
A SYMPOSIUM ON
U.S. ELECTORAL POLITICS

The American Democratic Party is at an
important juncture. After decades of being the
weaker party, becoming dominant for an
extended period seems within its reach, if it
can attract and hold a substantial proportion
of political moderates. The book by Todd
Gitlin, a journalism professor at Columbia
University and former student activist, deals
directly and extensively with that topic, and
the one by Barack Obama displays a big-tent
approach in the race to become President.

Gitlin has a Ph.D. in sociology and a cour-
tesy appointment in sociology at Columbia,
and thus I, having just written a chapter about
good and bad public sociology, approached
the Gitlin book asking if it is good public soci-
ology. I soon realized that question was inap-
propriate. The book is not sociology of any
kind, being overtly partisan and ideological,
largely devoid of social scientific concepts,
theory, and the tight logic and systematic
examination of empirical evidence expected
of social scientific work. It uses social science
evidence, but only as any good journalist
would. Its intended audience is not academic
and apparently is only for persons on the left
one-third of the political spectrum. This char-
acterization of the book is not a criticism,
because having a Ph.D. in sociology should
not exclude a person from partisan political
discourse. For its apparent main purpose
(advising progressive political activists), it is
more useful than any academic tome would
be.

A major thesis of the book is that persons
on the hard left must compromise their ideo-
logical purity for the sake of inclusiveness so
that the Democratic Party, the only party they
have to further their interests, can gain power.
Gitlin makes that point convincingly, pointing
out that there are not enough true progres-
sives (my paraphrasing) to form the base for

a winning political party and that the Ameri-
can political system is biased against Democ-
rats. This is especially true in the Senate,
where large urban and largely Democratic
states have the same representation as small
rural and largely Republican states, and it is
true to a lesser extent in the Electoral College
and the House of Representatives. It follows
that the only way that the Democratic Party
can overcome the Republican advantage is
through a big-tent approach—by including in
its base some very disparate and sometimes
conflicting factions. A winning Democratic
Party must be based on a center-left coalition
that includes persons who do not support all
major progressive causes.

This advice comes from a member of the
hard left—and a rather odd proponent of the
big-tent approach. Gitlin’s faith in the correct-
ness of his views seems as strong and unwa-
vering as that of movement conservatives, and
his advocacy of inclusiveness is based more in
pragmatism than in respect and tolerance for
those who disagree with him. He appropri-
ately criticizes movement conservatives for
demonizing their opponents, but he engages
in considerable demonizing himself. His book
contains several gratuitous slams against some
of those he would include in the big tent, such
as Westerners and one-time, but now disillu-
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sioned, Republican supporters of the Bush
administration (he accuses the latter of defect-
ing only because it became popular to do so).
He attributes impure motives on the basis of
little or no evidence, as when he accuses Lyn-
don Johnson of having political motives for
calling his Texas Hill Country property a ranch
rather than a plantation. (Johnson called his
property a ranch because all nearby properties
are called that. There were never any planta-
tions in the Texas Hill Country.) Fully half of
the book is an intemperate, vitriolic attack on
the Bush administration, an emphasis that
seems superfluous given the apparent
intended leftist audience.

In spite of these flaws, this is an important
book by a very well-informed and erudite
observer of American politics and progressive
activism. Arguably, it gives the clearest and
most incisive existing treatment of differences
between the Republican and Democratic Par-
ties during the past few decades, describing in
detail how movement conservatives captured
the Republican Party and made it their own
while the potential base for the Democratic
Party remained uncoordinated, undisciplined,
often suspicious of party politics, and unwill-
ing or unable to build a strong party organi-
zation. This difference has only recently
begun to change, as many Republicans have
become disillusioned with the Bush adminis-
tration, and a common loathing for that
administration has tended to unite the differ-
ent factions in the potential Democratic base.
However, as the Bush administration fades
into history, the continuation of the trend
toward Democratic unity is not inevitable, and
Gitlin’s goal is to make it continue.

According to Gitlin, Democratic unifiers
should emphasize a few key goals—including
universal health care, energy conservation,
environmental sustainability, and factory
jobs—while being willing to jettison other
progressive goals, such as gun control, for the
sake of enlarging the big tent. He would not
jettison a woman’s right to choose abortion
but would not demonize pro-lifers. On some
issues, he would strive to include proponents
of opposing points of view, for instance, fair
traders and free traders and both advocates
and opponents of guest worker programs.

Gitlin may be too sanguine about getting
others to accept his priorities or arrive at any
consensus about which goals are indispens-
able. As he points out, progressive activists

tend to focus on single issues, and thus per-
suading them to abandon or subordinate their
goals in order to build Democratic Party
strength will be difficult. Furthermore, some
issues seem more complex than Gitlin thinks
they are, abortion being an example. He says
that a majority of Americans are pro-choice,
but a large majority is either pro-life or pro-
choice with major qualifications. For instance,
many (including myself) who do not oppose
abortion on religious grounds see no bright
line between a woman’s right to choose to
abort a third trimester fetus that can think and
feel and a right to choose to kill the baby after
birth. Combine this fact with the use of the
“slippery slope” argument by many pro-
choice activists to oppose virtually any restric-
tions on abortion, and one can see that the
abortion issue poses major obstacles for a big-
tent strategy. This would be true even if
recruiting pro-lifers such as Catholic defectors
(from the Democratic Party) and young evan-
gelicals were not part of the strategy.

