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Breaking with Liberalism: The Reagan Revolution and the End of the Great Society

From the mid-1960s through Richard Nixon's first term, liberal government steadily expanded its scope and reach, because of the continuous pressure from a range of grassroots social movements and the natural inclinations of a governing class raised on the premises of New Deal activism. Unrealized hopes of the Thirties, Forties and Fifties suddenly became realities by the early Seventies, whether it was the massive influx of black voters that overturned the South's white power structure, or the new environmentalist movement that challenged Big Business prerogatives in the name of the whole citizenry.

At the same time, conventional liberal government faced sharp challenges on both of its ideological flanks. Best-known is the across-the-board repudiation of "corporate liberalism" by the movements grouped together under the banner of the New Left. Even as the Nixon Administration introduced aggressive affirmative action into federal administrative practices, the Democratic Party was democratized, opening doors to new constituencies of blacks, women, environmental, gay and antiwar activists. At the local level, outside of Congress and partisan politics, numerous social movements pushed beyond liberal premises and began to talk openly about issues that New Deal liberalism had never considered: the division of labor between men and women in the family; whether black people constituted a "nation within a nation," who could or should separate themselves from the rest of the United States; the right of homosexual men and women to live as couples, with the same legal protections as heterosexuals. In virtually all cases, the catalyst to this cascading radicalism moving the political center leftward was the Vietnam war, the "liberals' war," as it was dubbed. For a significant minority, there could be no common cause with leaders who deliberately countenanced the massive, year-in and year-out bombing of a peasant country. This insurgency turned the Democratic Party into a ideological free-for-all. By 1972, two remarkably opposing figures competed as its leading presidential candidates--the avatar of white pseudo-populism George Wallace, and Senator George McGovern, spokesman for antiwar forces in Congress. The only valid analogy for such an ideological polarity would be if the Republican Party in 2000 was forced to choose between an avowed feminist and a candidate of the Christian Coalition.

At the same time, however, the deeply-rooted conservative movement, based in opposition to the successive waves of progressive reform from the 1930s on, was also garnering new adherents and new political power. In the later Seventies, this movement rose up to take over the Republican Party, elect as President the charismatic orator Ronald Reagan, and pass legislation reversing much of the direction established by the New Deal and the Great Society. Ever since then, scholars and commentators have dissected the "New Right," the "Religious Right," the "Neoconservative Right," and so on, trying to untangle the origins of the Reagan Revolution and how it destroyed the so-called "New Deal Order."

That American politics underwent a major watershed in the 1980s is not in question. The fundamental premises of liberal "Big Government" fell into disrepute, and an explicitly rightwing Administration and party dominated governance for the first time since the 1920s. But what the "Reagan Revolution" actually accomplished and the extent to which it was revolutionary, as well as why it took power in the first place, are still very much in dispute. Perhaps the least controversial assertions one can make is that Reaganism responded to a genuine popular mobilization, and had a significant social base. But who constituted the social movements undergirding the conservative ascendance, and the relative primacy of one of these movements over another (southern white evangelicals versus northern white "ethnics"; "paleoconservatives" versus neocons) remains murky, as political arguments from outside the right and claims to preeminence within it muddy the water. What makes the Reagan Revolution especially difficult to interpret is the obvious fact that it is hardly over. The 1994 Republican sweep of both houses of Congress plus the majority of statehouses represented a more complete "realignment" of electoral power than that attempted by Reagan himself. At the end of the century, political trench warfare persists, as remodeled "New Democrats" struggle to hang onto the presidency and hope to take back the House. No new progressive or liberal model of governance has emerged to challenge the basic premises of Reaganism--the promise to "get government off the backs of the American people."

The Intentions and Accomplishments of the Reagan Revolution

To understand what conservative organizers, Republican Party leaders, and Ronald Reagan himself hoped to accomplish in 1980, one needs to step back--rather ironically--to the post-World War II era, when New Deal policies and ideas, the huge presence of FDR, and the Democratic Party dominated American political life.

To the New Right of the Seventies and Eighties, the postwar years became in retrospect a Golden Age. America was at the peak of its global economic, military and political power, and on the domestic front conservative cultural values seemed unchallenged. In 1945, more than half of the world's industrial capacity was centered in the United States, and over the next twenty years the income of the average American family doubled because of that unchallenged economic supremacy. Until the late 1950s the U.S. faced no serious competition in the nuclear arms race, and in those same years the CIA routinely fixed elections and overthrew governments outside the Soviet orbit. Rather than economic competitors, our Western European allies were grateful suppliants, desperate for Marshall Plan aid to rebuild their war-devastated countries. The idea of peasant guerrillas stalemating and ruining the mighty U.S. Army would have seemed absurd, as the U.S. waged very effective "counter-insurgency" in the Phillipines, as did America's British allies in Kenya, Malaysia and elsewhere. No one had heard of Ho Chi Minh, Fidel Castro or the "Third World," most of which was still under European colonial rule.

