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Introduction

American democracy is in precarious health. Books on tyranny and fascism are now bestsellers.1 Parents wonder whether their children will still grow up in a democracy. Gallows political humor about the collapse of the republic creeps into ordinary conversation. No longer a shining model for the world, American democracy today strikes a more cautionary note. An anxious pessimism dominates.

By every expert judgment, the United States is slipping. In late 2017, the Economist Intelligence Unit downgraded the United States from “full democracy” to “flawed democracy,” and gave it the same ranking as Italy.2 In January 2018, Freedom House downgraded its rating of American democracy to 86 (out of 100), just above Poland (85) and Greece (85), but behind Latvia (87) (and down from a 94 rating in 2010).3

The August 2018 Bright Line Watch survey of 679 political scientists concluded: “Our expert respondents perceive a consistent, ongoing decline in the overall quality of American democracy from 2015.”4 In the August/September 2018 Authoritarian Warning Survey, 747 democracy experts collectively gave the United States a one-in-six chance of democratic breakdown in the next four years, and were nearly unanimous (97.1 percent) in their assessment that American democracy had declined over the last decade.5 Let me repeat: a one-in-six chance of democratic breakdown. That’s like rolling a die and hoping it doesn’t land on Hungary.

Many of the initial dismal verdicts sprang from the unexpected election of Donald Trump as the forty-fifth president of the United States. But as I conclude writing, two years into his presidency, collective wisdom has evolved: Trump may not so much be the problem. He is instead the symptom of something much bigger.

This is a book about that something much bigger. It’s a book about how our political system fell into this downward spiral—a doom loop of toxic politics. It’s a story that requires thinking big—about the nature of political conflict, about broad changes in American society over many decades, and, most of all, about the failures of our political institutions.

This is a book about what’s gone wrong. But it’s also about what can go right. I have a solution to match the diagnosis. Two-party winner-take-all politics is fueling a calamitous zero-sum toxic partisanship. But there’s a way out. America can become a multiparty democracy and break the destructive binary.

America now has a genuine, fully sorted, two-party system. This is a new and significant development. While we’ve always had a two-party system in name, for most of our history the two parties have been capacious, incoherent, and overlapping. This overlap lent a certain stability to American national politics, because it worked with, rather than against, our compromise-oriented political institutions.

This new era is qualitatively different: two distinct, national party coalitions organized around two distinct visions of American national identity, each claiming to represent a true majority. Only one other time in American history has the party system resembled this arrangement: the 1860s, when the United States fought a civil war and then tried to recover from one.

A fully divided two-party system without any overlap is probably unworkable in any democracy, given what it does to our minds. It leads us to see our fellow citizens not as political opponents to politely disagree with but as enemies to delegitimize and destroy. It turns politics from a forum where we resolve disagreements into a battlefield where we must win and they must lose.

A fully divided two-party system is decidedly unworkable in America, given our political institutions. We have separation-of-powers government designed to make narrow majority rule difficult to impossible. And yet we have a party system where both sides attempt to impose narrow majority rule on each other. The mismatch is unsustainable.

Finally, a fully divided two-party system is completely unworkable when the partisan divide is over the character of national identity, as it is today. This raises the stakes impossibly high and makes compromise impossible. It poses an existential threat to the future of American democracy.

America needs to become a multiparty democracy.

Multiparty democracy is a big idea. But it is not a radical proposal. Almost all the world’s democracies are multiparty democracies, and the vast majority hold elections using proportional representation. The United States, with just two parties and an antiquated “first-past-the-post” (single-winner plurality) voting system, is the global outlier.

Multiparty democracies have consistently generated stable, moderate, compromise-oriented policymaking; higher voter turnout; more satisfied citizens; and better representation of political and ethnic minorities. In multiparty democracies, parties do not claim to represent true majorities. They promise to represent and bargain on behalf of the different voters and issues they represent. In multiparty democracies, coalitions are more fluid and flexible, built around compromise—just as the Framers of the American Constitution intended.

Multiparty democracy is not even new to the United States. As I will argue, from the mid-1950s through the mid-1990s, the national two-party system contained a hidden four-party system: liberal Democrats and liberal Republicans in the culturally liberal Northeast and Upper Midwest, the West Coast, and the big cities in between, and conservative Democrats and conservative Republicans in the rural, traditional parts of the country and the South. Each represented its own cluster of values and issue positions. None had a majority. All had to bargain. Enemies could become allies; allies could become enemies. The fate of democracy didn’t hang in the balance each election.

At the height of the hidden four-party system, from the late 1960s to mid-1980s, American democracy was far more responsive and flexible than today, and landmark legislation flowed out of Washington, solving some big public problems.

The system began to collapse into two much more distinct parties in the 1990s, as liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats dwindled into irrelevance. Both parties lined up into distinct teams, with more and more centralized leadership, and national politics took on a new fierceness. Some vestiges of the old system hung around into the 2000s, helping to broker a few remaining bipartisan deals here and there. In 2010, when a Tea Party wave swept away all but a few of the last remaining moderates in Congress, America became the fully sorted two-party democracy we have today.

Institutions matter.

At its core, my argument can be distilled into two words: institutions matter. And right now, political institutions are driving Americans apart instead of bringing them together. American political institutions are rewarding hardline conflict instead of compromise. In so doing, American political institutions are sowing their own destruction.

Many observers recite a morality play about the decline of American democracy, blaming particular actors as decisive in escalating political conflicts and breaking old compromise-oriented traditions. (Newt Gingrich commonly shows up as a key villain.)

This book focuses instead on how institutions channeled the broader sociopolitical forces. It tries to understand why key figures made the choices they did. Individual actors have some agency, but perhaps not as much as we like to think. At the very least, we need to ask why particular actors emerged in particular moments. If Newt Gingrich had not ascended in the 1990s, somebody else would have almost certainly elevated the same politics-as-war mentality, capitalizing on the deepening hostility between a more consistently conservative Republican Party and a more consistently liberal Democratic Party.

A character-driven tale makes for easy storytelling. Our brains are hardwired to see the world in terms of heroes and villains. It’s more challenging to think about structure and environment. Social forces and institutional incentives don’t make great characters in a story. But that doesn’t mean we can’t tell a great story about how individual actors struggle with constraints, and ultimately make destructive choices because those are the choices of least resistance.

The payoff to thinking institutionally will be a deeper understanding of our current political situation, one that allows us to grasp the deeper reasons why we are here, now.

Most significantly, this approach will spotlight how institutional changes can make our democracy work much better. It’s easy to be pessimistic, given recent events. But thinking institutionally can restore lost optimism. It points to a straightforward engineering fix. We are not helpless. We just need to broaden our thinking.

Political institutions should manage conflict, not exacerbate it or erase it.

As politics in America has turned toxic over the last decade, many “very serious people”6 now urge politicians to put “country above party” and “do what’s right” by “reaching across the aisle.” These phrases sound nice in general. They collapse in the specifics: What exactly is “right”? If we all agreed on the right way to handle a political issue, it would cease to be a political issue. Politics involves precisely the conflicts where we don’t all agree on what is right.

Politics is about conflict. It has to be. Issues of widespread agreement are not political issues. Political issues are issues where we disagree. And since modern mass democracy depends on partisan competition, parties need to differentiate themselves. This is healthy.

It’s as true today as it was when James Madison acknowledged it in Federalist no. 10: factions are inherent in all societies. We have different opinions and different values. Diversity of perspective is a strength, not a weakness. But we need a space to resolve our disagreements and to find agreement on policies we can all live with, even if we don’t love them. But when politics becomes overwhelmed by a totalizing binary conflict, the diversity of perspective collapses. Complexity vanishes. We pick sides. Winning and losing become everything.

Certainly, when partisanship feels so destructive, it’s easy to disparage partisanship as a destructive force. Maybe everything should be nonpartisan. Maybe we should all be political independents, reasoning for ourselves.

This antipartisanship is misguided and even dangerous. Political parties are the central institutions of democracy. They clarify and structure alternatives. They make politics accessible to the masses. And they channel and organize political ambition. The only form of modern mass democracy that has worked is party democracy. We need strong, healthy parties for democracy to work well. We just need more than two.

Likewise, it’s easy to look to the recent past, see a lost era of bipartisanship, and call for relearning the lost virtues of compromise. Such preaching is well-intended, but it ignores the underlying reasons bipartisanship once flourished. Bipartisanship emerged out of the overlapping, multi-dimensional coalitions of the hidden four-party system. Today partisans in Congress would rather have campaign issues than bipartisan policy solutions. That’s how our politics are now structured.

Similarly, we are often urged as citizens to “escape our bubbles” and learn what the other side thinks. We should sit down to dinner with our opponents, hear them out, and understand they’re good people, too. This sounds nice. But we don’t like to change our minds. We naturally prefer feeling right and righteous in our comfortable bubbles.7 We will not change human nature.

If our mental hardware leads us to see the world in binary terms of heroes and villains, a polarized two-party system plays on that mental hardware: We are the heroes; they are the villains. Trying to override our psychology without changing the political environment is like telling people they should have more willpower and stop eating so many cookies, and, by the way, here’s a big plate of fresh-out-of-the-oven cookies. It would just be better if cookies were harder to get and broccoli were easy to get (and oven-roasted with olive oil, herb salt, and fresh lemon juice—yum).

We need a politics that scrambles our innate tendency to see the world in binary terms by keeping political coalitions fluid and flexible, allowing enemies and allies to change. We need political conflicts that are less predictable and more complex. At its core, this is what multiparty democracy can give us.

All of us, including our political leaders, are capable of both broad-minded public spirit and cynical self-aggrandizement. We exist in an expansive environment of routines, information, and incentives. Our sense of the world relies on the news we see, hear, and read and the people we talk to. We all innately seek out facts that prove us right and ignore those that might prove us wrong. And we care about self-preservation: we desperately want to preserve our jobs, our relationships, and our sense of self-worth. And when any of these are threatened, we dig in and fight harder. The more certain we are that we are right, the harder we fight. We all (including politicians) follow the path of least resistance most of the time.

“If men were angels,” James Madison wrote in Federalist no. 51, “no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary.”8 But since men and women are not angels, we need government institutions. We are all prone to the same flaws of our mental hardware. Good institutions elevate our inner angels; bad institutions feed our inner devils.

Good institutions require us to see beyond our narrow perspectives and engage broadly with a diversity of ideas and interests, encouraging us to seek compromises to hard problems. Bad institutions push us into our narrow corners, making us certain we are right and they are wrong and that finding a reasonable compromise is a form of surrender. If our political system depends on superhumans swimming against a hard current pushing them in the opposite direction, we need a different political system.

Escalation will only make things worse. The only way out is to de-escalate.

As the hollow calls to put “country over party” have failed to deliver the elusive promised unity, a new response to the problem of toxic partisanship has gained energy: the toxic partisan response to toxic partisanship.

Rather than trying to find common ground, an increasing number of partisans on both sides are certain that if only their side could win a decisive electoral victory, everything would be fine. They view the other side as the true extremists, and think anybody who votes for the other party is either evil or terribly misinformed. They are certain that if only they could achieve that knockout blow, the other side would capitulate and moderate its position, restoring the normal balance to American democracy. The popularity of this perspective is another sign we’re in a doom loop of toxic partisanship.

Part of me sympathizes with this view. So let me lay my cards on the table now, because I have a terrible poker face. As a lifelong Democrat, I tend to see the Republican Party as driven by radical extremists and primarily responsible for the escalating breakdown of democratic fairness.9

And yet I know plenty of conservatives and Republicans who are deeply uncomfortable with the authoritarian and nativist direction of the GOP. But they also have too many deep reservations about the Democratic Party to switch. They see Democrats as perpetuating abuses too. And in a two-party system they can’t form a new party of principled conservatism and offer an alternative vision to the Trumpist Republican Party without directly helping the Democratic Party. This leaves them either politically powerless or forced to go along with the Republicans and hope to somehow moderate a party that continues to defy moderation. What other choice is there?

If this were another “Republicans are the problem” book, I might fill the pages to come with a catalogue of Republican outrages and conclude with a series of hardball tactics for Democrats to force Republicans into submission. Pack the courts! Make the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico states with two senators each! Gerrymander the hell out of the states Democrats control! Do whatever it takes!

But here’s the problem: None of the hardball policies batting around will likely give Democrats an overwhelming enough advantage that Republicans couldn’t recover by casting the Washington Democrats as the party of extreme radical transformation. The now familiar partisan back and forth of American politics almost always expands the out party, while the in party shrinks.10 And much as Democrats keep telling themselves otherwise, demographics are not destiny. If Democrats escalate, Republicans would almost certainly use their next turn at power to play even more hardball, further degrading American democracy.

But let’s say Democrats could somehow institutionalize an overwhelming electoral advantage through sheer hardball politics. Historically, when groups have lost power and can’t see legitimate democratic means to take back power, they turn to extra-democratic means. The Republican Party would become even more driven by outrage. Violence would be a genuine risk. It’s an existential problem for a two-party democracy when one party turns nihilistic. But procedural fairness in American democracy is on its last legs. Escalating can’t be the solution.

The only solution is to de-escalate, and the only way to do that is to split apart the parties. We need to break out of binary thinking, to open politics to the nuance and complexity necessary to work out hard and necessary compromises and expand the political agenda beyond the stage-managed conflicts party leaders use to draw ever-sharper contrasts between each other.

A call for de-escalation might ring hollow, given the stakes. It might seem like backing down in the face of evil. But we need to understand that politicians operate inside institutions and environments that constrain their choices, shape their values, and reward and punish certain behaviors. When we see destructive behavior, we have to ask: Would anybody else act differently, given the choices and pressures? Or: Could somebody with a different political temperament even get elected? If the answer is no, we have an institutional problem. I believe the answer to both questions is no. We have an institutional problem.

Why I wrote this book.

I’m a political scientist by training, but a reformer at heart. When I see dysfunctional systems, I always think there ought to be a better way. I’m obsessed with my own habits and routines, always trying to optimize and to triumph over my own counterproductive impulses, trying to reward myself in the right ways while being realistic in my expectations. I think of political systems similarly.

I didn’t enter the world of political reform worrying about partisan polarization. I began by worrying about the influence of corporate lobbyists. My previous book, The Business of America Is Lobbying (2015), asked why corporate lobbying had taken over Washington, DC, and how we might reduce corporate America’s disproportionate influence.

I discovered (both through my research and working in the US Senate) that staffers depend on lobbyists for expertise, which gives lobbyists tremendous power. Staffers are young. They are overworked. They leave for better-paying gigs too soon. Members of Congress too often lack the in-house expertise to understand public policy. Lobbyists perform many of the basic legislating tasks, including writing bills, ghostwriting floor speeches and op-eds, and gathering co-sponsors. That’s because members of Congress, including party leaders, voluntarily outsource this work to them. They have neither the time nor the resources to do it themselves.

Private interests (predominantly large businesses) spend about $3.4 billion a year on reported lobbying, and probably twice that on lobbying-related activities.11 Compare that to what Congress spends on itself. The 2018 federal budget included $2.1 billion to fund the entire House ($1.2 billion) and the Senate ($919 million).12 That’s 0.05 percent of a $4.094 trillion total federal budget.

This mind-boggling imbalance led me to recommend one way to reduce the influence of lobbyists: Congress should invest much more in its own staffing capacity and expertise. But as I advocated for what seemed like an obvious solution, I realized that there was a much bigger problem. Adding staff capacity to a highly polarized Congress was not likely to generate a more functional Congress. The new staffers would just become foot soldiers in the partisan warfare already paralyzing the institution. And worse, the reasons Congress had stopped investing in itself were intimately tied up with the centralization of power in leadership offices, which was a product of toxic partisanship and two genuinely distinct parties. Campaigning had completely overwhelmed governing. And while governing required compromising, campaigning required drawing the sharpest contrasts imaginable.

I realized that for Congress to be a strong institution, the incentives and mindsets powering zero-sum partisan decision-making would need to change. As I watched Trump’s rise as the outsider candidate promising to “drain the swamp,” I saw how a dysfunctional Congress had contributed to the rise of an anti-system candidate. I saw how corporate power in Washington had driven inequality and middle-class stagnation, and how that inequality and stagnation had turned into resentment and anger. And I feared how a broken Congress would respond to a dangerous presidency.

So I turned to electoral systems. As an American politics junkie, I had studied the ins and outs of the American political institutions. But the rest of the world was unfamiliar. I took for granted the mosaic-style electoral maps in just two colors (red and blue) as normal. As I read about how the rest of the world does democracy, however, I realized that America was an outlier on institutional design choice after institutional design choice.13 Maybe the rest of the world had some lessons for us. It soon became clear that the winner-take-all electoral system and the two-party system it had produced was indeed at the heart of the problem. I also dug back into American history, trying to understand the roots of how we got to this moment and how various traditions in American political thought had wrestled with finding the proper balance of partisanship. The book you are now reading is the product of these twin intellectual journeys.

What’s ahead.

This book unfolds in three parts: “Origins,” “The Contemporary Crisis,” and “The Solution.”

“Origins” explains how we got here.

Chapter 1 begins with James Madison, who thought the best way to preserve political stability was to proliferate factions so that none could ever form a permanent majority. Madison and the Framers feared political parties and thought they had devised a political system that would prevent parties from ever forming. They were wrong: as they quickly found out, political parties were necessary for modern mass democracy to function. But they were also right: above all, they feared just two parties, one of which would be a majority. Majorities, they understood, have a tendency to oppress minorities. Their prescient warnings about a doom loop of toxic two-party politics resonate today.