In discussing the diversity of the potential
Democratic base, Gitlin deals at length with
class and similar divisions, but neither “age,”
nor “cohort” appears in the index, even
though conflicts of interest and differences in
values by age and cohort are great enough to
be seriously divisive. There are more points of
likely conflict and disagreement than I can dis-
cuss here—ranging from social security to
same-sex marriage—so I will concentrate on
the environment, which I think should be at
the top of the Democratic agenda. The extent
to which persons in the politically powerful
baby boom cohort—including those in the
potential Democratic base—can be motivated
voluntarily to sacrifice for environmental ben-
efits they will not live to experience may be
rather limited. This is a cohort with relatively
weak bonds to younger generations, because
of low fertility and a high prevalence of
divorce, and it came of age when traditional
virtues such as sacrifice, devotion to duty, and
deferment (or renunciation) of gratification
were being de-emphasized in favor of a “live
for today” ethic. Given that rejection of tradi-
tional virtues was especially pronounced
among progressives and that some adherence
to those virtues is requisite for the making of
pro-environmentalist decisions, I am not sure
that the liberal members of the cohort are
going to be much more reliably environmen-
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talist in their voting than the conservative
ones.

Another age-related complication is the
changing and complex composition of politi-
cal moderates, especially among young adults.
Major attitudinal realignments are taking place
whereby attitudes that used to be largely
mutually exclusive are now occurring together
more frequently—strong belief in marital per-
manence linked with egalitarian gender role
attitudes, high sexual permissiveness for
unmarried persons linked with high restric-
tiveness for married ones, strong belief in the
importance for children of stable two-parent
families linked with the view that it does not
matter if the parents are same-sex. These
examples are family related, because that is
the evidence I know best, but there are also
examples in other realms—conservative reli-
gious beliefs linked with high environmental
concern, for instance. These realignments
could benefit the Democratic Party, but only
if middle-aged party leaders are sensitive to
them and can devise effective means for deal-
ing with them.

Among the several other obstacles to the
formation of a center-left base for the Demo-
cratic Party, I will mention only what I per-
ceive to be a tendency for progressives to
devote an inordinate amount of effort to
grandstanding for one another, and, in doing
so, taking special delight in savaging moder-
ates—not a good way to bring the latter into
the big tent. I doubt that Gitlin or anyone else
can persuade the grandstanders and posturers
to abandon this easy path to gratification.

The book by Obama illustrates the use of
a big-tent strategy—an attempt to attract mod-
erates without alienating the far left. Every
chapter reflects a studied attempt to come
across as temperate, reasonable, and willing to
examine polarizing issues from all points of
view. There is no demonizing of opponents,
only respectful disagreement. Perhaps the
strongest zeal displayed in the book is for
bringing unity where there has been division.
Obama seems to agree with Gitlin that it is
more important to attract support from the
center than to avoid irritating ideological
purists on the left, and perhaps he thinks his
liberal voting record is sufficient to attract the
left wing.

Obama does not avoid the hot-button
issues on which he obviously cannot please
everyone he and Gitlin would like to have in

the big tent. For instance, he reveals his pro-
choice voting record but shows tolerance and
respect for pro-life activists who do not use
extreme methods, saying in effect that he does
not consider them irrational ogres. He also
hints that he opposes late-term abortion
when he refers (incorrectly, it seems to me) to
the “willingness of even the most ardent pro-
choice advocates to accept some restrictions
on late-term abortion” (p. 222). He devotes a
full chapter to family issues, eschewing the
overly sanguine views of recent family
changes espoused by some liberals and the
use of liberal clichés about “celebrating fam-
ily diversity” and “supporting all kinds of fam-
ilies.” He speaks approvingly of marriage edu-
cation, and thus it seems unlikely that he
would want to dismantle the governmental
healthy marriage initiatives simply because
they are associated with the Bush administra-
tion. There are similar moderate-friendly treat-
ments of topics such as religion and social
policy, foreign affairs, and economic issues.

Obama seems an effective big-tent strate-
gist, but of course that may not matter very
much. Factors other than the skills of the 2008
Presidential nominee may largely determine
whether a stable center-left Democratic base
can be formed. As Gitlin argues, that outcome
depends heavily on the ability of progressives
of various stripes to arrive at a common vision
for the country and then cooperate to bring
moderates into the coalition. That would
require compromise, discipline, and sustained
efforts to build the party organization from the
local level up—qualities and behaviors that
have been rather scarce among Democrats.
Furthermore, even a modest reformation of
the Republican Party in the direction of a
more competent, principled, and future-ori-
ented leadership that does not believe that the
end justifies the means would make attracting
moderates into the Democratic fold more dif-
ficult.

Whatever the outcome of the daunting
quest for a Democratic majority may be, it,
and the Republican resistance to it, will pro-
vide extremely interesting subject matter for
political sociologists, social psychologists, and
students of social movements and social
change, among other social scientists. Get out
your theories, concepts, and analytic tools and
learn from the action as it unfolds.

Contemporary Sociology 37, 5

Delivered by Ingenta to  :
Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Mon, 10 Nov 2008 22:33:54