At home, the cultural and social order seemed unassailable, as none of the great insurgencies of the New Left were yet visible on the horizon. Civil rights for African Americans was clearly a problem that would not go away, and by 1948 it was tearing at the Democratic Party, but few white Americans could imagine that in a few years hundreds of thousands would march, tens of thousands would be arrested, and a young black Baptist preacher would become America's greatest moral leader. Simply put, to most white people--conservative or liberal--black Americans were invisible if not pitiable, a troubling side issue at best. Even harder to imagine was a rebirth of feminism, as the creation of vast suburbs and a flight from the insecurity of the Depression and war years re-established the centrality of the nuclear family, where husbands went out to work and women stayed home to raise children. Perhaps the clearest marker of the distance from the Fifties, however, is the position of homosexual men and women, then and now. Black people and women could at least evoke earlier periods in American history when they had asserted themselves. Gays had no such history and did not even exist as a recognized social group until after World War II, when their visible presence in urban areas was seized upon as evidence of decadence and cultural degradation. Virtually no one in America--and not many in the gay subculture--could have imagined that in the Seventies they would emerge as a recognized minority group, with its own legitimacy and political status.

The intentions of Reaganism can be summed up as restoring the vanished world of the Fifties. Its political genius lay in evoking both an imagined past and its chaotic coming apart--not just an argument about what should be, but a complete vision of what had been--and tying this destruction to Democratic liberalism, embodied in Lyndon Johnson's Great Society. Over and over, Reagan and his followers hammered away at what went wrong, finding specific policies and people to blame. Indeed, this appeal to resentment and call for restoration first surfaced at the Sixties' climax, in the 1968 presidential campaign when Richard Nixon and George Wallace between them took 57% of the vote, with Nixon offering a kindler, gentler version of Wallace's racially-coded call for "law and order."

Reaganism offered three specific solutions to the uncertainties and galvanic change faced by Americans in the 1970s and 80s. First, it promised to restore America as the dominant world power, which no longer would accept defeat at the hands of guerrillas or military parity with the Soviet Union. Second, it supported the idea of an older moral order, based explicitly in the heterosexual, patriarchal family and implicitly in the cultural authority of white Americans. Finally, it promised to sharply limit the federal government's role as a redistributor of wealth and regulator of business--functions that been crucial to the legitimacy of the New Deal Order established by Franklin Roosevelt and extended by Lyndon Johnson. It is worth noting that the scope of these claims exceeded those of any of Reagan's predecessors. Neither FDR nor LBJ, nor for that matter Theodore Roosevelt or Woodrow Wilson earlier in the century, had asked for such a sweeping mandate to re-make the nation. But, unlike Reagan, all of these Presidents styled themselves progressives, and the conservative has a great advantage in offering to bring back the familiar past instead of calling for a different future.

To what extent did the Reagan Revolution succeed in meeting its avowed aims? Conservatives still argue over that question, masking their disputes in a common veneration of Reagan the man, but a few fundamental issues have been settled. That the Reagan Administration and a bipartisan majority in Congress sharply reduced the role of the federal government by shifting the focus of federal spending cannot be doubted. Between 1980 and 1988, spending on all domestic social programs dropped by more than a third, while military spending skyrocketed, to close the half-a-trillion dollars per year (in current, 1999 dollars). The tax cuts of 1981 and subsequent economic policies constituted a massive deregulation in favor of business, which encouraged a shift in income to the wealthy without precedent in American history. In that sense, at least, the Reagan Revolution (or Restoration) was eminently successful: it got the government off the backs of American business. The rich got a lot richer and the poor got poorer, while the middle class barely hung on, in terms of real income. By one basic measurement, the New Deal was reversed, as the shares of national income held by the top and bottom 20% of the population returned to the levels of inequality of the 1920s. It would be inaccurate to claim, however, that the welfare state was abolished, as serious "movement conservatives" had originally hoped. However straitened, the host of liberal programs mainly lived on, either because they were widely popular (as with Social Security, Medicare, the Clean Water Act,or the Pell Grant program of college scholarships) or because of the stubborn resistance and delaying actions of activists (the Legal Services program, for instance). In that sense, at least, rather than a "revolution," Reaganism was merely another wave of reform, in this case backwards instead of forwards. The depths of disillusionment felt by some can be seen in Newt Gingrich's bitter gibe in the late 1980s that then-Senate Majority Leader Robert Dole was merely the "tax collector for the welfare state."

If Reaganism enjoyed its greatest success at home, by reversing a half-century of federal policy aimed at regulating capitalism, it also claimed considerable success on the international front. Representing a passionate legacy of anti-Communism stretching back to the Russian Revolution, it tasted victory when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1989-1991. The President and his supporters could claim a major share of the credit for that collapse, as the unrelenting arms race of the Reagan years had intensified the economic strains tearing apart the Soviet Union. Yet the expansive, ambitious foreign policy of the Reagan years, intended to "roll back" Communist revolution in every corner of the globe, produced its share of calamities, which ultimately threatened Reagan's presidency and helped consolidate a significant degree of opposition.

For reasons that are obscure in retrospect, the Reaganites decided to re-fight the Vietnam War in this hemisphere, by making a test case of the tiny countries of Central America. When Reagan took office in January 1981, leftwing guerrilla movements had taken power in Nicaragua and threatened the military governments of Guatemala and El Salvador. For the rest of the decade, the Reagan Administration invested enormous amounts of money and political capital in winning these proxy wars. Ultimately, it overplayed its hand, circumventing Congress by providing illegal funding for counter-revolutionary "Contras," which led to the Irangate scandal of 1986. Reagan's mantle of authority was severely tarnished, and various high officials went to prison or were pardoned.