Chapter 2 skips ahead to 1950, when the American Political Science Association published a major report arguing for a “more responsible two-party system.”14 The two parties were then largely indistinguishable coalitions of parochial local parties, and the political scientists argued that too little, rather than too much, polarization was the problem. Some party division is necessary. But too much can be devastating. Various traditions in American political thought have tried to resolve this paradox. Antipartisans have urged consensus above all. Responsible partisans have urged competition above all. And bipartisans have urged compromise above all. Consensus is impossible. The anti-party tradition belongs in the dustbin of history. But both compromise and competition are essential to democracy. Only the neglected multiparty tradition can solve the paradox with the right balance of competition and compromise.

Chapter 3 tells the story of how the parties went from being loose, incoherent coalitions of state and local parties to distinct national parties with very different visions for the country. I explain how civil rights began a decades-long realignment, how parties became professionalized and nationalized, how the decline of labor unions and the rising costs of campaigns reshaped the political landscape, and how the party coalitions assumed their modern forms in response to these and other changes. This is a story of how the two party coalitions absorbed changing societal values and then defined the new political fights over national identity based on how the coalitions evolved.

Chapter 4 explains the role that America’s political institutions had in separating the party coalitions and raising the stakes. I describe how in an earlier era, when parties were looser coalitions, America had a hidden four-party system, with liberal Democrats, conservative Democrats, liberal Republicans, and conservative Republicans. This four-party system created space for more fluid and flexible coalitions that differed on an issue-by-issue basis, generating more broadly responsive policymaking, especially from the mid-1960s through the mid-1980s. But as politics nationalized around “culture war” questions, conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans began to go extinct. Given the winner-take-all nature of elections, parties shrank to their distinct geographic cores, powering today’s crippling urban-rural polarization. The close balance of power nationally turned partisan competition into trench warfare, with an increasingly dysfunctional Congress as ground zero.

“The Contemporary Crisis” chronicles the current mess we’re in and explores how to think about it.

Chapter 5 describes America since 2009, when a fully nationalized, fully sorted two-party system emerged, divided over increasingly existential questions of American national identity: Was America better in the past, when it was predominantly a white, Christian nation suffused with “traditional” values? Or has it yet to realize its full potential as a diverse nation where everyone can fulfill their potential, regardless of race, gender, sexuality, or any other source of historical discrimination? I examine the way Trump emerged out of this conflict and why the 2016 election played out as it did.

Chapter 6 pulls back to think more broadly about the possibilities for party coalitions in a two-party system. I examine why this binary conflict over national identity is so destructive and why it is so hard to escape in a binary political system. I’ll explain why a conflict over identity leads to increasing inequality in this system: in brief, because it crowds out economic voting and makes it harder for voters to signal their dissatisfaction with economics separate from their cultural preferences. I’ll also explain why we can’t get rid of “identity politics”—group identities are the building blocks of political life. But we can make “identity politics” less toxic by fostering a party system where important identities are cross-cutting instead of cumulative and where we experience more uncertainty and complexity. A fully sorted two-party system collapses our thinking into dangerous binaries.

Chapter 7 explores the implications of this new party system for the foundational democratic norm of shared fairness: If we can’t agree on fair democratic processes, then nothing is legitimate. If nothing is legitimate, we no longer have rule of law. I discuss the breakdown of procedural fairness in election law (gerrymandering, voting rules), examine how partisanship is shaping facts and information, and look ahead pessimistically to what happens without shared understandings or shared rules in politics. It looks very ugly, and potentially violent. And given that all these problems are self-reinforcing doom loops in a two-party system, it will be very hard to break them without major electoral reforms to facilitate more parties.

“The Solution” explains how to break the two-party doom loop. The solution is multiparty democracy, through modest proportional representation.

Chapter 8 lays out an agenda for political reform: ranked-choice voting, with multi-member districts for the US House, and ranked-choice voting for the US Senate. I also recommend expanding the size of the House and getting rid of primaries. I explain how these reforms would work, and place them in comparative and historical context.

Chapter 9 argues the case for multiparty democracy. I’ll show why more parties would improve voter turnout and engagement, create more compromise-oriented politics, produce better governance, and improve representation of racial minorities. I’ll explain why two-party democracy does not produce moderation, contrary to popular theorizing. I’ll argue why two-party democracy, though it promises majority rule, actually delivers only minority rule, and why multiparty democracy is more responsive to majority preferences. I’ll also discuss why multiparty democracy is better equipped to respond to the rise of far-right populism.

Chapter 10 explains how electoral reform can happen in America. Throughout the history of democracies, public dissatisfaction with the status quo has put pressure on politicians to change the system, and incumbent politicians have responded, realizing that a new system can work for them just as well, if not better than, the old system. I illustrate the possibilities with five stories of reform and explain why the conditions in America are ripe for such reform today.

Finally, chapter 11 envisions a future multiparty America and makes a final plea for reform.

The stakes are high. A broken political system cannot solve the mounting problems America has to confront. Economic inequality is at record-high levels in America. Three decades of middle-class wage stagnation have taken their toll on families across the country. The opioid addiction crisis reflects a sense of spreading hopelessness. The destructive potential of climate change looms with menacing uncertainty, with possibly devastating consequences for coastal populations and threats of major droughts and food shortages. The demons of social media threaten to drive us further apart through increasingly separate information streams, or perhaps to turn us all into captives of a handful of technology giants, or, worse, both. The post–World War II global alliances that kept the world from major war for seven decades are growing more tenuous, and the rise of China threatens to destabilize the international order. The list goes on.

The challenges are real and complex. Any of them could stand in as the most important problem our country faces and the one true challenge we must solve immediately. But here’s why we should focus on political institutions first. All of these problems will require some kind of government action. They will require the kind of creative leadership, nuanced thinking, and hard trade-offs that binary, toxic politics subverts. They will require a political system that supports competing partisans making complicated, multidimensional compromises. A nation divided against itself cannot solve these big problems. If we don’t get the politics right, it’s really hard to get the policy right. America’s winner-take-all electoral rules are the antiquated and cracking levees of a political system that is flooding with toxic conflicts. If we don’t fix these underlying structural issues and channel conflict better, everything else is just taking buckets to a flood.


Part I

Origins


1

What the Framers Got Right and What They Got Wrong

When thirty-five-year-old James Madison arrived in Annapolis, Maryland, in September 1786, he had good reason to think the United States was on the verge of collapse.

After the Revolutionary War, thirteen colonies had become thirteen states, but not a coherent nation. Militarily, this left them vulnerable. Foreign powers (Spain, France, Britain) all had territorial aspirations in North America. It seemed only a matter of time before one of those foreign powers divided and conquered. Economically, the lack of a common currency was turning out to be a disaster. In 1786, a stagnating economy was hitting many farmers hard.

Congress, dependent on unanimous consent to use even its limited formal powers under the Articles of Confederation, fell supine. Madison understood the problem well. He had served as a very frustrated member of the feeble Congress of the Confederation from 1781 to 1783.

Back in Virginia, serving in the state’s House of Delegates, Madison saw the gathering storm clouds. He joined the call for the 1786 convention, in Annapolis, to give Congress more authority. Madison thought the survival of the country depended on a powerful, functional Congress.

But in 1786, as he arrived in Annapolis for that convention, he found only a dozen other delegates, from just five states—well short of a quorum to revise the Articles of Confederation. And without a major revision, the future looked bleak. The delegates agreed to try again the next year. They issued a more forceful call for another convention, this time in Philadelphia.

That fall, poor crop yields and crushing debt burdens had radicalized poor Massachusetts farmers and spurred them to violence, under the leadership of Daniel Shays. News of this potentially revolutionary movement spread. The mood among the nation’s political leaders darkened. Shays’ Rebellion seemed like a portent of worse to come.1

“Without some alteration in our political creed,” George Washington wrote to Madison in November 1786, “the superstructure we have been seven years raising at the expense of much blood, and treasure, must fall. We are fast verging to anarchy and confusion!”2 Madison thought it was “not improbable that civil blood may be shed” in the emerging conflict.3 Both men understood America’s problems were at heart political.4 Political problems demanded political reforms.

But Washington, then in military retirement, was reluctant to re-enter public life and join the Philadelphia convention. After the Revolutionary War, Washington returned to his farm, where he maintained his honor. Entering politics might jeopardize his stellar reputation. But the times felt dire. Eventually, Washington agreed to boost the convention’s legitimacy with his presence.

Every state except for Rhode Island joined the 1787 Convention. And rather than revise the deficient Articles of Confederation, the fifty-five convention delegates came up with a brand-new governing document.

The delegates were mostly practical men, men of affairs, out for their states and for their class. Among them, Madison was the preeminent theorist—the bookish intellectual who had read the most history and political science. He came to Philadelphia with a thorough critique of the status quo (his April 1787 pamphlet Vices of the Political System of the United States was out just in time for the convention). He also arrived with a well-worked-out design that (among other things) put the most power in the House and had the House selecting the Senate (with help from the states), the House and Senate jointly selecting the executive, and the national government getting a veto over state laws.

But instead of deferring to Madison, the delegates spent the summer cycling through dozens of institutional arrangements, sweating over trade-offs among competing values. They struggled with balancing power between the states and the national government, between states themselves, between branches within the government, and between the value of direct elections and elite appointments, and arguing over whether and how to count slaves. They mixed high-minded speeches about principles with transparent political self-interest. Hardball negotiating tactics came and went, and the delegation waxed and waned throughout the summer (some delegates showed up late; others left to tend to affairs back home, sometimes returning, sometimes not).

After months of intense negotiations, Madison was less than thrilled with the resulting draft constitution. But good enough was better than nothing. In Madison’s mind, failure was not an option. The final draft was still close enough to his original vision that Madison deserves the title future historians would give him: Father of the Constitution.

Next came convincing the states to ratify the Constitution. This was no easy task. Whatever the vices of the confederate states were, there were plenty who feared that the more centralized power of the new national government under the new constitution was a road to tyranny. It was in this context that Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay (but mostly Madison) published the Federalist Papers, a series of essays making the case for the new government. It was in these essays, particularly the famous no. 10 and no. 51, that generations of scholars have sought to divine Madison’s guiding vision, and the Framers’ by extension.5

In Federalist no. 10, Madison took aim at the Anti-Federalists’ objection that a more powerful national government (which the Constitution would deliver) meant more tyranny, because the new national government concentrated too much power. To Madison, local and state governments were most prone to tyranny. In his logic, the smaller the polity, the more likely a tyrannous majority would form: “The fewer the distinct parties and interests, the more frequently will a majority be found of the same party.”

Here, then, was the case for taking power from the states and putting it in a national legislature: it would mean more parties and less likelihood of “any one party being able to outnumber and oppress the rest.” The more widespread the diversity, the less likely any one interest might form a majority. “Extend the sphere,” Madison wrote, “and you take in a greater variety of parties and interests; you make it less probable that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens.” An extended republic would mean more factions. More factions would mean less likelihood of any faction being a majority. Making laws would require broad compromise. Broad compromise would prevent tyranny.

Madison’s first great cause had been religious liberty. He would often recite Voltaire’s observation: “If one religion only were allowed in England, the government would possibly be arbitrary; if there were but two, the people would cut each other’s throats; but as there are such a multitude, they all live happy and in peace.”6

Madison applied Voltaire’s insight to politics. The key to preventing political tyranny was the same: enough diversity so no group could think itself anywhere close to a majority, capable of dominating everyone else. As a result, no one group would need fear domination from any other group. One faction could oppress; two factions would fight for the power of who got to oppress whom. But in a big nation, every faction would be a minority. None would have any illusions of domination. Tyranny averted.

Madison’s original plan expected that most of the faction-balancing would take place in the House. But as the Constitution moved away from his original vision, which gave a preeminent role to the House, he embraced the separation-of-powers system as a way to reinforce the safeguards against majority-party tyranny. In Federalist no. 51, Madison justified this separation of powers, making the case that ambition would check ambition, further preventing tyranny.

Had the Framers focused more on factional balancing in the summer of 1787, American democracy might have developed differently. Perhaps they would have tried to institutionalize a multiparty democracy. But if there was one thing the Framers were against, it was parties.

The framers get blinded by their aversion to political parties. They also issue some prescient warnings about “two great parties.”

For the Framers, parties appeared as a mortal danger to the young republic. Madison warned against the dangerous ways in which “different leaders ambitiously contending for pre-eminence and power . . . have, in turn, divided mankind into parties, inflamed them with mutual animosity.”7 Crisis happens, he wrote, when the state is “violently heated and distracted by the rage of party.”8

George Washington’s farewell address warned of “the alternate domination of one faction over another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge, natural to party dissension, which in different ages and countries has perpetrated the most horrid enormities.” John Adams, Washington’s successor, worried that “a division of the republic into two great parties . . . is to be dreaded as the great political evil.”9

Madison and the other Framers had read their histories of ancient Greece and Rome. They knew how civil wars had befallen the early democracies and republics. The British Civil War of the mid-seventeenth century was still recent history. The wars broke out when, in the words of Hamilton, the people had been “overwhelmed by the tempestuous waves of sedition and party rage.”10

Madison and Washington especially feared parties organized along geographical lines. Rather than fluid coalitions that grouped and regrouped based on specific issues, geographical parties would represent more permanent divides based on identities, which would grow fixed and violent in their opposition. “Should a state of parties arise founded on geographical boundaries and other physical and permanent distinctions which happen to coincide with them,” Madison worried, “what is to control these great repulsive Masses from awful shocks against each other?”11

Washington’s farewell address issued a particular warning about “the founding of [parties] on geographical discriminations.” Citizens of each region would live and talk politics among only fellow partisans, reinforcing their shared grievances against the others.

Washington also agonized over escalating partisanship ending up in “despotism.” (We might call it authoritarianism.) He feared that an arms race of incivility and nastiness would lead to instability, which would “gradually incline the minds of men to seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual.”12

But even as the Founding Fathers were warning against partisanship in the abstract, they were succumbing to it in the specific. Along with Jefferson, Madison had organized the Democratic-Republican Party. Washington, Adams, and Hamilton, meanwhile, were leading lights of the Federalist Party. Parties were quite useful inventions for politicians hoping to assemble coalitions in the legislature and to build brands to win elections.13

Madison disparaged the Federalist Party as “monocrats” and “partial to the opulent.”14 Madison’s Democratic-Republican Party, by contrast, stood for the “mass of the people in every part of the Union.” Federalists in turn accused the Republicans of being “Jacobins” (French revolutionaries). They called Jefferson a wild-eyed radical, guilty of “atheism, fanaticism, unscrupulousness, wanton folly, incompetence, personal treachery, and political treason.”15

Both parties maintained the fiction that they were but temporary factions, necessary to vanquish the enemy of the people.16 They countenanced it like this: Parties are bad. Of course. And someday soon, harmony and consensus will prevail. But first, we need to form a party to end all parties.

At the height of early partisan fighting in 1798, President John Adams signed into law the Alien and Sedition Acts, which allowed the president to deport aliens (immigrants) who were “dangerous to the peace and safety of the United States” and curtailed the freedom of the press. Adams maintained these laws were necessary, given the seemingly impending war with France and fear of “the enemy within.”17 The federal government used the new power to imprison opposition journalists who criticized the president. But this overreach provoked a strong backlash, helping Jefferson defeat Adams in 1800 and strengthening public support for a free press and individual liberty.18 Three of the four laws expired or were repealed by 1802.

Over time, Americans got used to political parties and began identifying with them. They accepted opposing parties as legitimate.19 Parties came and went (among the long-gone ones: the Anti-Masonic Party, the Know-Nothing Party, and the Free Soil Party). In the 1850s, the Whigs (then one of the two major parties) collapsed, riven by internal conflicts over slavery, and the Republicans emerged to fill the space. Since the Civil War, Democrats and Republicans have been the two dominant parties.

These two parties are now older than most of the world’s democracies. For most of their history, they were incredibly broad, big-tent national coalitions. This meant that they rarely stood for much at the national level. But this vagueness lent a certain stability to twentieth century American political competition. Parties were too incoherent and inchoate to do what the Framers feared they would do—divide the country into two warring halves, each claiming to be the majority.

But starting in the 1990s, American political parties unified and cohered into much more distinct social-group coalitions, largely along an urban-rural divide. Today, the Framers’ warnings are looking more and more prophetic. In 2010, America became a true two-party system, and precisely in the way the Framers feared: two geographically oriented parties, each seeing the other as the enemy.

Today, America faces the same toxic partisanship the Framers understood would be fatal to democracy—the partisanship where every single policy confrontation collapses into one single irresolvable partisan conflict along geographic lines, where trust breaks down, and where political disagreement becomes about domination and victory over the other. Today’s partisan divide is creating the same dangers George Washington foresaw: the escalating norm erosion, the decline of trust, and the willingness of an insecure electorate, frustrated with the chaos and dysfunction, to turn to a despot who promises he alone can fix it.

The Framers warned about a doom loop (though they obviously didn’t call it that). Partisan fighting would beget more partisan fighting, until self-governance collapsed into authoritarianism. They were right to worry.

Doom loop: When bad things spiral out of control, reinforcing each other.

A few words on the concept of the “doom loop.” This idea goes by many names: Reinforcing feedback loop. Vicious cycle. Downward spiral. Death spiral. It’s a kind of trap where once you get stuck inside, it’s tricky to spring loose. Once you think about it, you’ll see it lots of places. Often it starts small, and then multiplies out of control.

A classic example of this kind of reinforcing feedback loop is a microphone facing an amplifier. The microphone picks up a whisper. The microphone connects to the amplifier. The amplifier makes the whisper a little louder. The microphone picks up the noise from the amplifier. The amplifier makes the noise louder. Soon, what began as a whisper becomes a deafening howl. The amplifier blows a speaker tube.

