
Economist.com

 

 

The evolving parties 

When American politics turned European
Oct 23rd 2003 
From The Economist print edition

Distinguishing the donkey from the elephant

Grand Old Party: A 
History of the 
Republicans
By Lewis L. Gould

Random House; 588 
pages; $35

Buy it at
Amazon.com
Amazon.co.uk

Party of the People: 
A History of the 
Democrats
By Jules Witcover

UNTIL 25 or 30 years ago, if you were asked to explain to an 
intelligent foreigner what were the issues that divided the 
Republican and Democratic parties in the United States, you 
would have had to explain that their divisions could be 
understood only in terms of the civil war and the Reconstruction 
in the 1860s and 1870s, of the blue and the grey, the “peculiar 
institution” and the bloody shirt. The Republicans preserved the 
Union and freed the slaves; the Democrats represented a Solid 
South that had not forgotten defeat and subsequent humiliation 
at Republican hands.

To be sure, there were always other important issues that went 
to define the principles and the platforms of both major parties. 
If the Republicans were the party of the Protestant business 
classes, from both Wall Street and Main Street, the Democrats 
were the party of “rum, Romanism and rebellion”, an alliance 
between upholders of states' rights and the southern way of life, 
with immigrants—often Catholic or Jewish—and unionised 
industrial workers. The Republicans were the party of the tariff, 
the Democrats of states' rights. 

That being so, there was a tendency for the Republicans to 
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represent the interests of corporate business and the better off, 
and for the Democrats to stand up for the less well-off. But these 
were tendencies only, not sharp ideological divides. There were 
conservative Democrats in the Congress, and progressive and 
even radical Republicans from Theodore Roosevelt to Robert La 
Follette and William E. Borah.

Now that is utterly changed. There are nuances and differences 
within the Republican ranks. But it is now unambiguously a 
conservative party. There are greater and more confused 
Democratic divisions, but that party is clearly opposed to 
conservative ideology and to policies that favour the better off. 
The transformation is a political and electoral revolution, and it 
has vast consequences that are still imperfectly understood. In 
the 1980s, writes Lewis Gould, the Republican Party detached itself from most of its own 
history.

“Begun as a party of nationalist and positive government, the Republicans have evolved 
into the champions of states' rights and limited federal power. The historical foe of slavery, 
Republicans now attract almost no electoral support from blacks.” Reagan Republicans and 
their successors have rejected the philosophy of each of the previous dominant figures in 
their parties' history, the civil-war legacy of Lincoln, the progressivism of Teddy Roosevelt 
(“this country will not be a good place for any of us to live in unless it is a reasonably good 
place for all of us to live in”) and General Eisenhower's compact with the New Deal. 
Instead, it has become the party of an exhilaratingly robust conservatism devoted to 
diminishing the influence of government at home and pressing the interests and promoting 
the values of the United States abroad. 

In the 1990s the Democrats, faced with the danger of being excluded from electoral 
victory for a generation as a party whose appeal was limited to women, African-Americans 
and liberal intellectuals, followed their ancient rivals to the right. Prompted by the 
Democratic Leadership Council, Bill Clinton conceded that working-class Americans no 
longer trusted the Democrats “to defend our national interests abroad, to put values into 
our social policy at home, or take tax money and spend it with discipline”. 

This tectonic shift in the American party system owes something to popular dismay at the 
capture of the Democrats by New Left ideas in the 1970s. It can also be traced back to the 
transformation of the politics of the South by the emancipation of black voters by the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965. As traditional white Democrats bolted into the Republican Party, 
itself moving to the right, the conservative southern block in the Democratic Party melted 
away. 

The result is a party system that surprisingly looks more like the party map of Europe than 
America had ever looked before, with sharp ideological differences between a party of 
order, representing the haves, and a party of change, representing the have-nots. So it 
was an excellent idea for Random House to publish a pair of biographies of the two parties, 
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going back to the birth of the Democrats (at first confusingly called the “Republicans”) as 
the “French party” in the age of Jefferson and Madison, and to the origins of the 
Republicans in the need for a party that would oppose slavery without endorsing anti-
immigrant prejudices in the new middle-west in 1854. 

Mr Gould, whose career teaching history at the University of Texas included supervising 
President Bush's svengali, Karl Rove, has taken a broad historical approach. Jules 
Witcover, as a veteran political reporter and chronicler of presidential election campaigns, 
has focused more on the electoral fortunes of the Democrats. But both the Republican 
elephant and the Democratic donkey are well served by these handsome biographies. 
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