The greatest failure of the Reaganism came at home, however--and not in the political sphere, but in the ordinary give-and-take of daily life. Despite all the talk of "family values" and a return to traditional morality, American culture became ever more libertine in terms of its sexual mores, more tolerant of difference of all kinds, and more genuinely multicultural. Indeed, if one was to gauge the zeitgeist by watching television or movies, it would be impossible to call this a conservative era. Some scholars, as well as some committed conservatives, have concluded therefore that the Reagan Revolution was a sham, and that religious and other "social" conservatives were simply manipulated. The truth seems more complex. In practical terms, the votes were simply not there for overturning the 1973 Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion, for instance. However haltingly, people of color, women, and gay people have continued to advance as distinct political constituencies throughout the Eighties and Nineties, and it seems clear that the most canny conservatives recognized this, and steered clear of the all-out "culture war" that diehards like Pat Buchanan have called for.

In terms of policy-making then, the "New Right" or conservative movement can claim sweeping success for its fiscal, regulatory, economic and military policies, while suffering significant defeats in its efforts to reverse the extreme liberalism of American culture. The Reaganites' other victory lies in the world of governmental and social infrastructure. Since the 1970s, a generation of conservative intellectual activists has been empowered, moving directly into government as elected officials, legislative aides, policy analysts and middle-level bureaucrats. Closely linked to a "new class" of self-made men concentrated in major corporations and the financial services sector, these have been the foot soldiers of first Reaganism and later the Gingrich-led Republican majority in Congress.

The growth of a self-confident, aggressive cadre of young conservatives reflects a larger cultural shift: the New Deal discredited the ruthless pursuit and enjoyment of wealth for more than a generation, but Ronald Reagan brought it back. The frankly self-aggrandizing ethos of the Eighties was a direct challenge to the cultures of both the Thirties and the Sixties. That "culture war" has not ended but only entered into a prolonged, awkward stalemate. Taking stock after twenty years, the best indicator of how conservative movement politics in the postwar era eventually succeeded in changing the character of American politics is the rueful acknowledgment by a newly-elected Bill Clinton in 1993 that he and his New Democrat cohort were really "Eisenhower Republicans." The group that seized leadership of the Democratic Party had moved into the role of pro-business, socially liberal moderation that was formerly occupied by "liberal Republicans," leaving the New Deal tradition of activist government out in the cold.

Interpreting the Reagan Revolution

The best-known account of Reaganism focuses not on where it came from, but what it did: Kevin Phillips' The Politics of Rich and Poor: Wealth and the American Electorate in the Reagan Aftermath (1990). In precise detail, the former Republican strategist demonstrates the extent to which Reaganism succeeded in removing the burdens of taxes and regulations upon the very wealthiest in American society, and the extent to which the top ten percent--and especially the top one percent--of Americans profited during the Eighties because of the deregulated, speculative fever instigated by the rightwing resurgence. In a certain sense, Phillips' arguments have become foundational for everything else that has been, or will be, written about the rise of the right, since he demonstrates irrefutably the pro-business and pro-wealth perspective that has driven conservative politics in the last third of the twentieth century. But Phillips has little to say about the movements that placed Reagan in power, or the complex ideologies regarding the world, race, gender, culture and sexual morality that drove those movements. His is a balance-sheet, bottom-line kind of book about results rather than causes.

No firm consensus has yet emerged among scholars as to the roots of Reaganism, but an early version of such a consensual view exists, framed not by academics but by highly respected political journalists, Thomas Byrne Edsall of the Washington Post and the British writer Godfrey Hodgson. Together with Phillips' populist account of the rise of a new plutocracy, these books constitute what might be called the mainstream explanation of Reaganism.

Hodgson's The World Turned Right Side Up: A History of the Conservative Ascendancy in America (1996) offers the "movement" perspective of the right's rise to power. Hodgson focuses on how numerous long-separate streams of conservatism slowly came together during the 1950s, 60s and 70s, combining into a simple, effective electoral message. Like the people he studies, Hodgson accepts the assumption that ideas drive politics, and particularly the anti-statist libertarian tradition that somehow fused with a deep strain of social conservatism--the insistence that hierarchies in the family and society should be obeyed simply because they existed. In this account, Ayn Rand, Milton Friedman and William F. Buckley loom large, because their books, essays and personal example of heroic intellectual dissent inspired others. Hodgson's greatest strength is his insistence that at the heart of the conservative resurgence was a consistent political-economic vision of the superiority of laissez-faire capitalism. In his view, therefore, the toppling of John Maynard Keynes' as the preeminent economic theorist for a generation, and his replacement by Friedman and his disciples, was at least as important as the discrediting of Lyndon Johnson. Building on this insight, he correctly insists that the core policymakers in the Reagan Administration, the cadre it brought to power, were not New Right organizers per se, but highly disciplined corporate conservatives like George Schultz, Alan Greenspan, Martin Andersen and Caspar Weinberger. Hodgson's willingness to take conservatives seriously, as rational and indeed visionary political actors rather than the superstitious or provincial reactionaries that many liberals and radicals assume them to be, makes the book highly useful as a sympathetic group biography.