This is a simple doom loop to break: unplug the microphone, or turn off the amplifier. But few doom loops have a simple on/off switch. Most doom loops are harder to break.

Here’s a trickier one: a personal debt doom loop. You fall behind on your credit card payments. Now you are facing late fees and high interest. And what if you have no savings? You can delay your monthly car payment to pay off your credit card bill. But it’s a month later. Now the car payment is late, with fines and interest. Do you delay your rent to make the monthly car payment and risk eviction? Or do you sell your car and take public transit to work? You sell your car. But public transit is unreliable. You’re constantly late to work. You lose your job. Now you can’t pay your credit card bill or your rent. Once you fall behind, it becomes harder and harder to catch up.

Life feeds on itself. The choices you made yesterday influence the options (or lack of options) you have today. And the choices you make today influence the options (or lack of options) you have tomorrow. And so on, backward and forward, ad infinitum. If you’re born into a poor family, you’re likely to stay poor.20 When you’re born poor, you are also born without the resources and networks to pull yourself out of poverty. You are born into a community where other people are poor, where crime is rampant, and schools are poor.. This is true for nations, too. Poor countries tend to stay poor.

Arms races are also doom loops. Stock market crashes are doom loops. Gambling and social media addictions are doom loops (the more you give in, the worse you feel; the worse you feel, the more you crave the intermittent reward of random highs).

It’s hard to get out of a doom loop by following the same rules and patterns of thinking that got you into the doom loop. But the problem is that once a doom loop gets going, it’s hard to change the logic and thinking. In a stock market bubble, greed triumphs over fear. In a civil war, nobody wants to be the first to lay down their arms.

Today’s toxic partisanship is a doom loop.

Toxic partisanship is also a doom loop. When the parties sorted into distinct coalitions in the 1990s (more on this in the pages ahead), they took stronger and more visible national stands on the polarizing moral issues animating the divides. Voters noticed and shifted. Liberal Republicans lost or retired and were replaced by liberal Democrats. Conservative Democrats lost or retired and were replaced by conservative Republicans. Politicians and voters found themselves surrounded by more and more like-minded partisans. The stakes felt higher. And the emerging culture-war conflict further intensified and polarized political allegiances, forcing more politicians and voters to choose clear sides.

Once the parties polarize in a two-party system, polarization becomes a self-reinforcing dynamic. And the more parties take strongly opposing positions, the more different they appear.21 The more different the parties appear, the more the other party comes to feel like a genuine “threat,” demanding vigilance in response.22 The more extreme the other party seems, the greater the need to defeat it.23 The more extreme the other party, the more vindicated your side feels in taking strong, even radical, action in response.24 Both sides fall into their own separate worlds of facts, full of reinforcing us-versus-them narratives. The more totalizing partisanship becomes, the more totalizing it grows.
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Fig 1.1 The two-party doom loop



In contemporary American politics we have what I’ll call “toxic partisanship,” which generates “toxic politics.”

Toxic politics stand in contrast to healthy politics. In healthy politics, different sides may disagree (as they should), but they are not dug in so far as to equate any compromise with surrender. In healthy politics, the opposition is never the enemy. In healthy politics, partisan loyalty exists, but it has limits. In healthy politics, the different sides can be far apart on specific issues, but they do not see politics as a zero-sum, binary, us-against-them contest for the fundamental character of the nation.

In healthy politics, democratic norms can change and evolve, but everybody can agree on what is “fair.” In healthy politics, neutral arbiters resolve disputes. Competing parties agree to disagree, and then agree to abide by the resolution. A healthy and stable democracy depends on healthy politics.

Toxic politics is the opposite. In toxic politics, compromise is a dirty word; it is concession, it is weakness. In toxic politics, the political opposition is the enemy. In toxic politics, all political thinking filters through a simple partisan calculus: Which party benefits?

In toxic politics, even the smallest disagreement can become an existential character-of-the-nation question. In toxic politics, earnest problem-solving is irrelevant. Toxic politics is above all about winning and losing. It is about whether “people like me” are in charge or whether “people like me” should fear for our lives because we will live in a country we don’t recognize anymore, and that no longer recognizes us. Toxic politics destroys trust in institutions and in fellow citizens. Unremedied, it kills democracy.

Some doom loops exhaust themselves and eventually return to normal. Some doom loops are more intractable and cause considerable damage. The more complex the doom loop, the bigger the intervention required to break it. But the more complex it is, the harder to envision a way out, even if you can somehow elevate your perspective above the lunatic passions of the moment.

The Framers were right to worry. Democracies die when partisan conflict becomes too intense and nothing seems fair anymore.

In their 2018 book How Democracies Die, political scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt identify two master norms of democratic stability, what they call “mutual toleration” and “forbearance.” Mutual toleration means political opponents recognize the legitimacy of each other: you can be a Democrat or a Republican and still be a patriotic and decent fellow citizen. Forbearance means political leaders agree not to abuse their powers, even if they legally can.25

Once mutual toleration disappears, forbearance seems foolhardy. If you believe the other side is an illegitimate enemy, not maximizing your power is a sucker’s game. If they get into power, they will abuse their power. So we must do everything we can to stop them. And once that mindset takes over, it echoes and amplifies until democratic processes break down.

Democracy depends on a baseline agreement to disagree, and then to agree on a fair process to resolve the disagreement. It depends on electoral losers accepting their losses, and on electoral winners giving the losers the freedom to dissent and criticize, and a fair chance to compete in the next election.

When all political conflict collapses into a binary high-stakes battle for the fate of the nation, it becomes harder to agree on a fair process. Complexity and nuance disappear. Eventually, the only fair processes are the ones where your side comes out on top. In such a politics, the line between dissent and treason blurs; the line between legitimate criticism and inciting violence seems fuzzy.

Democracies “die” when the winners become so anxious about ever losing that they capture neutral “referees” (like the press and the courts), deny the legitimacy of their political opponents, tolerate and encourage violence, undermine basic civil rights, and shut down unfriendly media.26 It has happened repeatedly throughout history, justified by ruling parties based on the alleged existential threats posed by their political opponents. Look to Turkey or Hungary to see this breakdown in real time.

Democracy depends on the losers, too. They must accept the results, confident they’ll have a fair chance to win again in the next election and their way of life won’t be threatened.27 Democracies descend into civil war when the electoral losers refuse to accept the rule of the winners. In 1936 Spain, the left-wing Popular Front won the election, but the losing right-wing National Front refused to accept defeat. Three years of civil war followed. In 1861 America, Republican Abraham Lincoln became president. Afraid Lincoln’s victory signaled the end of slavery, Southern states began seceding. A four-year civil war followed.

Toxic politics leads to a breakdown of both mutual toleration and forbearance. Escalation begets escalation; norm erosion begets norm erosion. Partisanship becomes everything. All of this operates as a reinforcing cycle—a doom loop.

Political science has advanced considerably since 1787. Let’s apply some of that wisdom today.

Madison and the Framers had the right theory of governance but the wrong theory of parties. Compromise and bargaining among diverse interests are essential both to good policymaking (diverse perspectives make for better solutions) and to stable governance (the more people have a voice, the more legitimate the outcomes). But they were mistaken when they thought they could keep parties from forming by decentralizing authority.

Political parties formed almost immediately after ratification, and they’ve been with us ever since: complicating, warring with, but never quite overcoming the separation-of-powers system designed to resist them. Though the separation-of-powers system didn’t prevent parties from forming, it weakened them considerably—much to the annoyance of subsequent generations of reform-minded political scientists who looked longingly at an idealized version of British parliamentary politics and wondered why the Framers hadn’t just copied that simpler model and united the legislative and executive branches.

There was, however, one area where the Framers did unthinkingly copy the British model: legislative elections. At the time, the only electoral system in existence was the 1430 British countryside innovation of plurality-winner candidate-based elections, based in districts. (This was itself an improvement over the unwieldy method of common consensus, whereby everyone had to agree.)28 None of the other more modern electoral systems had been invented yet, so none of the Framers gave congressional elections much thought.29

Political scientists now understand these plurality elections are a key reason why America has a two-party system.30 But in 1787, nobody studied electoral rules.

We can forgive the Framers. They had many good instincts, particularly about the dangers of political majorities tyrannizing political minorities and the destabilizing perils of binary partisanship. But they were mostly starting from scratch. Self-governance was still a radical experiment.

And the Framers were drawing on the best thinking of their times. In Federalist no. 9, Hamilton optimistically noted, “The science of politics, however, like most other sciences, has received great improvement. The efficacy of various principles is now well understood, which were either not known at all, or imperfectly known to the ancients.” Among the improvements: “the regular distribution of power into distinct departments; the introduction of legislative balances and checks; the institution of courts composed of judges holding their offices during good behavior; the representation of the people in the legislature by deputies of their own election.”31

“These,” Hamilton proclaimed, “are wholly new discoveries, or have made their principal progress towards perfection in modern times.”32

The political science on democracy has grown considerably in the many years since Federalist no. 9 appeared in the non-peer-reviewed Independent Journal. In 1787, the number of cases was small, and institutional variation was limited. Those democracies that existed were small-scale agrarian societies. Today, democracies are much bigger and more diverse. The political science of democracy has multiplied accordingly.

Today, we understand that the number of parties depends on the electoral rules. Proportional representation generates multiparty democracy. Simple plurality elections help foster the exact two-party system the Framers were hoping to avoid. (In such systems, a vote for a third party is effectively wasted, so all political energy and interest turns toward the top two parties, which then campaign to govern as majorities.)



Today, political scientists consider parties the essential institutions of modern representative democracy. Parties make democracy work by structuring politics, limiting the alternatives to a manageable number. But just two alternatives is too few. Two choices reduces politics to an oversimplified binary conflict. And human nature being what it is, oversimplified binary conflict makes it too easy to see the world in terms of us against them. With more categories and more fluid identities, we become more confused and more uncertain. This is good: it prevents us from seeing our side as the righteous and natural majority. Complexity forces us to think harder. Doubt opens us up to compromise. More parties brings in more diversity of perspective.

More parties means more fluid coalitions and more possibilities for bargaining and dealmaking, and less likelihood of getting stuck in zero-sum political trench warfare.33 In multiparty systems, parties rarely win a majority on their own. They form governing coalitions after the election. This institutionalizes compromise as the core of governing.

But perhaps the most important discovery is that multiparty democracy performs better than two-party democracy on a wide range of indicators. Multiparty democracies are more stable. They are more responsive. They represent diverse interests better. Economic inequality is lower. Parties are stronger. Voter turnout is higher. Compromise is more valued. Citizens who live in them are happier, and more satisfied with the state of democracy.34

Electoral system engineers have also learned from failures. Democracies have tweaked and improved their institutions since the first national proportional representation system went into practice, in 1899.35 Scholars have devoted impressive energy and insight into the design of electoral institutions, and most electoral experts now recommend modest proportional representation (systems that generate between four and six parties), which promotes flexible coalitions and diverse representation without excessive fragmentation and chaos.36

When experts have advised on constitutional design for developing democracies, they’ve never recommended the American system of government. Instead, they endorse proportional representation, especially in ethnically divided societies.37 Many modern democracies have altered electoral rules to foster proportional, multiparty democracy. Not a single modern democracy has gone from a proportional system to a plurality system to foster two-party democracy.38

American democracy is a strange hybrid. The separation-of-powers governing institutions are on the side of negotiation and compromise, in line with multiparty democracy. But the plurality-winner electoral system the Framers unthinkingly imported from Britain has facilitated two-party democracy.39 For most of American history, federalism fended off a coherent, sorted, two-party system, thus keeping American partisan politics flexible enough to function within the complex governing institutions. But now that American politics is fully nationalized, America has become a genuine and rigid two-party democracy. Today’s party system is fundamentally at odds with America’s compromise-oriented governing institutions. And the mismatch is unsustainable.

Conclusion.

The situation today is as dire as it was in 1787. Just like then, our problem is primarily political. And once again, the solution is institutional. Something is wrong with the way our political institutions are amplifying our worst instincts and flattening complex problems into zero-sum choices. The problem is our two-party system. It is the core structural force driving a doom loop of toxic politics.

Unlike in 1787, we don’t need a new Constitution. We just need to use the existing one to fulfill Madison’s original vision of factions balancing out factions to prevent tyranny and generate compromise. Fortunately, the Framers were wise enough to grant Congress the power to make election rules, a power Congress has used repeatedly in the past.

The Framers’ worries about “two great parties” turning self-government into tyranny resonate today. They were right to agonize. And they were right to think that factional balancing could be the solution. But their animosity toward parties and their blind importing of simple plurality elections left America without a way to institutionalize the multiparty system they should have wanted—if they had made peace with parties as necessary organizing institutions for self-government.

Unfortunately, the Framers’ antipartisan legacy has crippled American political thought with a deep distrust of political parties. Parties are central institutions of modern democracy, and American democracy depends on functional parties. But two-party democracy runs a strong risk of creating parties that are too distinct. Getting rid of parties altogether is one way American political thinkers have tried to solve this problem. In chapter 2, we turn to other approaches and explore the broader intellectual traditions trying to answer the basic question of American democracy: What should we do about political parties?


2

The Paradox of Partisanship

Ahead of the 1952 presidential election, both Democrats and Republicans were courting General Dwight D. Eisenhower as their nominee. They had done the same thing ahead of the 1948 elections, when President Truman had even offered to demote himself to being vice president to get Eisenhower on ticket.1 In 1951, a leading liberal senator (Paul Douglas of Illinois) even suggested that Democrats and Republicans should jointly nominate Eisenhower for president, though with separate vice presidents, effectively ceasing partisan competition.2

Eisenhower eventually chose the Republican Party (he had been raised a Kansas Republican) and won two elections solidly. As president, he moved his party to the center, developing a brand of “modern Republicanism” very similar to the Democratic Party. Democrats in Congress cooperated. During the 1950s, two parties engaged in what the Washington Post called a “bipartisan love match.”3 In 1956, Arthur Larson, who held various positions in the Eisenhower administration, wrote a widely read book, A Republican Looks at His Party. “For the first time in our history,” Larson wrote, “[Eisenhower] had discovered and established the Authentic Center of American Politics.”4 As another contemporary writer put it, the Eisenhower administration reflected an “American Consensus.”5

America had come together as a nation during the Depression and the war, generating a period of genuine unity in American politics. The Cold War further strengthened national unity.

Across academic disciplines, scholars proclaimed moderate consensus as America’s political-cultural destiny. In political science, the reigning pluralist paradigm praised the openness of the American political process. This openness allowed competing groups to check each other, and kept political outcomes middle-of-the-road. Unlike the ideological party politics of Europe, American democracy appeared to work through steady incrementalist bargaining. Various societal interests formed associations and advocated for their perspectives, and public policy reflected compromise and aggregation.6 Boring, perhaps. Maybe even a little corrupt at times.7 But stable. And moderate.

Historian Louis Hartz’s famous 1955 book, The Liberal Tradition in America, argued American politics was by nature consensual because Americans agreed on the basic tenets of democratic capitalism—property rights, individual liberty, and majority rule. And, most importantly, they agreed on “the reality of atomistic social freedom” (the “master assumption of American political thought”).8 Americans were too focused on making a buck through self-determination to worry about class antagonisms. This apparently left little to fight about in national politics—as long as one ignored a long history of racial and cultural conflicts.9 And at the time, such conflicts were ignored.

Sociologist Daniel Bell proclaimed the “end of ideology”: politics was no longer a battle between competing worldviews (if it ever had been), but instead had evolved into the sober management of liberal capitalism through technocratic expertise and Keynesian economics.10 John F. Kennedy echoed Bell’s thesis in a 1962 speech to Yale graduates: “The central domestic issues of our time are more subtle and less simple. They relate not to basic clashes of philosophy or ideology but to ways and means of reaching common goals.”11

Still, beneath the supposed consensus, there were real fights, particularly over civil rights. But in the 1950s, the parties looked similar at a national level because they were wrestling with many of the same internal fights. National consensus between parties depended on deep divisions within parties.

Is there such a thing as too much bipartisanship? Yes, there is.

Today, when bipartisanship is rare and when calls for partisan compromise ring out like a mournful oboe in an empty subway station, it’s easy to be wistful for a lost era of bipartisan bonhomie. No newspapers today are writing about a “bipartisan love match.”

Contrary to today’s nostalgia for bygone bipartisanship, many mid-century political scientists took a less sunny view of cross-partisan cooperation. They saw the bipartisanship of the 1940s and 1950s not as a great achievement of consensus and stability but as a failure of party responsibility. In their view, democracy required vigorous competition between parties, not convergence. It required two parties bringing forth coherent, actionable, and distinct governing agendas. How else could citizens distinguish and choose between meaningful alternatives and parties? How else could parties gain legitimacy to enact clear policy programs? Anything less wasn’t a full democracy capable of meeting the challenges of the modern world.

The most vocal advocate for this perspective was E. E. Schattschneider, a charismatic professor at Wesleyan University, affectionately known simply as “Schatt.” Reflecting on his life in 1971, just shy of eighty, he recalled: “I suppose the most important thing I have done in my field is that I have talked longer and harder and more persistently and enthusiastically about political parties than anyone else alive.”12

Schatt was a master of the aphorism: “The fog of political conflict is as impenetrable as the fog of war”;13 “It is usually much more difficult to discover the right question than it is to find the answer”; “The people are a sovereign whose vocabulary is limited to two words, ‘yes’ and ‘no.’ ”;14 “The boss is as American as a jazz band”;15 “Democracy is a political system for people who are not too sure that they are right”; and, most famously (at least among political scientists): “Modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the parties.”16

This final quote, an axiom so foundational to modern political science that it is de rigueur to cite when writing on parties, comes from the opening page of his 1942 book, Party Government. The book made political parties the heroes of American political development. Parties had foisted at least some coherence on an otherwise incoherent political system. They had simplified and democratized “the most complex system of government in the world,”17 with its obstacle course of veto points (Schatt was no fan of Madison). Hence, another of Schatt’s famous aphorisms, “Modern democracy is a by-product of party competition.”18

But much work remained. American political parties were still in the early stages of their development. They were still “loose leagues of state and local party bosses for the purposes of electing a president.”19 And as the complex demands on American government mounted, parties would have to consolidate and modernize to match the challenges.

