the New Deal coalition that midcentury progressives relied on, progressives
are once again in a position to change American society in big ways. We will take up the
story of how progressives rebuilt their political strength since 1984 in another installment
of the Progressive Tradition series.
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