At the same time, however, in his efforts to be sympathetic and respectful, Hodgson's systematically scants the rawer, anti-democratic aspects of the American right. The anti-semitism of key mid-century intellectuals like Albert Jay Nock is alluded to only in passing. The nativist anti-semitic and racist tradition stretching from the revived Ku Klux Klan of the Twenties through would-be fascists of the Forties like Gerald L.K. Smith and William Pulley is ignored, and George Wallace is made into a sideshow rather than a main agent of New Right politics. Leaving the hard right, with its open racism and xenophobia, out of the story of conservatism, is like leaving Communists and other radicals out of New Deal, or confining the story of the Black freedom struggle to Dr. King and pretending Malcolm X and Stokely Carmichael had no role. It makes for a more comfortable and comforting tale, but misses the importance of uncompromising militants and "radicals" in redefining the terms of debate, and above all in mobilizing the shock troops of social struggle.

Thomas Byrne Edsall's account in Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race, Rights and Taxes on American Politics (1991) is similar to Hodgson's in one basic respect. Like the British writer, Edsall posits that the right rose to power through a process of accretion, the layering of different constituencies into a working electoral majority. Both suggest that over time whole layers of the New Deal Coalition were gradually peeled away by conservative Republicans. But, while Hodgson focuses on the New Right itself, as the agent of change in this process of accretion, Edsall puts the Democratic Party and liberalism at the center of his account. In his view, widely accepted among many liberals, the Democrats' errors and arrogance have been the main cause of conservative resurgence. Starting under Johnson, he argues, the Democrats stepped away from an inclusive politics based on class interests, and were perceived as taking the side of various minorities, particularly black people, against the interests of working- and middle-class white Americans. By repeatedly identifying themselves with racial minorities, feminists, gays, and antiwar activists, the Democrats destroyed the New Deal's electoral majority and handed power over to a "top down coalition" of conservatives that manipulated racial and other fears to garner lower-class white votes.

Throughout this dense and dramatic account, Edsall is remarkably effective in depicting a catastrophic series of Democratic mistakes, from the disastrous candidacy of George McGovern in 1972 through the failed presidency of Jimmy Carter and the defeats of Walter Mondale in 1984 and Michael Dukakis in 1988. Over and over again, brilliant Republican strategists like the late Lee Atwater used huge advantages in money, technology and sheer understanding of the electoral process to pulverize Democrats. It is a powerful narrative of no-quarter political combat and striking political failure by a once-healthy party, extremely useful in its particulars and extremely influential among political writers, historians and strategists. It is not hard to imagine a then-Governor Bill Clinton poring over Edsall's book as he fashioned a new kind of "message" in 1991-92 that returned the Democrats to a consciously majoritarian focus on economics.

The major problem with both Hodgson and Edsall lies in how they comprehend and analyze the centrality of race to American politics. For the former, the problem is simple: he doesn't see how racial difference and racial fear form the substrata of most political discourse and practical organizing on the right, perhaps because these fears are usually unspoken, conveyed in a nuanced yet clearly understandable "code" (about crime, drugs, immorality, shiftlessness and so on versus traditional or putatively "American" values and practices). In that sense, at least, Edsall's account is superior to Hodgson's because race is never far from the center of his narrative. While Hodgson acknowledges the unfortunate presence of racism among much of the white electorate, and intimates that it may have been exploited at times by conservative managers, Edsall insists that it was the wedge breaking up the New Deal coalition in which whites and blacks formerly had submerged their differences. While both of these authoritative books claim the status of history, they are deeply flawed by their "presentism," the insistence on seeing the past through the prism of the writer's "today." Nowhere is that clearer than in their common assertion of the cliché that most Northern whites supported equality for blacks until the supposed excesses of the Black Power movement in the late Sixties frightened them away. For Hodgson, this is sufficient reason to slight the possibility that racism is not incidental, but central, to the growth of a mass rightwing coalition. Edsall's conclusions are even more questionable. He seems to suggest that however laudable in moral terms, the Democratic Party's association with the civil rights movement was a political disaster--and should have been avoided.

To understand how Edsall, consciously writing from the left, could come to such an extraordinary conclusion, requires a re-examination of the basic premises underlying his book. Basic to Chain Reaction is the unquestioned idea that the New Deal Democratic Party can be defined as a party of the "have-nots," of the broad majority of poor, working-class and lower-middle-class people allied against the mainly WASP upper-middle-classes and the traditional business elites grouped in the Republican Party. Though he does not state it plainly, the logical inference is that the Democrats were the equivalent of a classical European labor or social democratic party, what political scientists call a "party of the working class."

Of course, this was not the case. Not only did the Democratic Party include, at its highest levels, significant sectors of the business class, as Thomas Ferguson details, but from its earliest origins in post-revolutionary America, the Democrats had represented the white people of the South, the most intensely conservative group in America, whose special political power derived from their unique degree of unity across great divides of class and wealth. To imply, as Edsall does, that this was a minor or incidental fact, or indeed that the white South had been faithful supporters of the radical legislation of the New Deal, is to contradict a vast mass of historical evidence. It would be more accurate to assert that the Democrats have been, and continue to be even at the end of the twentieth century, a coalition of disparate constituencies. Regardless of the degree to which working class voters supported the Democrats, at no point have they been a social democratic or working class party; their major public leaders after FDR were John F. Kennedy, a rich man's son who bought his way into the Senate using his ethnicity; Lyndon Johnson, a machine politician from Jim Crow Texas; and Adlai Stevenson, a patrician liberal. At no point did any significant leader from working-class origins arise from within the Democratic Party, and to pretend that it was nonetheless a "blue collar" party is to assert a convenient myth.