Schattschneider was also a frustrated liberal. Though schooled in the progressive reformist tradition, he was much more comfortable than the Progressives were with both the idea of power and the prospects for concentrating it in political parties.20 He had cheered FDR’s failed attempt to purge the Democratic Party of dissenting southern conservatives in 1938 by intervening in primaries. When FDR said he was “primarily interested in seeing to it that the Democratic Party and the Republican Party should not be merely Tweedledum and Tweedledee to each other,”21 Schattschneider wholeheartedly agreed.22

Academics form a committee to think about political parties in America. They set up a debate for the ages.

In December 1946, the American Political Science Association convened a committee on political parties. Schattschneider became chairman and helped recruit fellow scholars. The group had high hopes their report would have a big impact. After all, in 1945, APSA’s Committee on Congress had produced an influential report that was a foundation for the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946.23 In 1937, a committee of three political scientists (called the Brownlow Commission, after its leader, Louis Brownlow) laid out a bold plan for executive branch reorganization, some of which made it into the Reorganization Act of 1939. Thought not officially an APSA committee, the Brownlow Commission reflected the important role political scientists were playing to help modernize the federal government.

Four years later, in September 1950, the American Political Science Association released its landmark report: Toward a More Responsible Two-Party System. It did not generate the immediate public conversation its backers had hoped to spur. One lesson: when you release a major report a few months into the Korean War, don’t expect it to attract much attention.

But if it didn’t make an immediate splash, the report had a long tail. Paul Butler, the chair of the Democratic Party from 1954 to 1960, wielded the report in early attempts to impose party discipline on the Democrats. In the 1990s, Newt Gingrich invoked responsible party government as a model for Republicans.24

The report helps us understand the party system of the 1940s and 1950s, from which our current system emerged. Today, parties are too far apart. But this wasn’t always so. Once upon a time, the problem was that the two parties were too similar. But which is better? Too similar or too different? And why can’t we have something in the middle, where parties are different enough to offer meaningful choices, but not so different to raise the stakes of electoral competition to dangerous highs?

Political scientists have a big idea: more responsible parties.

In an earlier era, before the Great Depression and World War II, (almost) all politics was local. But the New Deal and World War II expanded federal authority. Mass transportation and mass communication were erasing local differences and connecting Americans to national politics. The APSA committee felt it was time for national parties to evolve to reflect these changes, building legitimacy to tackle the large-scale problems a modern democratic state needed to tackle.

To respond to the challenges ahead, Schattschneider and colleagues concluded that America needed a party system that was “democratic, responsible and effective”:25democratic, in that it gave citizens a meaningful choice between competing programs, and responsible and effective in that the parties would both take on “the great problems of modern government” and then “possess sufficient internal cohesion to carry out these programs.”26

When Schattschneider and company looked at the two national parties in their report, they saw confused irresponsibility—two sprawling networks of parochial bosses, both incapable of delivering coherent solutions to pressing public policy questions. The two parties operated “with very little national machinery and very little national cohesion.” And, in their analysis, disordered parties produced disordered policy: “Either major party, when in power, is ill-equipped to organize its members in the legislative and the executive branches into a government held together and guided by the party program.”27

The bold proposal at the heart of the report was to create a powerful central policy council, modeled on British party conferences, which would meet regularly—at least four times a year. The council would bring together fifty state and national leaders to deliberate and formulate policies. A national convention would happen every other year (instead of every four years) to develop a meaningful platform—the “end product of a long search for a working agreement within the party.”28 To build party unity and loyalty, local party organizations should meet monthly.29 To enforce unity, party leadership should punish insurgent state delegations and rebellious members of Congress.30

The optimistic hope guiding the report was that “the clarification of party policy” would lead to “more reasonable discussion of public affairs” and voters would consequentially focus more on the parties’ performance and actions “rather than their words.”31 The parties would rationalize, nationalize, and modernize American democracy. Voters would finally have clear and meaningful choices on Election Day.

In many respects, the 1950 report calling for two, strong, majoritarian parties stands as the obverse of the Framers’ attempts to prevent parties, and especially majority parties, from forming altogether. Where the Framers tried to erect boundaries to make national parties hard to organize (separation of powers, federalism), the 1950 report tried to tear those boundaries down, or at least find workarounds. Where the Framers saw the danger of strong parties turning politics into bloodshed, the 1950 report saw strong parties as the lifeblood of democracy.

Parties should stand for clear programs. Without responsible parties, democracy is a mess.

The case for responsible parties deserves its full due. Too often, it gets pushed aside, because Americans don’t seem to like political parties much. But modern, mass democracy really is unthinkable without parties, because parties are the key institution leading disparate citizens to common purpose.32 Parties help citizens to feel represented, giving them a stake in the larger political system.33 They engage citizens who would otherwise ignore politics.34 They explain to ordinary people why they should care about politics by broadcasting and raising the stakes.35 Parties are the most powerful engines of mass political participation ever invented.36

Parties set the alternatives and frame the debates.37 They organize political conflict to render it comprehensible. They help channel political ambition into responsible service and vet candidates for quality.38 Without competing parties to aggregate and simplify alternatives, voters lack meaningful and quality choices. Most definitions of democracy require at least two parties competing in elections.39 “The most important distinction in modern political philosophy, the distinction between democracy and dictatorship, can be made best in terms of party politics” (Schattschneider again).40 Dictatorships have no party competition. Democracies do.

But to organize and unify internally, parties have to divide externally. Division requires disagreement. Party democracy involves conflict—it must; otherwise the parties become indistinguishable, and elections turn meaningless. And one-party democracy is not really democracy.

The case for responsible parties goes up against the anti-party tradition in America. The antipartisans are wrong. Parties are essential for modern mass democracy.

In making the case for stronger, more responsible parties, Schattschneider and his colleagues confronted not only the messy realities of mid-century American parties. They also confronted the deep antipartisan tradition in American politics. The tradition went back to the Framers, as we’ve seen already. More recently, Progressive Era reformers had revived the anti-party tradition and quixotically attempted to turn politics “nonpartisan” through a variety of institutional reforms, some of which still survive today. (The Nebraska legislature, for example, is technically “nonpartisan.”)

In the Progressives’ telling, both parties and party politicians had no redeeming virtues and could only mislead and dissemble. But both “the people” and the expert scientific administrators were unbiased, and thus had unique insight into the Truth. Progressives believed the public interest depended on disinterested citizens coming together, without “politics” and self-interest. Once everyone put country above party, expertise and common sense would align, and wisdom would prevail over petty greed.

“Party government,” wrote Herbert Croly, a leading progressive thinker, in his 1915 book, Progressive Democracy, “has interfered with genuine popular government both by a mischievous, artificial and irresponsible method of representation, and by an enfeeblement of the administration in the interest of partisan subsistence.”41

“A public official should in the performance of his official duties be entirely non-partisan,” wrote progressive Republican senator George Norris of Nebraska, in 1923. “Whenever he is otherwise, he is in reality placing his party above his country. He is doing what he conscientiously believes to be wrong with the people at large, in order that he might be right with his party.”42 By Norris’s logic, it was not possible that parties could be forces for good. They were only capable of deception and vice. But although “the people” had fallen for the parties’ spell in the past, he still believed in their intelligence.

The Progressives failed in their vision of populist nonpartisanship for the same reason the Framers failed in their vision of elitist nonpartisanship. Politics without parties to organize and structure conflict yields only chaos. Chaos is unsustainable. That’s why parties always emerge to structure politics.43

Despite the Progressives’ hopeful theory, expertise and common sense never unified neatly in practice. Conflict always crept back in. When “ordinary people” have no way to organize into anything more than an unstructured and diffuse mass, they are incoherent and powerless, and easy to divide and conquer. Because the Progressives were fundamentally uncomfortable with power, they lacked a theory of power. And without a theory of power, they didn’t have a workable theory of governance. Like the Framers, they thought it was possible to avoid parties. Like the Framers, they were wrong.

Ultimately, much of what the Progressives accomplished undermined their goal of making politics more responsive to the people. They “democratized” many governing processes (most notably, they created the direct primary, giving voters, not party leaders, direct say over candidate selection). But without allowing for organizations, like parties, to channel and structure public sentiment, they mostly created confusion and unwieldy processes. The special interests and party insiders Progressives had hoped to marginalize just found new ways to triumph.44

One can forgive the Progressives for both their idealism and their frustration with the party system. Corruption was indeed systemic in American politics at the time. Inequality was high. And both parties were captured by powerful industrialists. They saw widespread abuses of power by partisan politicians. Progressive reformers envisioned no other option but to take away all sources of partisan political power. They were drawing on a powerful intellectual legacy handed down to them by the Framers, reiterating the long-standing American tradition of distrusting any form of power that ever appears to approach permanence.45

Americans today still distrust their (partisan) politicians and continue to support measures to subject them to constant scrutiny and transparency. The word “politician” remains an epithet, and aspirants for public office continue to win cheers by touting their outsider status as they challenge “career politicians.” Americans continue to view partisan politics as unnecessarily divisive and support the fiction that in politics, “conflict is unnecessary and counterproductive.”46 But this belief is mistaken and counterproductive.

The absence of conflict is consensus. But consensus almost always requires suppressing dissent and disagreement or defining certain perspectives as out of bounds. And historically, the successful politicians who reify the People and their unitary wisdom have all been demagogues.47 Compromise is a much more realistic goal. Compromise implies being willing to give up something to get something else, even given disagreement.

Modern mass democracy requires division and conflict. It also requires that voters have meaningful choices and the freedom to disagree over the relative merits of those choices. This was the fundamental insight of Madison’s Federalist no. 10, and it remains true today: To force everyone to have the same view is tantamount to crushing liberty. Politics without semi-structured conflict (ideally through parties) is chaos, demagoguery, or both. Consensus is a chimera. The antipartisan vision belongs in the dustbin of history.

It is easy to understand the kumbaya consensus appeal of antipartisanship—if we just all joined hands, we would realize how much we have in common and how unified we are in our shared concept of the public good. We would stop fighting and start solving the big problems of the nation.48

But the snag remains the same: modern mass democracy is unthinkable without political parties. Without parties, a long list of independent candidates would come and go, each trying to somehow distinguish themselves based on charisma. But without parties to vet them and give citizens helpful partisan labels for evaluating them, the result would be chaos. If you doubt this, look to many developing democracies where party systems are weak or nonexistent. Demagoguery, corruption, and distrust are typically rampant.

Some scholars argue more responsible parties are a bad idea: Irresponsible parties are more flexible and moderate.

But it wasn’t just the Progressives who objected to the top-down parties the 1950 APSA report advocated. Plenty of mid-century scholars also thought top-down parties were a bad idea, though for more pragmatic and less idealistic reasons. “One must not only question (as the report never does) whether such a reorganization is feasible, but also whether it is desirable,” wrote historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr., an immediate critic of the report.49

As the report critic and political scientist Austin Ranney observed, prominent reformist scholars had been arguing for “responsible party government” for sixty-five years. And yet, for sixty-five years, little had changed. “However one may deplore that system,” Ranney wrote, “he must concede that it has displayed, if nothing else, a very impressive ability to survive . . . the essential nature of our party system has remained the same.”50

Going back to Woodrow Wilson and the 1880s origins of political science as an academic discipline, scholars had looked disapprovingly at American political parties. Time and again, they saw fragmented, decentralized, and incoherent institutions, jumbled aggregations of parochial local interests, unable to “hold their lines on matters of public policy.”51 At the national level, the two parties were too often indistinguishable, like “rival stagecoaches splashing one another with mud as they raced along the same road to the same destination.”52

Following decades of reformist political scientists before them, most authors of the 1950 APSA report saw the British parliamentary system, with its centralized party leadership and clear distinction between governing and opposition parties, as a model of rationality and responsibility. Why couldn’t the Americans be more like the British?53 Why couldn’t American politics be more ordered and logical? Part of the answer, of course, was that British politics was not quite so ordered and logical either, contrary to the idealized version inhabiting the minds of the American political scientists who studied it from afar.54

But the main reason American politics was not like British politics was because the two countries had different political institutions. Parliamentary parties require a parliamentary system. Britain had a parliamentary system. America did not. The Framers wanted to force compromise and subvert stable majorities by separating legislative and executive powers. As Ranney wrote, “A majoritarian party system . . . is not likely to flourish in an anti-majoritarian governmental system.”55 It’s a point Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein would echo sixty years later in their widely read book, It’s Even Worse Than It Looks: “Parliamentary-style parties in separation-of-powers government are a formula for willful obstruction and policy irresolution.”56

Mindful of history, Schlesinger raised an even bigger concern: Suppose for a moment that more unified parties could somehow overcome the institutional labyrinth of American government (so long, checks and balances) and create true majoritarian politics, with parties standing for principle at long last. “Each presidential election would subject national unity to a fearful test,” he wrote. “We must remember that the one election when our parties stood irrevocably on questions of principle was the election of 1860.”57

Some defenders of the messy mid-century party system could see James Madison smiling from on high. Factions were thriving in American politics, bargaining and compromising and working out deals in a “pluralist” manner, just as Madison had envisioned. No one group could gain too much power, because a competing group would always respond in protest. These pluralists argued that public policy emerged out of this multidimensional tug of interests.58

Other contemporary scholars also fretted (it turns out correctly) that more coherent parties would reduce political competition. If Democratic and Republican candidates were stuck to national party brands, they would lose the flexibility to target their appeals to local constituencies. Most parts of the country would become one-party dominant. “Regardless of the organization provided,” report critic Julius Turner warned, “you cannot give Hubert Humphrey a banjo and expect him to carry Kansas. Only a Democrat who rejects at least a part of the Fair Deal can carry Kansas, and only a Republican who moderates the Republican platform can carry Massachusetts.”59

Rather than seeing partisan incoherence as a flaw to fix, then, the 1950s defenders of the status quo celebrated the undisciplined party coalitions as stabilizing forces. As “big tents” pitched to appeal broadly, the parties kept national politics moderate and placid.60 “The parties have been the peacemakers of the American community, the unwitting but forceful suppressors of the ‘civil-war potential’ we carry always in the bowels of our diverse nation,” wrote political scientist Clinton Rossiter in 1960. “Blessed are the peacemakers, I am tempted to conclude.”61

Today’s bipartisans pick up the mantle of the lost “glorious mess.”

This intellectual tradition today lives on in the modern cheerleaders for bipartisanship. But the once sunny celebration of bipartisanship as an inherent feature of governing has now transformed into a gray nostalgia for a bygone era. Bipartisanship is now a rare virtue to be carefully nurtured and bred like a black rhinoceros on the verge of extinction.

The contemporary bipartisans also prefer freewheeling individual lawmakers not beholden to party leaders. And like their mid-century intellectual heirs, they have an important institutional point to make. America is indeed a separated-powers system of government. Two strong, non-overlapping parties will generate gridlock and dysfunction in the American party system.

While the mid-century bipartisans had the distinct advantage of simply defending the status quo of muddled parties, the current generation of bipartisans has the distinct disadvantage of trying to re-create an earlier era—an impossible task.

But this does not deter the modern bipartisans. Rather than attend to these underlying conditions that made bipartisanship the norm in the lost golden age, they instead devote themselves to re-creating the bipartisan epiphenomena (the after-hours get-togethers, the bipartisan junkets, the deal-making around roads and bridges) in hopes of reconjuring a lost reality. It’s a futile effort with all the sad poignancy of trying to restage a magical early-relationship weekend getaway with a departed lover who now ignores your repeated text messages.

Typical of this effort is the 2015 book City of Rivals: Restoring the Glorious Mess of American Democracy by Jason Grumet, president of the Bipartisan Policy Center, who argues that if members could only spend more time together socially, getting to know each other at birthday parties and barber shops and “Century of Service galas” they would develop a warmth and comfort with one another.62 Bipartisan governing would follow, because “while familiarity can, in some circumstances breed contempt, in a democracy it is the lifeblood of progress.”63

Lawmakers did spend more time getting to know one another and one another’s families outside of work in an earlier era, a time when the booze flowed far more freely in Washington and there was far less scrutiny of what lawmakers did in their private time. And certainly members did build long-lasting cross-partisan friendships that corresponded to cross-partisan legislative achievements.

But it’s important not to confuse cause and effect here. Bipartisanship flourished because there was genuine space for compromise when parties were looser coalitions, with significant ideological overlap, and because the once-parochial nature of American party politics left space for transactional deal-making across party lines. Friendships flowed from working together as allies rather than enemies. When congressional committees had real power and real autonomy, lawmakers worked together on big projects. When party leadership didn’t exert top-down control on lawmaking, individual members of Congress worked to build their own coalitions for their priority bills.

Today, all incentives in Congress revolve around majority control. Being in the minority means being powerless, especially in the House. And in an era of truly nationalized politics, there’s little individual members can do to distinguish themselves anyway. They rise and fall on the national brand of their party.

In today’s Washington, lawmakers still get to know and like each other across party lines. They don’t succeed in bipartisan legislating both because their party leaders actively discourage it (it muddies the partisan brand) and because their voters back home see the other side as the enemy (no-compromise partisans loom large as reliable voting blocs in primary elections). Change these pressures, and you might see more bipartisanship. But that would require big structural changes. That’s hard work. And birthday parties and galas are so much more fun.