These well known accounts of recent conservative politics have serious omissions, but three other studies provide useful foils to the conventional narratives described above. Each of them helps us to see that the roots of the right's resurgence go back much further, to the Forties and Fifties, and the immediate postwar era--long before the visible institutionalization of civil rights, Black Power, Vietnam, Women's Liberation, Gay Rights, and all the other radical causes that are commonly cited as leading to a conservative reaction. Each of these books also share a common taproot in the recognition that white supremacy was not an unfortunate superstition, an objective fact, or an understandable and perhaps justifiable reaction to perceived chaos, but a basic organizing principle for rightwing politics at every point.

The best starting place for incorporating this more historical take on how conservative politics operate as a social movement is to look at George Corley Wallace, the charismatic Southern Democrat who was first Governor of Alabama and then a four-time presidential candidate (running in the Democratic primaries in 1964, 1972 and 1976, and as an Independent in the general election in 1968). Dan Carter's The Politics of Rage: George Wallace, the Origins of the New Conservatism, and the Transformation of American Politics (1995), a masterful biography, demonstrates in precise detail the enormous influence that Wallace had on both major parties. By showing over and over again the electoral appeal of a message combining anti-elite and racist sentiments, Wallace singlehandedly inserted an entirely different dynamic into national politics. Until his intervention, the ideology of white supremacy was considered a regional anomaly, peculiar to those states that were so desperately poor and so rural that they were easy to ignore. The possibility that the quaint extremist ranting of Southern populists could appeal to voters elsewhere had never occurred to anyone. Wallace broke the mold, and in his wake followed Nixon, Reagan, Gingrich and a host of others who were far more nuanced, but repeated the same message.

Carter's insistence on the centrality of the angry white south and an unreconstructed racism is further complimented by Sara Diamond's Roads to Dominion: Rightwing Movements and Political Power in the United States (1995), which makes a striking contrast to Hodgson's better-known book covering the same period. Reading Diamond, one is repeatedly struck by how Hodgson wrote about the "conservative movement," but ignored the reality of grassroots rightwing politics. Though he gingerly covers the John Birch Society, which caused great comment the late Fifties with its constant assertions that secret Communists controlled most institutions in the U.S., including the Presidency, Hodgson entirely ignores the dense web of pro-fascist and extremist groups, dating from World War II, which persisted into the postwar era, forming much of the infrastructure of Wallace's campaigns and other rightwing efforts. The confirmed anti-Semite Willis Carto with his Liberty Lobby, the ever-shifting constellation of Ku Klux Klan groups, and the proliferation of "Christian Identity" networks from the Seventies on, with their violent offshoots like the Aryan Nation and the so-called "militias," are all carefully examined by Diamond. Just as recent historians have demonstrated the very radical roots of New Deal policies, Diamond shows how truly radical much of the rightwing is, at its less visible local roots.

Perhaps the most groundbreaking revision of how we understand conservatism's rise can be found in the historian Thomas Sugrue's prize-winning The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (1996). Until Sugrue's book, virtually all writers tracing the new rightwing populism among the Northern white working-class have made it axiomatic that racial fears and resentments, and a visceral response at the polls to racially-coded appeals by conservatives, are a distinctive feature of the Seventies and after. For Edsall and many others, the appearance of blue-collar "Reagan Democrats" was a logical response to the excesses of the Civil Rights Movement and Black Power, abetted by Great Society liberals. Sugrue turns this hypothesis on its head, with a wealth of empirical evidence. In Detroit, the heartland of working-class politics in the Thirties and Forties, where the United Auto Workers exercised more power in city and state than any union in U.S. history, white worker resentment and aggression against black assertions of equality surfaced violently during World War II, and steadily increased during the postwar era. Focused on the issue of "open housing" (the right of blacks to buy or rent anywhere they chose), it spawned a massive, sustained social movement among lower-class "ethnic" whites, which recruited thousands into homeowners' associations, and elected a mayor explicitly committed to protecting white privilege. Year after year, violent neighborhood crowd actions--another context damned as "riots"--sought (often with success) to protect racially coded turf by driving out new black residents.

The implications of Sugrue's work are considerable. If white working-class families feared or hated blacks before the Civil Rights Movement, then the New Deal was founded not on harmony and common interests, but on black submission and invisibility, and was inherently fragile. The sad story of Detroit also helps us understand what white politicians and journalists have long proclaimed as inexplicable: the series of massive insurrections that shook inner-city, African-American "ghettoes" just as the Civil Rights Movement reached the peak of its legislative influence. For more than three decades, commentators have written as if the urban riots of 1964-68 were irrational and deeply self-destructive. Just when blacks had the greatest sympathy from white America, goes the story, they threw it all away by burning and looting, and following the extremist path of groups like the Black Panther Party. Sugrue's careful argument destroys all these assumptions, by showing how the combination of "white flight," continued residential segregation and acute housing shortages for African Americans, and, above all, de-industrialization--which removed the unionized factory jobs that were black men's one route to security and self-respect--combined to make places like Detroit into tinderboxes of mutual resentment and fear. Certainly "the Sixties," the Great Society and the practical assertions of Black Power mattered, especially the steady increase in black electoral representation from the late Sixties on, including such spectacular victories as Coleman Young's becoming Detroit's mayor in 1973. Crucially, however, Sugrue shows that these were not the instigators of a legitimate white resentment against a perceived loss of status (as Edsall would argue) but rather the latest stages in an explicitly racial war for urban control in which whites had long been the aggressors.

The Movements of the Right

The only way of understanding the ascent of a new conservative politics in the 1980s and 1990s is as the product of a long germination, rather than a specific response to a set of immediate social conditions. That is clearest distinction between social movements of the right and the left: the latter come together suddenly in moments of crisis, seeking to overturn the entrenched social order; the former reflect the long-accumulated grievances of privileged constituencies within an earlier structure of social power who have been displaced. As various social scientists have observed, rightwing politics are the "politics of resentment," which gather force slowly until they seem to be an irresistible tide. Such was the force of the "Reagan Revolution" that swept over American politics in the early 1980s and has not yet abated.

There is another major distinction between Reaganism and the earlier eras of reform driven by the liberal left like the New Deal and the Great Society. Certainly, every period of significant social struggle involves multiple movements, which overlap and ally with each other in building a new majority coalition, or at least a force strong enough to change policy. For both the Thirties and Sixties, most historians assign a primary role to one movement that swept up the others and drove them forward. During the Great Depression, this movement was embodied by the impetus to industrial unionism and the Congress of Industrial Organizations. Later, in the Sixties, the southern-based Civil Rights Movement, led by Dr. King's Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, the Congress on Racial Equality and the NAACP, was the spur to other radical currents, including the student New Left, the antiwar movement, the new feminism, and even Gay Liberation.

The "New Right" and the Reagan Revolution are quite different, in that no single social movement was their driving force. Instead, a series of movements have been consciously knitted together to create electoral majorities at different moments. Another way at getting at this distinction between right and left is to point to the obvious fact that the ascendant rightwing coalition of the Seventies on has been created by power, not in opposition to it. In that sense, it was more opportunistic and strategic, and less "natural," than those of the left, reinforcing Thomas Edsall's description of rightwing politics as a "top-down coalition" that waxes and wanes depending on particular opportunities. At its most cynical, this analysis of the right explains why the most energized, angry, "movement" conservatives--those whose loyalty is to the cause, not the Republican Party per se--have received the least in terms of actual policy victories. After all, abortion is still legal, school integration is still the law of the land, affirmative action is widely practiced in corporate America, homosexuals are an increasingly legitimate force in our politics and our culture. For those who sought to roll back these unsettling changes, to restore an earlier time, this hardly looks like a victorious revolution.

Looking back over the history of modern America, which begins with the Civil War and its unresolved aftermath of Reconstruction, one fact is overwhelmingly clear when looking at the salience of rightwing politics, as a set of policies and as a movement. The preservation of white privilege is the single defining motif and cause that has knit together disparate classes, ethnicities, and regions. But to understand that reality requires overturning a shibboleth shared by too many historians and journalists concerning the recent history of conservative politics. For most, it is a given that the New Deal smashed rightwing politics in this country, and that only appeals to the "paranoid style" and a crude anti-communism allowed the Republicans to maintain electoral power from World War II on. McCarthyism is understood to have been an important movement, but mainly for its aberrant, reactionary and temporary character. For all but a very few writers, the story of the conservative ascendance is that of a phoenix rising from the ashes, an amazing rebirth-from-death.

It would be more accurate to stress that the New Deal itself, as a Democratic Party-led coalition, contained within it the key group of ultra-conservative voters and politicians--the white South, which briefly went along with liberal reforms because of dire economic necessity, as long as their region's power structure was not challenged. Once postwar prosperity sank in, and the Democrats were forced to confront their own deep contradictions (in large part because of pressure from restive black voters in the North), this rightwing rump faction began a long migration that over time birthed a new nationwide conservative coalition, built explicitly from a southern base and using peculiarly southern methods. In effect, as present-day commentators occasionally note without realizing the full historical implications, the whole country has been "Southernized."

In 1948, South Carolina's Governor Strom Thurmond led his state's delegation out of the Democratic National Convention when a pro-civil rights plank was adopted. Running for President as a "States Rights Democrat" (or "Dixiecrat"), Thurmond carried five states. Most commentators describe this as a minor anomaly in the big story of Harry Truman's upset win over Thomas Dewey, but it was a premonition of the New Right to come decades later, as the "Solid South" moved into the Republican column, anchoring a new conservative majority in national politics. In 1964, Thurmond himself was elected to the Senate as a Republican--remarkable given the racial connotations of the party label alone--and he remains a patriarch of the re-made GOP today.

By itself, however, the defection of Southern Democrats from their national mooring did not guarantee any new conservative alignment. Northern conservatives, mostly aligned with the Republican Party, had a deep emotional resistance to being associated with the Confederacy's heirs. In the 1950s and 60s, the residual identification as the "Party of Lincoln" still meant something, not as a commitment to black equality (though right up until 1965, Northern Republicans were indistinguishable from Democrats in voting on civil rights bills) but because of inherited sectional prejudice. The white South still stood for backwardness, corruption, ignorance and indolence. The stereotype of the bourbon-swilling "Colonel" voted in by poor white trash took a long time to die, abetted by the extraordinary crudity of demagogues like Senator Theodore Bilbo and Congressman John Rankin of Mississippi, who throughout the Forties regularly used words like "kike" and "nigger" on the floor of Congress.