The current bipartisans are right: American governing institutions require compromise, and without individual members of Congress willing to forge bipartisan compromises, divided parties produce either gridlock (under divided government) or extreme policy lurches (under unified government). But the current-day bipartisans seem too often to fetishize compromise and bonhomie as an end in itself, without regard to what is being compromised.

The paradox of partisanship: Some party division is necessary. Too much is deadly.

Today, the 1950 APSA report often invokes a wry air of “Be careful what you wish for.”64 Today, the two parties have divided into much more coherent teams, offering the voters the clear alternatives the report’s authors thought American democracy needed. But it hasn’t worked out as planned.

The 1950 report dismissed the danger that more programmatic parties would “erect between themselves an ideological wall.” After all, given the wide consensus in mid-century American politics, the report concluded: “There is no real ideological division in the American electorate.”65 This was a failure of imagination. But at the time, it matched the reality. Consensus was unusually high.

The tradition of responsible partisanship lives on among modern advocates of stronger parties, who argue that the flaw in the 1950 APSA vision for American party politics was not that it came true but that it remains unfulfilled.

In this thinking, stronger, top-down parties would be more responsible and moderate, an antidote to the chaos roiling American democracy.66 Stronger parties could police their borders better and cut out extremist outsider groups, returning political competition back to the vital center. “The problem is not that we have parliamentary-like parties,” writes law professor Rick Pildes, a leading responsible parties scholar. “It might well be that our political parties are not parliamentary-like enough.”67

Yet the reality is that American national parties today control more resources than ever before. Congressional leaders have more power than ever before. But this does not deter the modern responsible partisans: In their telling, the parties are still too weak. Like communist zealots who argue that the problem with communism is that true communism has never been tried, believers in a more responsible two-party system cling to a similarly unfalsifiable idealism. American political parties can never be strong enough, at least not in a two-party system.

Where does that leave us? Consensus is a chimera. More competition from stronger parties sounds good, but in our two-party system it doesn’t work well. More compromise, sure. But the compromise-oriented mid-century pluralist vision for American democracy is less than satisfying. While many economic interests participated in a logroll of incrementalist bargaining, this “pluralism” derived its consensus-oriented stability from exclusion (like all forms of consensus). It was a backroom boy’s club of old white men, primarily from the South, who forged a bipartisan consensus that the southern way of life was not up for debate in the halls of the US Congress. Without meaningful partisan division, voters had no alternative to this consensus.

This adds up to a paradox: We need some division for parties to provide meaningful alternatives and to give voters power to send strong signals. But too much division and the stakes start to feel too high. Politics becomes toxic. Partisan conflict overwhelms every issue, spreading even beyond politics, and democracy deteriorates.

To stand for distinct governing programs, parties must be unified internally. But to unify internally, parties must divide externally. The further apart they are, the higher the stakes. The more polarized the parties, the harder to govern in America.

But with too little division, elections are meaningless. It doesn’t matter who wins and who loses, the outcome will be the same. Apathy reigns and undermines accountability.

We can’t have democracy without parties, and thus without partisanship. But when partisanship overwhelms everything, it becomes difficult for democracy to function.

Partisan conflict is to modern democracy like fire was to early human cave dwellers. It is essential to life, yet dangerous to its survival. Without it, democracy cannot survive. But if it gets out of control, democracy cannot survive either. Partisan conflict must be managed and maintained.

The Framers and the Progressives ignored the paradox of partisanship because they thought parties were all bad. For them, there was no paradox. The 1950 APSA report did not wrestle with the paradox of partisanship because its authors did not see how too much division could be a problem. The critics of the report ignored the paradox too—they were too sanguine about the 1950s status quo.

In theory, a party system ought to have a Goldilocks setting labeled “just right”—enough division so that parties stand for different programs, but not so much that they can’t cooperate. Enough division so voters can make meaningful choices, but not so much division that each election feels like a binding referendum on the character and fate of the nation.

The American experience suggests that in a two-party system it’s impossible to engineer that “just right” balance. Somewhere in between those extremes there was an era of reasonable balance, when parties were neither too indistinct nor too distinct. In retrospect, that era lasted from the mid-1960s through the mid-1980s, when American democracy was at its most productive and responsive (though it didn’t always feel that way at the time). But, as we will see, that era was a byproduct of a unique set of underlying conditions that allowed American politics to operate more like a multiparty democracy than a two-party democracy. Ultimately, it was a party system in transition from one state to another, like a slow-turning ship temporarily on course, if only by happenstance.

Three traditions have tried to wrestle with the paradox of partisanship. All three have failed.

We’ve now encountered three American intellectual traditions, each with its own vision of partisanship. Let me now call them out by name: the antipartisans, the responsible partisans, and the bipartisans. Each of these three traditions puts forward a different value as the most important to democracy: The antipartisans privilege consensus. The responsible partisans privilege competition. And the bipartisans privilege compromise.

The antipartisans believe parties are the problem. Their intellectual tradition goes back to the Framers’ aversion to parties, refracted through the Progressive Era enthusiasm for direct democracy and nonpartisan expert commissions. They believe in consensus and the alluring power of common sense. Parties distract and divide; if not for parties, we would reach consensus by putting country first.

Antipartisans thus attempt to take the politics out of politics, to encourage everyone to think “independently.” This is futile and counterproductive. As a result, the vision is a perpetual failure, except perhaps in the smallest, most homogeneous communities.

The responsible partisans think parties are the solution. Their intellectual tradition follows a long line of political scientists back to Woodrow Wilson. They see parties as essential to modern democracy, because parties engage citizens, define alternatives, and ultimately make democracy both accessible and responsive to the masses. To the responsible partisans, problems emerge when parties are too weak, rather than too strong. In their view, America needs more coherent, responsible parties, and once this happens, political competition should produce more accountability. Or at least it beats the alternatives. The responsible partisans have a much stronger case than the antipartisans, given that the realities of modern mass democracy require large representative intermediaries to organize and clarify political conflict.

But the responsible partisans underestimate how much two-party democracy in a separation-of-powers system undermines responsible partisanship. And given the diversity of a sprawling country of almost 330 million, it is impossible to shoehorn all interests into two coherent coalitions without leaving many Americans unrepresented.

The bipartisans are not sure whether parties are the problem or the solution. Parties are OK—as long as they don’t stand for too much. Their intellectual tradition follows from the defenders of the mid-century party system and lives on in a generation of nostalgic Washington elites. Bipartisans are mostly just for keeping the peace, for toning down the rhetoric, and for promoting civility. All of these are noble goals. And the bipartisans are correct: governing requires cooperation and compromise.

But the bipartisans confuse effects for causes. They frequently complain how politicians don’t get to know each other anymore, especially across party lines. But in fact, this bygone era of bonhomie was the effect, not the cause, of national parties with considerable overlap. Bipartisan relationships flourished when not everything revolved around winning the next, always-round-the-corner election and when working across the aisle was just how things got done because there was no other way.

Of the three visions, the responsible partisan vision gets the most right for modern mass democracy. It takes a realistic view of politics. To make large-scale democracy workable, we need parties to help organize and structure political conflict so we can both understand and participate in it, without being overwhelmed. Party competition should have a disciplining effect, and parties’ fortunes should rise and fall based on their policies and their performance. But how they compete matters.

And here the bipartisan vision has something important to add: Compromise is an essential value. Politics is the place where we collectively resolve the issues on which we disagree (again, issues where we agree are not political). That means politicians must be ready to compromise to reach a deal everyone can live with.

In a two-party system, the responsible partisan vision of competition and the bipartisan vision of compromise are in tension. Competition is at heart an electoral vision of democracy: parties compete, offering different programs and records, and voters decide. But competitive elections are about drawing distinctions. The campaigning mindset is not about compromise. By contrast, the bipartisan vision is about governing, which depends on a compromise mindset.68 But if parties compromise too much, how can they compete as distinct entities? Conversely, if they become too distinct, how can they ever compromise?

The sharper the competition, the weaker the grounds for compromise. The stronger the grounds for compromise, the more muted the competition. Compromise collapses the distinctions between parties. Competition demands a distinction between parties.

Before America became a true two-party system and both parties contained broader coalitions within them, compromise was still possible. American institutions, which demand compromise, could still work. But in this new era of two fully nationalized, sorted parties, the contradiction between these competing impulses of competition and compromise is breaking American democracy.

But there is a solution: remove the constraint of two parties, and the paradox vanishes. It’s only in a two-party system where finding the balance between too much and too little division is impossible. In a multiparty system, polarization is not paralyzing. Voters can choose among parties across a wider ideological range that includes the left, right, and center. Governing coalitions can form and shift accordingly, almost always with the center involved. Parties can stand for meaningful and distinct choices without pulling the system apart.

The 1950 APSA report dismissed the possibility of third parties. This was a mistake.

And what about this possibility for more parties? The 1950 APSA report disregards it: “The two-party system is so strongly rooted in the political traditions of this country and public preference for it is so well established that consideration of other possibilities seems entirely academic.”69

Why did the report accept the two-party system as inevitable? Why, “despite [the report’s] explicit recognition that it never gave us cohesive policies or collective accountability”?70 Political scientist Ted Lowi asked this in 1983, in an article cheekily titled “Toward a More Responsible Three-Party System.”

Lowi wondered whether the reason two-party politics was incoherent at the national level was also the reason it was stable at the national level. Perhaps, he argued, “patronage government was the only kind of government compatible with or hospitable to a national two-party system.”71 When parties operated as coalitions of local parties rooted in parochial interests, national elections didn’t matter as much because the national parties were more indistinct. This lent stability to national politics.

Moreover, Lowi argued, now that the era of big national government was underway, perhaps it was actually impossible to collapse all the meaningful alternatives into just two programs. “The fact is that modern, big, programmatic governments are not hospitable to two-party systems—anywhere in the world. A two-party system simply cannot grapple with the complex alternatives facing big, programmatic governments in a manner that is meaningful to large electorates.”72

Lowi’s critique recognizes that the one condition that makes the two-party system work with American institutions is the same condition that makes it incapable of dealing with pressing national problems. A patchwork party system of local interests can bargain its way to stability. But it can’t solve big national problems with any coherence or efficiency. A party system that is coherent at the national level, like the system we have today, can’t bargain its way to stability anymore, because the essential bargaining chips that parochial politics once generated have vanished. In a two-party system, either parties can be nationally coherent or national politics can be stable. But not both.

Moving beyond the constraint of just two parties solves the trade-offs. Smaller parties can be coherent at a national level. Then they can bargain with each other, because they have to in order to govern. Competition and compromise can coexist without being in contradiction.

Perhaps, if Schattschneider and the responsible partisans had understood the perils in having two distinct parties, they might have embraced the possibility for more parties as a mechanism for responsible partisan competition. But like the Framers who failed to imagine parties forming, the authors of the 1950 APSA report failed to imagine parties dividing as sharply as they ultimately did. They failed to imagine all other societal conflicts cumulating in a single partisan conflict. Instead, the report’s authors contributed to the growing post–World War II scholarly consensus that America was naturally a two-party system, thus sweeping aside a long history of third parties as important actors in American national politics.73

Perhaps it was no surprise that the report dismissed the third-party tradition. In 1950, the third-party tradition was at its most marginal. Americans were more satisfied than ever with the two-party system—despite (or perhaps because of) its incoherence. If the scholars worried the party system was too garbled to govern responsibly, opinion polling found the American public saying, in essence, “Bless this mess.”74

Conclusion.

Today, the threat to American democracy is two parties that are too far apart. But in 1950, many leading political scientists saw the opposite problem: the parties were too close together. They didn’t stand for meaningful alternatives. Voters lacked clear choices. And without internal coherence, parties were unable to develop clear programs they could implement.

This sets up a paradox. Parties are the essential institutions of modern mass democracy. And we need some partisan division for modern democracy to work well. But too much division, and the stakes eventually become too high for democracy to work at all.

Different American intellectual traditions have wrestled with this paradox in different ways. Antipartisans have tried to banish parties, emphasizing nonpartisan consensus as the alternative. Responsible partisans have tried to strengthen and differentiate parties, emphasizing competition. Bipartisans have hoped to keep parties muddled and partisanship muted, emphasizing compromise.

The antipartisan tradition misleads, because it pushes us to seek consensus instead of appreciating the necessity of political conflict. Yet, consensus in a diverse society, to the extent it is possible, always involves exclusion. And modern mass democracy requires parties, which depend on some conflict. Issues of consensus are not political issues. Parties compete over their differences, not their agreements.

Both the responsible partisans and the bipartisans have important points to make. But neither tradition can resolve the core paradox, because both have assumed two-party democracy is the natural state of American politics. In a two-party system, competition and compromise, though both important, are at odds. More of one gives you less of the other; engineering a perfect balance is impossible.

Multiparty democracy solves the paradox. In multiparty democracy, with more settings on the political dial, compromise and competition are no longer opposed. Parties both compete and compromise to govern together.

To fully comprehend why we can’t get partisan the balance between competition and compromise in a two-party system, we need to understand the last six decades of American political history, as the two parties went from too little partisan competition to too much competition, and from too much compromise to too little compromise.

It’s a complex story of how socioeconomic and cultural transformations interacted with American political institutions to shape new coalitions, which in turn shape new conflicts. We now turn to this story in more detail.
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The Great Reordering of the Parties

In October 1960, civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. was in jail in Georgia, on a trumped-up traffic violation, and fearing for his life. John F. Kennedy, the Democratic candidate for president, made a sympathy call to his pregnant wife, Coretta Scott King, on October 26, less than two weeks before Election Day, after heavy lobbying from some of his campaign staff. Richard Nixon, the Republican candidate, didn’t make a call, also following the advice of his staff. Kennedy won the November election, narrowly defeating Nixon, and with strong support from black voters in several pivotal states. In an election that hinged on so many coin tosses, it’s plausible that the phone call made Kennedy president.1

The phone call also put Kennedy and the Democrats more fully on the side of civil rights. In the 1950s, the Democrats had tried to avoid the issue nationally, unable to resolve the conflicts inside the party between the southern conservatives and the northern liberals. But by the early 1960s, the stark and now increasingly televised injustices of the Jim Crow South grew impossible to ignore.

Democrats took the lead to guarantee the basic political and economic rights of blacks in the South and across the country. They joined with liberal and moderate Republicans primarily from the Northeast against conservative Democrats in the South and conservative Republicans in the West.

“There goes the South for a generation,” President Lyndon Baines Johnson reportedly said after he signed the sweeping Civil Rights Act of 1964 into law on July 2. Less than two weeks later, on July 13, Republicans kicked off their national convention at the Cow Palace, south of San Francisco. The assembled delegates chose the conservative Barry Goldwater, who had offered a frank assessment: “We are not going to get the Negro vote as a bloc in 1964 and 1968, so we ought to go hunting where the ducks are.”2 Goldwater had voted against the Civil Rights Act of 1964, declaring it unconstitutional.3

But Goldwater was in the minority, both in his party and in the country. The 1964 Civil Rights Act had passed overwhelmingly: 290–130 in the House and 73–27 in the Senate. Republicans were actually slightly more supportive than Democrats, with about four in five Republicans supporting the bill, as compared to two in three Democrats. Most opposition came from the South, and the South was solidly Democratic.4 The 1965 Voting Rights Act passed with similar support.5

After 1960, an engaged cadre of conservative GOP activists had argued Nixon lost because he had been too moderate. Instead, Republicans needed to get behind a true conservative—somebody like Goldwater, who would be “a choice, not an echo.”6 Goldwaterites did the diligent, old-fashioned hard work of local organizing, ensuring it would be their delegates in charge of selecting the party’s nominee in 1964 and their delegates writing the party platform.7

In 1960, the moderate Republican platform behind Nixon’s candidacy had called for “vigorous support of court orders for school desegregation”; in 1964, the GOP platform called for “opposing federally sponsored ‘inverse discrimination.’ ” It called Democrats “federal extremists.”8 “Let the Democratic Party stand accused,” the platform bellowed. Quite a change from the 1960 platform’s conciliatory softball: “We have no wish to exaggerate differences between ourselves and the Democratic Party.”9 So began a great reordering of American politics. The two major parties expanded and nationalized partisan political conflict until it became the totalizing partisan warfare of today.

In 1964, Johnson won in a landslide. Many elite Republicans, liberals and moderates from the eastern parts of the country, harshly opposed Goldwater and hoped to get back control of their party in 1968. But by then, a new Nixon would emerge—one who saw the backlash to civil rights and the rioting of the previous few years as an opportunity to exploit.10

Perhaps in an alternate version of history, Kennedy deferred to his more cautious advisors and didn’t make the call. Perhaps Nixon, who was closer to King than Kennedy was at the time, made the call and won the pivotal support from black voters, and a Republican president presided over the civil rights revolution.11 Republicans then became the party of civil rights, and American politics would have looked very different.12 Democrats would have likely become the rural, traditionalist party of civil rights opposition, Republicans the urban, cosmopolitan party, reclaiming their roots as the party of Lincoln. Perhaps the entire shape of modern American politics depended on two phone calls, one made, one unmade.

The year 1960 offers such a tantalizing fork in the branching path of potential American political histories because it marks the last moment when the two national parties were still amorphous enough to envision many alternative political futures. By 1968, the multiverse of possible political futures ahead offered a vanishingly small probability of Republicans becoming the party of civil rights.