Therefore a central concern of New Right operatives (meaning not Ayn Rand, Milton Friedman and their acolytes, but the littleknown operatives who took over the Republican Party in the Sixties) was how to reconcile the entrenched historical division between the major conservative constituencies in this country, while building a movement that could recruit voters identified with liberalism, like Northern white "ethnics." In the postwar era, it was an evident fact that two hardcore rightwing constituencies had survived, each defined regionally--the segregationists defending their fortress of white supremacy, and the traditional midwestern and western conservatives who anchored the Republican Party but did not control it, losing out every four years in the presidential selection process to the so-called "Eastern Establishment" identified with Wall Street interests and an elitist liberalism.

Assembling a conservative majority required moving all of the natural allies on the right into a single political home, breaking down the historic ambiguity about ideology which had allowed both major parties to have liberal and conservative wings. After all, the major radical third-party presidential candidacy in this century was that of a Republican progressive, Robert LaFollette, who garnered 16% of the popular vote in 1924. Many of LaFollette's progressive Republican allies ended up as pillars of the New Deal, like Secretary of Agriculture and later Vice President Henry Wallace of Iowa, Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia of New York, and the man who took his seat in the House of Representatives, Vito Marcantonio, the radical left's spokesman in Congress during the 1940s.

Bringing the "Solid South" into the Republican column was the real agenda for New Right conservatives from the Fifties on, as Democrats like Stevenson, Johnson and Kennedy futilely tried to maintain their party's commitment to civil rights and keep their majority among northern black voters, while placating their Southern wing with patronage, sentimental appeals to FDR's legacy, and flattery. Here was opportunity writ large, and smart Republicans moved to make the most of it, hoping to appropriate Southern white resistance for electoral gain. The Goldwater presidential campaign of 1961-1964 was an early, failed attempt at this new synthesis. Goldwater himself seemed perfect, a "man of the West," who could transcend old regional and partisan divisions. He firmly repudiated the New Deal but in tones that suggested a newfangled individualism, not just old-fashioned fiscal probity. It seemed for a moment that the ghost of Herbert Hoover was finally banished.

The core of Goldwater's message was not racial, of course, but explicitly political: anti-Communism as a holy cause transcending all other issues. During the Fifties, this had been the creed that gathered together the scattered fragments of intellectual conservatism, from followers of Edmund Burke to anti-statist libertarians, gathering a cadre of activists, writers, fundraisers and organizers around William F. Buckley's skillfully edited National Review, launched in 1955. From 1960 on, this cadre swung behind Goldwater, with Buckley's brother-in-law, Brent Bozell, writing the Senator's huge bestseller The Conscience of a Conservative , and the Buckleyite student group, Young Americans for Freedom (whose "Sharon Statement" was named for Buckley's hometown in Connecticut) acting as the advance guard of his candidacy.

The Goldwaterites' messianic commitment to stopping the imminent Soviet threat tends to obscure the social base of this newly-arrived conservative movement. In 1964, when Lyndon Johnson monopolized the political center and claimed the allegiance of the liberal-left, the only states where Goldwater won a majority (other than his home state of Arizona) were those in the deepest South, exclusively Democratic for generations. Commentators at the time dismissed this as evidence of Goldwater's marginal status and the Republican Party going off the rails, but it portended a shift of tremendous magnitude. Simply enough, if the GOP could take the heart of Dixie, all electoral calculations were off. Their losses elsewhere could be made up--and were, as the party rebounded spectacularly in 1966--but the Democrats, defined as the party of racial liberalism, had lost their historic base in the white South.

From Goldwater's defeat in 1964 through the present (and not simply through the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980), the rise of the conservative movement has been a three-pronged offensive. Within the Republican Party, a bureaucratic contest has taken place, to move the party to the right and deprive the once-dominant Northeastern moderates of any effective power. Outside the party, a tectonic shift has taken place as sections of the old Democratic Party machine that controlled the South have turned Republican. Finally, and most importantly, a series of single-issue "movements" have been recruited into the ranks of the electorally-oriented conservative movement and the Republican Party, foremost among them the upsurge of an explicitly politicized, evangelical Protestantism coming from the white South and spreading nationwide. What complicates this three-part story, of course, is that each part affected the others, and it is very difficult to separate them in practice.

Even this short summary above, however, raises an obvious point. Far more than in other eras of movement mobilization and government reform, the conservative ascendance is really the story of a party, the Republicans, as much as the narrative of a social movement and its relation to policymaking. Why is this? The most obvious answer is that, from the beginning, conservative activists have focused on winning elections and controlling government machinery, not as a means to an end, but as the ultimate end. The CIO of the Thirties and its allies wanted to change conditions on the factory floor, and maybe even to "democratize" industry itself, seeing government as a vehicle towards that end. The civil rights movement of the Sixties wanted black people to live with dignity and the basic rights of American citizens. The New Right was different and perhaps more revolutionary--from the first it wanted to control government so as to determine the course of American society.

The intra-Republican contest is the least visible and most drawn-out aspect of this story. After all, the Republican Party has existed since 1854, and in some parts of New England and the Midwest has a continuous history since the Civil War. A conscious attempt to take the GOP over, involving ex-Democrats, naturally caused bitter feelings. The conservatives had their own resentments, however, dating back to 1948 and 1952, when their standard bearer, Senator Robert Taft of Ohio, was denied the presidential nomination by backstage maneuvering. This was nothing, however, compared to the intensity of feelings caused by the refusal of Northeastern GOP leaders to support Goldwater in 1964. From then on a blood feud ensued, not yet fully ended. When, during the public hearings of the Platform Committee at the 1984 Republican Convention, Terry Dolan of the National Conservative Political Action Committee told Connecticut Senator Lowell Weicker that he should leave the party, he was voicing a common sentiment that the GOP had no room for liberals. Fifteen years later, liberal Republicans in Congress can be counted on one hand.

This long intra-party war for survival was greatly complicated by the presidency of Richard Nixon, a master of unlikely alliances. Nixon's equivocal status as a bridge between all wings of the party and his willingness to implement liberal policies while using Vice President Spiro Agnew as a strident mouthpiece for rightwing sentiments, confused conservatives and slowed the coming together of a genuine movement. More importantly, however, Nixon rode to power in 1968 and guaranteed his massive re-election victory in 1972 by a "Southern Strategy" of calculated appeals to white Southerners to leave their ancestral Democratic home. This strategy undergirded Nixon's two failed attempts to put white segregationist judges onto the Supreme Court (he knew they would lose, but relished the political gain to be won), his go-slow policy on school desegregation, and his histrionic opposition to busing, the primary racially-coded issue of the Seventies.

The Seventies themselves, as a decade of constant political change, have been very little studied. Yet this is when Ronald Reagan moved from the fringe of the Republican Party to become its central leader, and abortion became as the key social issue in American politics. As if mirroring the energy of new social movements on the left, a host of single-issue movements suddenly surged on the right, to block the Equal Rights Amendment, defeat local legislation guaranteeing no discrimination against gay people, and advance an ultra-conservative agenda. Most surprisingly, a long-brewing evangelical renaissance among white Protestants gathered enormous force, as dozens and then hundreds on new religious television and radio stations went on the air. Building on all of these elements, a self-consciously labeled "New Right" appeared. This group of Goldwaterite veterans nursed both skills and grudges, and rapidly developed the new techniques of mass mobilization, direct mail fundraising and political attack to put the liberal mainstream on the defensive. In 1978, they defeated five veteran liberal Democratic Senators, sending shock waves through the political class in both parties. In 1980, they helped elect a President. Ever since then, they have operated as a permanent insurgency within the Republican Party, never quite achieving total control but forcing a massive shift to the right on "social issues." In the 1990s, it is only the threat of a massive voter repudiation--as in the case of President George Bush's stunning loss in 1992--that has kept the Republican Party from being completely co-opted by "movement conservatives." As this is written, the possibility of a split in Republican ranks looms, with George W. Bush attempting to bring all factions together under his deliberately ambiguous banner of "compassionate conservatism," while various candidates from Steve Forbes to Gary Bauer furiously try to outflank him on the Right.

This narrative of rightwing politics focusing on electoral gains misses major developments, in fact. The anti-abortion or "pro-life" movement, for instance, is certainly much more than just a tool of Republican politicians. Based primarily in the very different infrastructures of the Catholic Church hierarchy and fundamentalist Protestantism, it reflects an unlikely alliance between historical adversaries with a common commitment to maintaining the traditional patriarchal family based on women's chastity and service. But few scholars have yet investigated how this powerful movement works at the grassroots, and its relationship to partisan politics, so we are left with the evidence of its effects. As recently as the late Seventies, many major Republicans endorsed "family planning." Pennsylvania Governor Richard Thornburgh served on the state board of Planned Parenthood, the premier national agency offering contraceptive and abortifacient services. Presidential aspirant George Bush was not only "pro-choice" but pro-ERA. In the 1990s, it is inconceivable for any Republican aspiring to national office, or even state office in most regions, to publicly identify him or herself with pro-abortion organizations, or indeed any organization seen as having a feminist agenda.

A very graphic lesson in how this shift to the right operates in political terms came in 1997, when New Jersey's Governor Christine Todd Whitman, widely-heralded as a leading new Republican moderate because of her pro-choice views, nearly lost her re-election race. In a remarkable display of raw political power, the leading "Religious Right" organization, the Christian Coalition, distributed a million or more Voter Guides in the week before Election Day reminding conservative voters that the only anti-abortion candidate was an unheralded Libertarian. Whitman won by a squeaker, but all talk of her vice-presidential prospects abruptly stopped.

Conclusion

The pro-gun lobby, anti-pornography campaigners, home-schoolers--while highly important on their own terms, they come and go: Ronald Reagan built his victorious presidential effort in the late Seventies on the now-all-but-forgotten movement against ratification of the Panama Canal treaties. In fact, while the many overlapping conservative social movements deserve study, their primary importance in terms of policymaking lies in their collaboration with, and manipulation by, both highly committed rightwing activist leaders and more mainstream pragmatic Republican operatives. To an extraordinary degree, their history is entwined with partisan competition for local, state and national office. They brought Ronald Reagan to power, representing an historic alliance between the traditional upper and upper-middle-class "business class" that has always voted Republican and new social movements involving many working and lower-middle-class white voters. Since then, this unstable alliance has propelled the Republican Party to the verge of majority status. But its success at using "hot button" wedge issues to draw in layers of angry Americans has also reinforced the strength of core constituencies that, despite the confusion and lack of direction of the Democratic Party since the Seventies, vote Democratic in large numbers to hold back the Republican hard right. Most obviously, this reaction explains the ever-more visible "gender gap" among white women, without which Bill Clinton would not be President, and the Democrats would have fallen back to permanent minority status. Thus, as in the past, we can see that the success of social movement organizing is a two-edged sword, in that it almost always stimulates a counter-movement, renewing the cycles of reform and reaction in American politics.