It’s now a cliché to say that in the 1960s everything changed. But everything really did change. Civil rights, and the backlash to it, reorganized the party coalitions around questions of race and identity. The new religious right tugged the Republican Party deeper into a politics of cultural traditionalism. The decline of labor unions unmoored the Democratic Party from its traditional concerns with economic issues. Parties transformed from loose federations of disparate, locally rooted machines into brand-consistent national messaging organizations powered by wealthy donors and consultants. These changes reverberated in how Americans experienced and understood politics, shifting some allegiances, deepening others.

This chapter focuses on the reordering of the parties as coalitions and organizations. The next chapter focuses on how America’s electoral and governing institutions channeled and exacerbated the new divisions.

First, civil rights scrambles the party coalitions.

The modern metamorphosis of American politics begins with the transformative civil rights legislation of the 1960s. But it has antecedents in the New Deal, when the Democratic Party successfully fused together a coalition of northern liberals and progressives and southern conservatives. In the 1930s and 1940s, elite Democrats worked hard to keep this coalition together to pass ambitious New Deal legislation. The cost was keeping civil rights off the national agenda and anti-lynching laws bottled up in congressional committees.13

Southern conservative Democrats differed from northern liberal Democrats—not just on race but also economics (they didn’t like labor unions) and foreign policy (they strongly supported America’s role in fighting communism abroad).14 Their loyalty to the Democratic Party had long been simple: Republicans were the Yankee party of Lincoln. In a two-party system, only one option remained. Following the Civil War, a deep psychological connection between the Democratic Party and the southern way of life developed.15

But as northern Democrats agitated for civil rights reform within the party, the partisan loyalty of southern Democrats grew strained. Many had supported South Carolina Democratic governor Strom Thurmond’s 1948 “Dixiecrat” (States’ Rights Democratic Party) presidential campaign. Thurmond ran to protest Truman’s order to desegregate the military and the pro–civil rights platform the Democratic Party had adopted thanks to the forceful advocacy of Hubert Humphrey. The protest candidate carried four states (Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, and South Carolina). The southern Democrat identity crisis was in full swing.

Once Democrats took political ownership of civil rights in the 1960s, conservative southern whites no longer saw Democrats as the party for people like them.16 They stopped calling themselves Democrats. In a two-party system, that left only one other option. Southern white conservatives migrated to the Republican Party, and the once solidly Democratic South became a predominantly Republican South.

A more nuanced version of this story might add some additional factors shifting the South from solid D to solid R: the South got richer, and economic growth also powered Republican gains;17 the modern advent of air-conditioning brought an influx of northern Republicans, changing party politics in the South;18 the reapportionment revolution following one-person, one-vote cases in the early 1960s increased the voting power of urban areas, giving liberals more power in the Democratic Party;19 and interstate highway construction exacerbated the urban-suburban polarization in the South.20 Like all important developments in American politics, the complex interactions of race, class, and changing demographics defy monocausal explanation.21

As the national political landscape changed, a new generation of Republican politicians rose in the South.22 They embraced southern heritage. And instead of finding connections to Democratic New Deal programs (as the previous generation had), they found connections to small-government economic conservatism. They forged a new, ideological narrative heavy on individual liberty. This fit much better with their new partisan team.

As one example of this transformation, consider again Strom Thurmond. As a Democrat, Thurmond was elected governor in 1946 and to the US Senate in 1954 and 1960. Despite running as a protest third-party candidate in 1948, he didn’t switch to the Republican Party until September 1964, shortly after voting against the Civil Rights Act. He emerged as a new-model southern Republican.

Mississippi senator Trent Lott also began his political career as a Democrat, working for Mississippi Democratic representative William M. Colmer, who had held the seat for forty years. When Colmer retired in 1972, Lott took his seat. But to win, Lott switched his party affiliation. He ran as a Republican. As leaders like Thurmond and Lott emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, it became easier for southern conservative whites to identify as Republicans.23

Outside the South, Democrats struggled to respond to many voters’ growing concerns over rioting and rising crime. Whereas Republicans had a story to tell about illegitimacy and welfare dependency and the breakdown of families, Democrats struggled to find a narrative. They now owned the civil rights issue. And their attempts to explain away the pathologies of poverty as products of structural racism fell flat for middle-class whites who lived in and around declining cities. Wealthier white liberals could afford to buy their way into the fancier, lily-white zip codes where they didn’t have to fear the spreading crime or experience busing. But for many blue-collar whites, fleeing was not an option.24

In the industrial Midwest and Northeast, a growing number of non-college-educated, working-class whites found less and less to like about the Democratic Party as the 1970s rolled on. Democrats not only supported busing but also seemed increasingly hostile to traditional family values and American global leadership against communism under the sway of countercultural activists. And if these voters were abandoning the Democratic Party, they again only had one alternative: the Republicans. These blue-collar whites became known as Reagan Democrats.

Still, the Republican Party wrestled with how to talk about the complex issues of race. On the one hand, times had changed. “Old-fashioned racism” (straight-up talk about black inferiority) was no longer acceptable, and many well-educated, moderate Republicans found it personally abhorrent. Even so, to leave the “social question” off the table entirely seemed foolish to many party strategists. Not only did it motivate many dedicated Republican voters, but it also promised to convert some blue-collar Democratic voters.25

The resulting devil’s bargain was a kind of coded language and imagery, sometimes called “dog-whistle politics.” On the surface, it was about law and order or fiscal responsibility. But when the image of crime was a black man and the image of fiscal irresponsibility was a “welfare queen,” the subtext was clear.26

The 1988 “Willie Horton” ad is the classic example. It opens with photographs of the two presidential candidates against a blue background. A flat but vaguely authoritative-sounding male introduces the subject: “Bush and Dukakis on crime.” Bush supports the death penalty. Dukakis let a black man out of prison on a “weekend pass.” That black man then raped a woman. The implication was clear. Nothing explicit needed to be said. For decades, Republican politicians and campaign consultants walked this delicate line of racial priming and plausible deniability. But the strategy worked, or at least it seemed to. Campaigns kept using it.27

But it came with a high cost. It paved the way for a much more open politics of racial resentment, one that Donald Trump would capitalize on almost three decades later. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. In 1988, the parties were still capacious enough that the arch-segregationist David Duke entered the Democratic Party’s presidential primary, alongside civil rights leader Jesse Jackson.28

The culture war also scrambles the party system.

Public school desegregation, a key piece of the civil rights revolution, did not go over well among southern whites. To avoid sending their children to desegregated public schools, many southern whites instead paid tuition to private Christian schools. As religious institutions, these schools enjoyed a tax exemption.

In 1978, the Internal Revenue Service threatened to take away the tax exemption, describing a pattern of discrimination. A quarter million letters of opposition poured into Washington, DC. The exemption stayed in place. In 1979, Christian conservative activists Jerry Falwell and Paul Weyrich founded a new national organization, the Moral Majority.29

Weyrich would later describe the IRS threat as a watershed event in mobilizing the Christian Right. “This absolutely shattered the Christian community’s notion that Christians could isolate themselves inside their own institutions and teach what they pleased,” said Weyrich, who had already been a leading conservative activist in the 1970s before organizing the Moral Majority. “The realization that they could not then linked up with the long-held conservative view that government is too powerful, and this linkage was what made evangelicals active.”30 The issue mobilized evangelicals to see big government (exemplified by those officious know-it-all bureaucrats at the IRS) as their most pressing threat.31

In the 1980 election, the Moral Majority threw its support and $10 million behind the Reagan campaign. Upon victory, it claimed a preeminent spot at the table in the new Republican coalition. It set up a series of overlapping fundraising and media ventures to spread the message: America’s greatness was fading away. If liberal elites had their way, America would become a secular wasteland of “feminism,” “homosexuality,” and “abortion-on-demand.” Christians had to join the battle to protect their great heritage. Christians had to fight the establishment. “We are the radicals, working to overturn the present power structure,” wrote Weyrich.32

At the start, Weyrich’s Moral Majority represented a fringe opinion, even within the Republican electorate.33 But the movement gained strength as a reaction to perceived liberal overreach. A new generation of more explicitly Christian conservative Republican candidates reframed traditional family values as somehow anti-elitist, as a way to fight back against the secular liberal establishment.34

As with so much in modern conservatism, key groups saw themselves as embattled victims of an expansive federal government controlled by extremist liberals. They were the protectors and defenders of tradition. They saw their mission as fighting the barbarians at the gate, arresting the decline, and restoring a lost order.

Society was changing. The Supreme Court had declared state-sponsored school prayer unconstitutional.35Roe v. Wade was a political earthquake. It legalized abortion, which helped Protestant Christian right activists build a coalition with religious Catholics.36 As Democratic and Republican politicians took diverging stands on abortion, voters responded. Some adjusted their beliefs to fit their party. Others switched parties to match their core beliefs.37 More than one-third of the non-Catholic Republican women who expressed pro-choice views in 1982 had left the party by 1997.38

In 1972, legislation to outlaw discrimination on the basis of sex in federally funded education (Title IX) enjoyed narrow majority support in both parties.39 In 1976, both parties’ platforms supported the Equal Rights Amendment, which would have prohibited discrimination on the basis of sex. Then the Republican Party abandoned its support, and Democrats, sensing an opportunity, became stronger advocates for equal rights. Some Republican feminists became Democrats; other Republican feminists turned against equal rights. Some Democratic objectors to equal rights similarly changed their views; others changed their party affiliation.40

At the 1992 Republican Convention, Pat Buchanan (a conservative commentator who had tried to primary Bush that year from the populist right) defined the new alignment in a fiery speech. “There is a religious war going on in this country,” Buchanan said. “It is a cultural war, as critical to the kind of nation we shall be as was the Cold War itself, for this war is for the soul of America. And in that struggle for the soul of America, Clinton & Clinton are on the other side, and George Bush is on our side.”41

This rhetoric was both descriptive and causal.42 A divide was building. And the more politicians talked about the divide, the more voters saw politics in culture-war terms, and made the appropriate adjustments and updates to their political beliefs and allegiances.43

In the early 2000s, the threat of radical Islam in the wake of the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent war in Iraq reinvigorated a Republican defense of Christian values. Fights over same-sex marriage briefly revitalized the perceived threat to the traditional American family. Republicans went to church more and raised their kids more religiously; Democrats went to church less and raised their kids less religiously.44 Republican candidates proudly advertised themselves as standing up for Christian values; Christian voters used their religious identity to explain their political choices. Partisan identity and religious identity grew more and more intertwined, continually defining and redefining themselves in terms of each other.45 But again, we’re getting ahead of ourselves.

The “New Left” rises. It changes the Democratic Party.

A new middle class emerged after World War II, and a new generation of baby boomers grew up in relative affluence. With basic needs met, their mental energy turned to the human desires for recognition and self-actualization.46 This generation wanted to make the world a better place, and to do that, they would have to champion values greater than just making money.47

Most of this energy flowed to the political left—first in the fight for civil rights, then, more fully, in the Vietnam War protests and related counterculture movements. It pulled the Democratic Party toward a new set of cultural concerns at odds with many of its long-standing voters.

The New Left had its strongest core in the areas that would eventually become the central locations for the Democratic Party in the decades to come—the coasts, the big cities, and the surrounding professional-class suburbs.

The Old Left drew its strength from the declining Rust Belt towns. Culturally, the Old Left had a lot in common with southern Democrats. At the Democrats’ 1968 convention in Chicago, the fight between the New Left (the colorful street protestors and those who cheered them on from afar) and the Old Left (the big-city bosses and police and white working-class voters who supported them) was on display for the world to see. The Old Left won the battle of ’68. But the New Left won the war, changing the way the Democrats nominated presidential candidates, and then using the new rules to nominate the very liberal George McGovern as their candidate in 1972.

McGovern got just 37.5 percent of the popular vote, even less than Barry Goldwater in 1964 (38.5 percent), and carried only Massachusetts and Washington, DC. The AFL-CIO refused to endorse McGovern. “This is our showdown with the new politics,” a labor union political advisor said in 1972. “A small élite of suburban types and students took over the apparatus of the Democratic Party. At some point the movement within the Democratic Party had to be stemmed, and this is it.”48

Labor’s non-endorsement gambit failed. The New Left was ascendant. In the 1970s, Democrats began to downplay the economic universalism of an earlier era and focused more on promoting the rights of historically disadvantaged and discriminated-against groups.49

Unions decline. Economic voting declines as a result.

The decline of the Old Left is at heart a story about labor’s diminishing role in the Democratic Party’s coalition. The apocryphal tale about the once-great power of labor unions goes like this: In 1944, when Democratic Party leaders were pushing FDR to pick conservative South Carolina senator James Byrnes as his running mate, FDR’s alleged response was “Clear it with Sidney.” “Sidney” was Sidney Hillman, the president of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America. Sidney did not approve.50 The more labor-friendly Harry S Truman got the nod for vice president, and James Byrnes became a footnote in history.

Labor unions were then near their peak. They would grow a little more, reaching 35 percent of the private-sector workforce in the mid-1950s. From there it was all downhill. In their heyday, they were an anchor group in the Democratic Party coalition, keeping the party focused on the interests of working-class voters.51 But by the 1980s, with membership declining, labor unions’ power in the Democratic Party slipped. In 1984, Democrats dropped labor unions’ top policy demand from their national platform. (That demand was repealing Section 14[b] of the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act, which allowed states to pass “right to work” laws to cripple union organizing.) It hasn’t reappeared since.52

The Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 placed some serious restrictions on the ability of unions to organize, and various state-level laws have added to those restrictions. For a while, unions thrived despite the legislation. But they were fighting against the tide. By the 1970s, the core unionized industries began shedding jobs. As unions have declined, so has turnout among lower- and middle-class-income voters.53 Put simply, no other political organization has the same ability and incentive to mobilize and speak on behalf of lower-income citizens.54 This also had an economic consequence: repeated studies have linked declining union membership with rising American inequality over the last four decades,55 the direct result of weakened worker bargaining power, and the indirect result of weakened political power.56

Labor unions kept economic identities front and center for many Americans. Through participating in labor unions, workers thought of themselves and politics differently. Unions gave working-class members an identity of being working class and a way to think about economic issues from the perspective of being workers.57 Labor unions also gave working-class voters basic civic skills and a sense of self-efficacy, and hustled to get them to the polls.58 No organization does that today.

Some labor unions were also strong forces for racial integration.59 Many union leaders understood that if workers joined together, regardless of race, they would be much stronger. They understood that if workers divided over racial integration, unions would lose their power. Racial animus had undone populist coalitions before.60 And indeed, as unions declined, the white working class became the white working class. Without an organizational affiliation to stress economic identity, race filled the identity void.61

The principled party “amateurs” triumph over the party “professionals” and their “small and not-so-small favors.” American political parties are transformed.

The decline of labor unions fits a larger story of declining membership organizations across the country. America was once home to a wide-ranging menagerie of beneficial societies, Elks and Moose and Odd Fellows and Masons and Knights of Pythias, churches, and local political parties. Membership meant a place to go and friends to see. It also meant that if something bad happened to you or your family, you could rely on community support. These associations existed to fill those basic needs of security and belonging, and they filled them quite well. These groups were also mini-democracy schools, giving members the chance to be president or treasurer of something.62

But in the 1960s, a new generation had different concerns. And by the 1970s, a swell of cause groups emerged and took the place of the old membership-based beneficial societies. These groups supported a wide range of civil rights, environmental, antiwar, and good government causes on the left (many started by Ralph Nader and his affiliates) and a narrower range of Christian and small-government causes on the right. Members enjoyed the new “purposive” benefits of these groups—feeling like they were part of something bigger. These groups also got involved in party politics, bringing their donors and activists with them.

In an earlier era, before the New Deal, state and local political parties were also tangible presences in their communities and, like the beneficial societies, sources of camaraderie and well-being. They offered jobs and investments in loyal people and loyal communities. It was classic “materialist” politics for a materialist time.

But as civil service and good government reforms swept the cities in the Progressive Era, urban machine politics weakened. Local party bosses had less to offer. Rising middle-class affluence, especially following World War II, cut down on the demand for patronage. Bigger national and international issues were now energizing a new generation of activists.

In 1962, the political scientist James Q. Wilson investigated “club politics in three cities,” the subtitle of his classic book The Amateur Democrat. Wilson observed a stark divide. On the one side were the “professionals,” the older generation of machine politicians. They eschewed principle and ideology for the soft corruption of “small and not-so-small favors,” and they carefully balanced spheres of influence.63 On the other side were the “amateurs,” the hard-charging idealists who longed for something grander than the grubbiness of insular back-scratching and set their sights on the kinds of programmatic, principled party politics the authors of the 1950 APSA report had heralded.

“A keen antipathy inevitably develops between the new and the conventional politicians,” Wilson observed. “The former accuse the latter of being at best ‘hacks’ and ‘organization men’ and at worst ‘bosses’ and ‘machine leaders.’ The latter retort by describing the former as ‘dilettantes,’ ‘crackpots,’ ‘outsiders,’ and ‘hypocritical do-gooders.’ ”64

Wilson’s sympathies were with the underappreciated “professionals.” But these professionals were the products of a passing era. In the 1960s, the state and local “traditional party organizations” they commanded faded, as the old politics of patronage on which they depended dried up.65 State and local party organizations have been shells of their former selves ever since.

Later, in a 1973 book, Political Organizations, Wilson observed that political organizations could rely on three types of incentives: material, solidary, and purposive. Material incentives (tangible rewards like goods, services, or jobs) and solidary incentives (the opportunity to be with other people) had driven organizations in the past. But these incentives were losing their power, while the new “purposive” incentives were now driving organizational memberships.66

New activists wanted big, bold principles so that they could feel big and bold themselves. And the new cause groups of the 1960s and 1970s reflected this demand. Whereas their working-class parents with time but not much money had joined organizations to attend weekly potluck dinners, a new generation of professionals with money but not much time sent checks to stop nuclear war and save the earth, and got a monthly newsletter explaining how human civilization hung in the balance, depending on their financial support.

First, parties seem to vanish. But after a brief era of candidate-centered politics, newly nationalized parties emerge.

The Goldwater activist takeover of the Republican Party in 1964 struck one blow against the pragmatic gatekeepers of the old establishment. The more crushing and lasting blow came when an internal Democratic Party commission (the McGovern-Fraser Commission) wrested control over presidential nominations from the party insiders who led the tumultuous 1968 convention (and every convention before that) and turned it over to the voters through binding public primaries and more open delegate elections. Republicans followed along. Since 1972, both parties have used binding public primaries to select their presidential nominees, essentially putting voters in charge.

Political scientists have long lamented the parties’ decision to give away their most important responsibility—serving as the gatekeepers who ensure candidate quality—to the public.67 Certainly, these changes weakened parties as institutions. But parties were already weakened. The old machines of state and local politics were collapsing, and the old established elites were disorganized and confused. When activists set out to reform the parties, the old party regulars and insiders mounted little defense. They had nothing but informal, ad hoc, and arbitrary processes left to defend. Reformers thought they were making parties more responsible by bringing accountability.68

In retrospect, it’s easy to argue that ceding control of their nominations to the public was the wrong path for parties. But in the 1970s, parties appeared to be vanishing as entities altogether. For a while, it became fashionable to predict a party-less future in American politics.69 A new conventional wisdom came into vogue: The convulsive politics of the 1960s had shaken and dislodged the old partisan loyalties; the emergent era of mass media promised a new, independent political engagement; citizens would watch the news and come to their own conclusions, thinking for themselves. Parties would no longer be necessary.

To thrive in this world, members of Congress were building up individual enterprises.70 In a new era of televised campaigns, they hired their own professional consultants to guide them in the arts of permanent campaigning.71 They used all the powers of incumbency (including constituent mail) to build a personal brand, quick to highlight all the federal dollars they had secured for “the good people” back home.72

In this new environment, television became central. As one consultant quipped, “A political rally now consisted of three people around a TV set.”73 In this new, atomized politics, many feared a death of collective responsibility ahead, a politics of everyone for themselves. Jimmy Carter, who de-emphasized party and issues and instead ran on his own personal biography and character, seemed like the new model politician. But Carter’s administration struggled. He tried to work against and around the Democratic Party establishment in Congress, instead of with it. He got nowhere.

But then something surprising happened. In the late 1970s, national party organizations, once dismissed as irrelevant, emerged as meaningful political forces.74 Headquartered in Washington, DC, they coordinated fundraising and technical support for campaigns, serving as a hub for the emerging class of professional campaign consultants who helped to standardize party messaging and fundraising across the country, serving as a new connective tissue for a new era of national party building.75 Partisan candidates delivered clearer and more standardized partisan messages.76

Before the 1980s, local candidates ran on local issues. They didn’t have to answer for a whole long list of national party positions. As a result, both parties contained a great diversity of values and viewpoints. They could thus compete flexibly as essentially different parties in different places.

But as both parties developed more consistent national messages for an electorate more animated by sweeping moral issues, voters shifted increasing attention to national politics. It grew harder for Connecticut Republicans and Louisiana Democrats to distinguish themselves as unique species as they once had.77 Louisiana Democrats were replaced by Louisiana Republicans, and Connecticut Republicans gave way to Connecticut Democrats. As national issues became more important, voters cared more about the party labels than the candidates. Democrats and Republicans began to resemble something closer to the coherent parties the 1950 APSA report had envisioned.

Money matters more. Donors and consultants become the new political gatekeepers.

Campaigns grew more expensive in an era of television advertising. So where did all this money come from? Mostly, it came from wealthy donors, including corporate executives and employees, who had particular concerns. In the aggregate, they exerted a gravitational pull on the realm of possible policies both candidates and parties were willing to support. Candidates and parties stopped highlighting programs to help the poor and middle class. They spent more time on “economic growth” and lower taxes.78

In 1974, major-party House candidates spent a combined $138 million to get elected (in 2016 dollars). By 2016, the cost had more than tripled, to $554 million. Spending on Senate elections increased almost fourfold, from $214 million to $816 million.79 All this despite fewer and fewer competitive races.

The rise of campaign fundraising occurred alongside a new business activism. In the 1970s, in response to a vast expansion of government regulations, corporate America invested large sums of money in political activism. They organized political action committees, hired lobbyists, and funded think tanks to defend free enterprise (which they viewed as “under attack”).80 Corporate America invested heavily in the Republican Party, which was and always has been the more business-friendly of the two major parties. But when Republican fundraising sped ahead of Democratic fundraising in the early 1980s, Democrats pursued business-friendly policies too, to catch up.81

Corporate lobbyists helped to develop, legitimate, and tirelessly offer a compelling narrative for why policies that helped corporations were also good for everyone. They provided technical expertise to lawmakers, regulators, and their staff wrestling with an ever-complexifying economy. They made it easy for policymakers to believe that the less government interfered in the economy, the better. Collectively, they shaped a new pro-business intellectual environment.82

While the effects of campaign finance and lobbying were often subtle and took place over an extended time period, they were hard to deny. Ambitious politicians now had to be ambitious fundraisers too. Some could do it; some couldn’t. Those who mastered the fine art of self-telemarketing to wealthy donors and lobbyists were richly rewarded.

And so both parties slouched toward their new donor classes. And new policy priorities reflected it: more emphasis on tax cuts and fiscal responsibility, less emphasis on poverty alleviation and stagnating middle-class wages; more emphasis on scaling back business regulation, less emphasis on protecting workers’ rights; and more focus on the major social issues—targeting a new class of ideological donors passionate about big moral and global issues, like ending nuclear war and protecting the environment, and eager to use their wealth to advance their righteous vision.

The new donor class replaced the old party bosses as the political gatekeepers. And the parties highlighted the culture-war fights that divided their respective donor classes from each other, while Democrats tried to close the Republicans’ donor class advantage on economic issues (neither side’s contributors were hungry for a class war).

The new Republican Party coheres as a “negative response to liberalism.”

In November 1955, just a few days short of his thirtieth birthday, the writer William F. Buckley Jr. founded National Review magazine as a place for “responsible dissent from the Liberal orthodoxy.” In a now famous phrasing, the mission statement announced the purpose of the magazine: “It stands athwart history, yelling Stop, at a time when no one is inclined to do so, or to have much patience with those who so urge it.”83 Buckley was fresh off coauthoring a 1954 book, McCarthy and His Enemies, which described McCarthyism as “a movement around which men of good will and stern morality can close ranks” while he criticized “soft-headed atheistic liberals” on the other side of the divide.84

The magazine’s mission statement criticized liberals’ utopian social engineering as the road to totalitarian communism: “The most alarming single danger to the American political system lies in the fact that an identifiable team of Fabian operators is bent on controlling both our major political parties. . . . Clever intriguers are reshaping both parties in the image of Babbitt, gone Social-Democrat.” Buckley lamented that Republicans had gone along with Democrats in this fad for centralized government (Buckley was no fan of Eisenhower’s “Modern Republicanism”). And so the magazine called for Republicans to stand instead as the strong opposition to Democrats, in echoes of the 1950 APSA report: “We shall advocate the restoration of the two-party system at all costs.”85 Four years later, in Up from Liberalism, Buckley envisioned a “negative response to liberalism” as an organizing principle for a new conservative Republican Party.

In the 1960s, America went all-in on the liberalism Buckley so opposed. Democrats embraced the power of the government to help many previously disadvantaged groups and people. But equality for some meant a loss in status and power for others. And some of the programs seemed to backfire: If urban riots followed the War on Poverty, might there be something wrong with the initial program?

Similarly, Democrats had supported large-scale government regulation of business as a way to solve pressing problems of consumer safety, workplace safety, and environmental degradation.86 But by the mid-1970s, the economy was stagnating, and business owners across the country blamed the new regulations, calling them onerous and counterproductive.

In the Republican Party, the ideological “movement” conservatives supported Goldwater in 1964. They then supported Ronald Reagan’s failed attempts to win the party’s nomination in 1968 and again in 1976. They waged a long fight against the liberal-to-moderate establishment wing of the party.87 When the conservative (Reagan) finally defeated the establishment moderate (George H. W. Bush) in the 1980 primary, it was clear where the balance of power lay.

In the late 1970s, the Republican opposition story had congealed into a coherent and nationally winning narrative. Maybe America had lost its way. Maybe there was a way back. With Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980, it appeared the nation might be ready for Buckley’s negative response to liberalism. Republicans solidified a new coalition that spread the appeal of “limited government” beyond economic conservatism, where it had traditionally lived. “Limited government” now also meant not meddling in the private lives of citizens to enforce some Harvard professor’s idea of social justice or some big-city atheist’s view about prayer in schools.

The newly dominant forces in the Republican Party looked to the past and made common cause around negating liberal governing programs: the business leaders who revolted against the new regulatory state, the southern white conservatives whose carefully maintained racial hierarchy had been overturned, the evangelical Christians who felt their values were under attack, the working-class whites whose wages were stagnating and who began to worry about whether their kids would have a better life than they had, the foreign-policy hawks who saw American military reticence overseas as softening the existential fight for freedom against communist totalitarianism.88

In a two-party system, there was only one organized home for all of these disparate groups and interests who felt unwelcome in the Democratic Party. That home was the Republican Party. And so a new GOP ideology emerged, linking together all the threads into a new “conservative” narrative: Democrats were dangerous radicals bent on transforming America through a big-government takeover of everything.

This new ideology hung together on a unifying leitmotif of anti-communism. Communism was both godless (hence an enemy of Christianity) and socialist (also an enemy of capitalism).89 And if communism was for big government, the anti-communist Republican Party had to be for small government. Hence the staying power of Reagan’s quip: “The most terrifying words in the English language are: I’m from the government and I’m here to help.”

The more Republican Party leaders preached this mix of stances as conservatism, the more individual Republican voters heard it, updated their mental models, and demanded it of the leaders who had previously preached it to them. The economic conservatives learned to appreciate the causes of the traditional social conservatives, and the traditional social conservatives learned to preach the gospel of limited government and free markets. They were on a team together now, and they had to stick together to win. Gun rights and Wall Street deregulation both transmogrified into matters of individual liberty and freedom.

All these groups united under common threat, the encroachment of left-wing radicalism, and common mission, to defend the country against a liberalism that (in their view) was rotting the traditionalist moral core of a great nation.90 The danger of this negative-response-to-liberalism strategy, however, is that it becomes all about opposition and negation, and leaves little room for positive governance.

Democrats unite around universalism and bet on demography. But interest-group diversity makes narrative-building hard.

As the party of inclusion and opportunity, the postwar Democratic Party embraced an ethos of universalism. In a study of American party ideology, political scientist John Gerring describes Democrats’ consistent post-1952 message as emerging out of the “intertwined concepts of consensus, tolerance, compromise, pragmatism, and mutual understanding”—a “Universalist weltanschauung, in which all peoples, all faiths, and all lifestyles were embraced (at least in principle).”91 Democrats focused less on structural economic issues (like the conflict between labor and management) and more on the actualization of human potential and the ability of every individual to pursue their dreams, free of discrimination.

But while concepts like pragmatism and mutual understanding have their appeal, they are hardly a fighting faith. The modern conservatism defining the Republican Party since the 1980s had a clear enemy: communism, and liberalism by proxy. Democrats surrendered to the critique of liberalism and stopped using the label. But this left Democrats without a clear narrative, and thus vulnerable to the critique that they stood for nothing more than a laundry list of demands from single-issue cause groups that Democrats have tried to help through active government.92

Democrats spent a long time in power (they held unified control of government from 1932 to 1968, with a few exceptions). They helped out a wide range of previously disadvantaged or powerless groups in society. But advancing the status of some groups in society meant a demotion for other groups in society. There were predictable backlashes.

Democrats passed much transformative legislation, which they came to “own.”93 By the 1970s, Democrats were left defending these programs. Some worked well, while others didn’t, particularly some anti-poverty programs. But Democrats struggled to admit failures, for fear of offending their own constituencies. Meanwhile, with the New Left setting the agenda, the Democratic Party was out of step with public opinion on a wide range of cultural and social issues.94

This cost Democrats support from blue-collar white (and largely male) voters. But what they lost there, they began to gain elsewhere. The voting coalition of young voters, minorities, and highly educated professionals, especially women, powered Obama’s majorities in 2008 and 2012. This voting coalition could only give George McGovern 37.5 percent of the vote in 1972. But America in 2008 was more ethnically diverse and better educated than it was in 1972. The Democratic Party was the natural home for many of America’s expanding groups, particularly minorities and educated suburban professionals.

Politics is always divisive. The party system now amplifies and exacerbates the division.

In the 1960s, the social hierarchy changed dramatically. A new rights revolution brought a significant transformation of American life. Many Americans thought it was happening too fast.95 In many respects, the social transformations of the 1960s should have been far more politically destabilizing. So why weren’t they?

In the 1960s, racial and cultural divisions cut across, rather than between, the major political parties. The major civil rights bills were all bipartisan, with liberal Democrats and liberal Republicans supporting them and conservative Democrats and conservative Republicans opposing them. Whatever conflict was happening, it didn’t translate directly into partisan conflict.

Many liberal Republicans eventually opposed the Vietnam War, while many conservative Democrats supported it to the bitter end. Despite Nixon’s “southern Strategy,” he had a northern strategy too. As president, he signed bills promoting equal opportunity, voting rights, and environmental regulation and supported affirmative action.96 He won all of New England (except for Massachusetts) in 1972. Partisan political conflict lacked the same all-or-nothing quality it has today.

Today, Republicans have become the party primarily for white, evangelical Christians, predominantly men, who see national salvation in rediscovering the virtues of a simpler past. In their telling, that past was a time when clear moral guidelines and predictable social hierarchies gave order and stability to life, when America gained strength from cultural unity and up-from-your bootstraps hard work and there was no interventionist federal government working on behalf of the freeloaders. True national greatness lies in recovering the virtues of this past—in Making America Great Again.

Democrats, meanwhile, have become the party for everyone else. In the alternate telling, the past was not so simple. It was a time when old social hierarchies limited the humanity and liberty of too many Americans, a time when the government failed to right the wrongs of widespread discrimination and prejudice, a time when the government callously ignored the material needs of too many. The past belongs in the past. But the work is not yet complete. The true spirit of the Declaration of Independence—that all people are created equal and therefore deserve equal justice—remains unfulfilled. True national greatness lies in realizing this vision of tolerance and equality. Perhaps America was never so great.97

To many Republicans, Democrats are un-American. They denigrate our founding as a Christian nation and want to secularize every aspect of modern society. They want to sacrifice our sovereignty to globalist institutions under the guise of invented problems like global warming and to undermine our exceptional heritage by opening our borders to anybody, even those who want to blow us up. There is only one “real America,” and it doesn’t include the coasts or cities where many Democrats live.

To many Democrats, Donald Trump is un-American: His xenophobic, racist rhetoric stands in opposition to the true American vision of tolerance. It’s an affront to our nation of immigrants, a nation in which equality is written into our founding documents. Any Republican who supports or voted for him is guilty by association.

Today, because both parties are much more separate coalitions of social and identity groups, the electoral stakes feel much higher. If Democrats control Washington, many Republicans believe all will be lost. They fear Democrats will transform the country, relegating white Christians to the status of second-class citizens. If Republicans control Washington, many people of color, immigrants, and women fear for their well-being. And racial and social liberals fear living a country with leaders who negate their core values. It’s easy to understand why politics feels so zero-sum.

Many Americans do not fully subscribe to either of these oversimplified, binary stories. Even if they lean toward one party (and most do), many have deep reservations. But given only two viable choices, all voters must align themselves with one vision, which makes it hard to register their ambivalences. And as both parties try to win elections, they cast the other side as extreme and radical, reifying the divides. This messaging has permeated deeply into the American political mind, setting up a dangerous and unresolvable clash—especially given how closely matched the electoral support of the two parties are.

Conclusion.

This chapter has raced through six decades of political history. In 1960, the party coalitions were so capacious and overlapping that either could have conceivably become the party of civil rights. As politics nationalized and realigned, the once muddled parties sorted into two much more distinct coalitions, shaped and unified internally around two competing visions of national character.

Parties at mid-century were incoherent bottom-up confederations of state and local parties, where state and local “bosses” held most of the power. Their national brands were vague and incoherent. But as new issues nationalized politics, particularly civil rights, the parties became more nationalized too. Labor unions, which had once been a powerful force for economic voting, declined. And blue-collar whites, who had once voted Democratic for economic reasons, began voting Republican for cultural reasons.

As the old political machines became obsolete, a new generation of activists and donors replaced them as the political gatekeepers. Dependence on wealthy donors pulled both parties rightward on economic issues and dragged them into separate and clashing universes of social-issue causes. Parties emphasized economic issues less, and new culture-war issues reshaped political identities and allegiances.

No one factor alone explains the reordering of American party politics. Complex interacting and reinforcing trends separated the party coalitions into distinct camps over many years. Voters and social groups followed politicians. Politicians followed voters and social groups. Each made requests and demands of each other. As the new coalitions unified around cultural issues, economic concerns took a secondary role in partisanship. This elevation of culture-war politics, more than anything else, created the distinct and charged divisions that now define the two party coalitions. This divide is driving the toxic politics of today.

Many commentators today urge politicians to rediscover the values of a lost golden era of compromise and bipartisanship. But if a deeper understanding of this history should teach us anything, it’s this: Too much has changed since that era. There’s no going back. Moreover, that lost era was not so golden; it depended on a consensus to keep civil rights off the national agenda.

This story of coalition development might have played out in many different ways, but no matter what, it would have been subject to the same vital constraint: America has a two-party system. And within a two-party system, the possibilities for coalitions are much more limited. We now turn to how American political institutions, particularly elections, channeled the changing political order in a way that drove the country apart.


4

The Collapse of the Four-Party System and the Rise of Zero-Sum Politics

In 2016, independent senator Bernie Sanders, a self-identified socialist who caucuses with the Democrats, nearly became the Democrats’ presidential nominee. When he ran again to be the Democrats’ candidate in 2020, he entered as a frontrunner. Here’s a less well-known fact about Sanders. He came to the Senate first in 2006 by winning a seat Republicans had held for almost 150 years—longer than any other in the country.

In 1850, lawyer Solomon Foot won the Vermont Senate seat as a Whig. In 1854, Foot helped found the Republican Party. The seat would stay Republican until May 2001, when then-senator Jim Jeffords left the Republican Party and declared himself an independent.1

“I became a Republican not because I was born into the party,” Jeffords recalled when he announced his switch, “but because of the kind of fundamental principles that these and many Republicans stood for: Moderation, tolerance, fiscal responsibility. Their party, our party, was the party of Lincoln.”2

Jeffords, who first came to Washington in 1974 (otherwise a bad year to be a Republican), cast himself in the tradition of a long line of moderate-to-liberal Vermont Republicans. “In the past,” Jeffords went on, “. . . the various wings of the Republican Party in Congress have had some freedom to argue and influence and ultimately to shape the party’s agenda.” But that was no longer the case. George W. Bush’s election had put renewed pressure on Republicans to maintain unity to pass conservative Republican bills. And Jeffords resented it. In a more capacious party, Jeffords could be a Vermont Republican. But now there was room for only one mold of Republican in Washington. A liberal Vermont Republican fit the conservative Republican Party of 2001 like a pearl onion atop an ice cream sundae.

Two and a half years later (January 2004) in rural conservative northeast Texas, Ralph Hall, a Democratic congressman and a World War II veteran, announced he was becoming a Republican. Hall had long been one of the most conservative Democrats in the House. His conservatism reflected a rural district that hadn’t voted for a Democratic president since Lyndon Johnson. In 2004, Hall made a political calculation: “I think I can get re-elected much easier if I run as a Republican.”3

A Republican won the initial 1869 election for the Fourth District of Texas. But in 1870, a Democrat named John Hancock won the seat. The seat stayed in Democratic hands for another 130 years, until Hall’s switch. For almost half a century, from 1913 to 1961, it was home to Sam Rayburn, the legendary Democratic Speaker of the House.

Rayburn grew up the son of a Confederate cavalryman turned cotton farmer, and worked the cotton rows himself. His political philosophy denied simple categorization. He “held in testy contempt all efforts to classify his political philosophy as conservative, liberal, moderate or by any other such term.”4 Instead, he identified with his party: “I always say without prefix, without suffix and without apology that I am a Democrat.”

But in 2004, northeast Texas and Democrat no longer went together. As a newly affiliated Republican, Hall won re-election easily, and then again in 2006 and 2008. But in 2014, a Tea Party US attorney named John Ratcliffe came along to challenge Hall, then ninety-one years old. The conservative Club for Growth backed Ratcliffe. The insurgent won the primary and cruised to a November victory when Democrats didn’t even bother to field a candidate. In 2016, Heritage Action, a conservative grassroots organization, rated Ratcliffe as the second-most conservative House member and the most conservative member of the Texas delegation, narrowly edging out even the stalwart conservative warrior Senator Ted Cruz.5

America used to have four parties inside the two-party system. Governance worked better then.

The diverging political trajectories of Vermont and northeast Texas stand in for the broader reshaping of the two-party system. Both Jeffords and Hall were remnants of factions that once thrived within their respective parties—liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats. They were replaced by one of the most liberal and one of the most conservative members of Congress.

From the 1950s through the early 1990s, America’s two-party system (in name) held within it a four-party system: liberal Democrats and conservative Democrats, and liberal Republicans and conservative Republicans. Each represented distinct and meaningful voting factions. None had a majority on its own.

Conservative Democrats came primarily from the South, including Texas. Liberal Republicans came primarily from the Northeast, including Vermont. These factions voted with their parties enough to maintain the label but broke with their parties enough to annoy the party regulars.6 Disparate voting coalitions came and went around different economic, social, and foreign policy issues.7 Bipartisanship arose because lawmakers had to negotiate and bargain across party lines to pass bills. Bipartisan relationship building flowed from the necessity of building coalitions on an issue-by-issue basis.

Party and congressional leaders also took a lighter touch, and committees and then subcommittees (starting in the 1970s) operated with much more independence than today. Without party leaders driving the process, the committees and subcommittees had more room to build cross-partisan coalitions. They also hired many expert staff then to help them. They held many hearings to develop and think through possible legislation. They took the politics of problem-solving seriously, in a way that seems almost unfathomable today.8

At the time, many critics described Congress as being too chaotic, because the more bottom-up policy process often appeared confusing and nonlinear. Congress was full of individual policy entrepreneurs, who sought opportunities and built coalitions where they could. But a nonlinear and open process meant different interests could come together in complex and unpredictable ways. Diversity of perspective made for slower, less efficient policymaking. But it also made for better, more careful policymaking.9

By most accounts, the era from the mid-1960s through the early 1990s was a period of peak performance for the US Congress—careful committee hearings leading to an impressive list of landmark, bipartisan legislation.10 Scholars could legitimately argue that “concern for the substantive goodness of policy”11 mattered in policymaking, and that “Those who can persuasively assert that they have invented the better mousetrap can claim political attention. Ideas, and those who have mastered them, come to play a larger role than they would in pure preference politics.”12 Good policy ideas could triumph over narrow interests, at least under the talented leadership of genuine “policy entrepreneurs.”13

Especially from 1965 to 1980, voting patterns across many different issues in Congress exhibited a high degree of “multidimensionality.” In other words, voting patterns did not follow a predictable one-dimensional left-right structure but reflected complicated trade-offs across competing priorities and values, which made space for fluid coalitions across different issues.14

Starting in the 1980s, however, and especially since the 1990s, voting across all issues collapsed into a single, predictable left-right dimension. More than ever before, today almost all (97 percent) of congressional voting is purely partisan.15 Everything is now Democrat versus Republican.

The once fluid multidimensional Congress depended on the internal diversity of both major party coalitions and a legislative process where committees and even subcommittees drove the lawmaking process. It also emerged from a particular macro-political landscape that incentivized problem-solving and offered little reward for partisan gamesmanship: From 1969 to 1992, Washington experienced an extended period of divided government, a period unique in American history for its prolonged split decision on which party should rule. Democrats controlled the US House for the entire period and the Senate for most of the period. Republicans won five of six presidential elections, and might well have won six of six if not for Watergate. Even though Democrats had unified control of government under the Carter presidency, they behaved as if they had divided government. Carter was frequently at odds with Democrats in Congress.

From the mid-1950s through the early 1990s, consistently about 30 percent of House districts split their tickets (generally voting Republican for president, Democrat for House). The conventional wisdom of American politics became: Democrats had a lock on the House. Republicans had a lock on the presidency. The American people collectively wanted Democrats and Republicans to work together.

Perception became reality. A set of stable expectations led to a semi-stable bargaining environment. Chances were the balance of power would stay more or less the same after the next election. And given that both parties remained broad coalitions, the necessary political compromises wouldn’t change either.

Perhaps there was a certain logic to the division of power. Democratic members of Congress were popular and familiar incumbents. They represented the character of their districts. They paid keen attention to local issues and could distance themselves from the national Democratic Party as needed. On discrete local issues, the ticket splitters wanted more money and support for their communities. But on sweeping national issues, they wanted law and order, strong national defense, fiscal responsibility, and a traditional moral vision for a nation they feared was changing too much, too fast. Ticket splitting appeared as a way to get both.

But, like all eras that seem permanent at the time, the long era of divided government eventually ended, and the four-party system finally gave way to a two-party system. The nationalization of politics around new culture-war questions became impossible to resist.

The long era of divided government ends. Elections nationalize. The four-party system collapses.

In 1992, Democrats won the presidency by nominating a moderate southerner who could lean into folksy charm to prove he was in touch with heartland values. Bill Clinton drove Republicans crazy in a way no Democrat had before. His philandering habits and the scandals that led to his impeachment put an exclamation point on the conservatives’ argument that Democrats were leading America into a libertine Gomorrah. Republicans responded by sending more artillery to fight the culture wars.16

A wave of congressional retirements in 1992 and 1994 eroded Democrats’ incumbency advantage. Some retiring members were just getting old. Some chafed at the new fundraising demands and increasingly centralized leadership structure in Congress. Others were dogged by mounting scandals. Redistricting disadvantaged others. In particular, newly created majority-minority districts “packed” Democratic voters into a smaller number of lopsided districts, electing more minority candidates but costing many incumbent white Democrats their seats.17 In 1994, congressional Republicans also had a Democrat in the White House to run against for the first time since 1980 (when they had previously picked up thirty seats).

In 1994, Republicans won the House by nationalizing the congressional election. Newt Gingrich enforced Republican brand consistency by having candidates sign on to a national platform, the “Contract with America.” The 1994 election was the beginning of the end for the four-party system. The Democrats’ losers and retirees in 1994 were mostly conservative Democrats. As they disappeared from the Democratic caucus, liberals gained the clearly dominant balance of power among House Democrats. Conservative Republicans won in the newly gained Republican seats, shifting the Republican congressional caucus firmly toward the conservatives.

But whatever de-stabilizing trends helped make the Gingrich revolution possible, Gingrich’s leadership exacerbated them. Politics was growing combative. In commanding Republicans’ 1994 midterm efforts, Gingrich handed out a party memo titled “Language: A Key Mechanism of Control.” Here were some of his recommended words to describe Democrats: “Betray, bizarre, decay, destroy, devour, greed, lie, pathetic, radical, selfish, shame, sick, steal, and traitors.”18 It marked a new escalation in the contentiousness of campaigning.

In the mid-1990s Democrats and Republicans also began speaking in separate languages, talking past each other and to different audiences: separate echo chambers of consultants, activists, and sympathetic media. They first began to use different words to talk about taxes, then crime, elections, immigration, minorities, and religion.19

The 2000 election marked the last time a critic could credibly argue there wasn’t a “dime’s worth of difference” between the Democrats and Republicans.20 By 2004, base mobilization was becoming more important than persuasion of swing voters. Genuine swing voters were becoming too few and unpredictable to deserve the attention campaigns had once bestowed on them.21

Over the next decade and a half, the last remnants of the old four-party system either retired, lost re-election, or changed their politics.22 The national party brands became sharper as the public faces of the parties changed. And as the parties increasingly stood for different moral and cultural values, their regional appeal became more distinct. More and more states and congressional districts became lopsided. All these forces fed into each other, sharpening the conflicts, deepening the divisions, and whittling down the battleground territory to a narrower and narrower swath—a reinforcing doom loop.

The Democratic wave elections of 2006 and 2008 swept away all but a few remaining liberal Republicans, and the Republican wave election of 2010 swept away all but a few of the remaining conservative Democrats, leaving two truly distinct legislative governing coalitions. Certainly, divisions remain within both parties. But today, the divisions in the parties are between liberal and far-left in the Democratic Party and between conservative and far-right in the Republican Party. Unlike in the past, there are no cross-cutting cleavages.

The decline of the four-party system, with data

Now let’s play back the tape with some data.

In Figure 4.1, I show the share of members of Congress over time in each category: liberal Democrats, conservative Democrats, liberal Republicans, and conservative Republicans.23 Then in Figure 4.2 I combine conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans into a larger category I call “moderates.”

These data reinforce the broader story. At mid-century, moderates represented about a third of members of Congress, and both liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats had meaningful representation. But starting in the 1970s, as the post-civil-rights realignment began, those numbers declined. Following the 1994 election, the ranks of both liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats slid markedly. Today, liberal Republicans are all but extinct, and only a few lingering conservative Democrats remain.
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Fig 4.1 Four parties in the House and Senate

Source: Analysis of NOMINATE data, voteview.com
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Fig 4.2 Moderates have declined in Congress.

Source: Analysis of NOMINATE data, voteview.com



Congress works differently under a top-down two-party system. It’s much worse.

As the new, fully sorted two-party system replaced the old four-party system, leadership structures in Congress changed. When both parties were internally diverse, party leaders led with a soft touch, giving committee chairs much more autonomy and independence than they have today.24 Committees held hearings and built bipartisan coalitions, and Congress passed bills with wide bipartisan support. It’s what Washington pundits today romanticize as “regular order.”

But in the early 1970s, a rising young group of liberal Democrats grew frustrated with southern committee chairmen who had earned their positions through seniority (a benefit of coming from the then solidly Democratic South) and used their power to block liberal legislation. In the 1970s, with liberals in ascendance, Democrats changed the rules. They gave more power to party leaders to enforce more programmatic consistency. They also delegated power to subcommittees, as a way to get around the conservative chairs who had gained their power through seniority. A few committee chairs were even booted.25

Initially, subcommittee activity expanded. Ultimately, the reforms centralized leadership. Most Democrats in Congress wanted leadership that would advance liberal policies. These centralizing trends were clearest in the House, where the speakership has more formal powers.26 Democrat Jim Wright became Speaker in 1986, replacing the more congenial Tip O’Neill. Under pressure from fellow Democrats, Wright drew sharper partisan lines. To accomplish this, he grabbed more power for himself. Many moderate-tempered Republicans had played a go-along get-along role under O’Neill and previous Democratic Speakers. But the new Democratic leadership was now much less accommodating. The Republican militants had their exhibit A for why it was time to take up partisan arms in response.27 Newt Gingrich’s rising popularity in his own caucus benefited from Democrats’ perceived abuses of power.28

Gingrich, an avowed enthusiast of “responsible party government,”29 worked to undermine Democrats at every chance. He organized the Conservative Opportunity Society as a forum for principled and steady opposition. He accused Democrats of having a “leadership of thugs.” Republicans took advantage of the still open amendment processes on the House floor to complicate Democratic bills and force difficult votes. They took advantage of the new C-SPAN channel to make uninterrupted speeches lambasting Democrats (viewers at home didn’t know the chamber was empty). As House Democrats lurched from scandal to scandal in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Gingrich’s case got stronger.

When Gingrich assumed the speakership, he centralized power much more than his Democratic predecessors. He slashed committee staffing levels and reduced Congress’s in-house expertise, as a way to weaken competing power centers. He hand-picked committee chairs based on their loyalty to the party and their ability to fundraise.

Every Speaker since Gingrich has kept or expanded a leadership structure that centralizes considerable power in the Speaker’s office. In both the House and the Senate, more bills have bypassed committees altogether,30 and more legislation has come up for a vote without meaningful opportunities for individual members to see it in advance or offer amendments.31 Individual appropriations bills are now fused into giant must-pass, last-minute omnibus packages.

Individual members may grumble about how the new leadership-driven process marginalizes them and makes Congress a miserable place to work. But party leadership has a powerful case, given the always electorally insecure times: Let us run the show. Let us control the message. Don’t mess with the party brand. If we don’t stick together, we’ll wind up in the minority party. And you know how miserable that will be. Members might give nice speeches about how Congress ought to return to that so-called regular order. But they do nothing to make it happen. Presumably, they understand that the alternative to centralized leadership is chaos (at least temporarily) and difficult votes.

Though the Senate majority leader position has fewer formal powers than the House Speaker, over the last two decades, Senate majority leaders have used their more informal powers in similar ways to enforce partisan discipline.32 And they’ve succeeded for the same reasons. Much as fellow senators may complain, they also ultimately want a leader who will sharpen the partisan contrasts and prevent them from taking tough votes. It’s all about winning that always-around-the-corner “next election.”

About that “next election”: Pendulum politics is a wrecking ball for governance.

If the era of divided government (1969–92) yielded a semi-stable equilibrium that encouraged bargaining and negotiation, the era since has generated different political incentives. Compromise has given way to obstruction and holding out for the next election. Policymaking has become more unstable and less legitimate.

Since 1992, Washington has experienced pendulum politics. The federal government has now cycled through unified Democratic control (1993–94), to divided government (1995–2002), to unified Republican control (2003–6), back to divided government (2007–8), back to unified Democratic control (2009–10), back to divided government (2011–16), back to unified Republican control (2017–18), and back once more to divided government (2019–20) with (as of this writing, at least) a real possibility for unified Democratic control again in 2021.

Each election, it seems, is now a “change” election, with at least one chamber usually switching between parties. But beneath the broad desire for change lies a deep disagreement about the direction of change. And beneath the macro-level instability, the micro-level parity of partisan voting has been remarkably stable. For almost three decades, America has been a 50–50 nation, with less and less shared ground. Split-ticket voting and “swing voters” have vanished, and partisan voters have supported their candidates at record-high levels.33

Parties keep winning unified government thinking they’ve achieved a permanent majority, only to suffer the inevitable disappointment and backlash once they assume the role of the new Washington insiders.

Party competition is essential to modern mass democracy (see chapter 2). And yet close two-party competition has driven zero-sum political trench warfare where every inch matters, with disastrous consequences for governance. When majority control of Congress is up for grabs each election, parties have little incentive to work together. The more the “out” party obstructs and attacks the “in” party, the less legitimate the “in” party will seem in the next election. Why take “half a loaf” and compromise when you can hold out for full power in the next election?

“The primary way that parties make an electoral case for themselves vis-à-vis their opposition is by magnifying their differences,” writes political scientist Frances Lee. “In a two-party system, one party’s loss is another party’s gain. A party looks for ways to make its opposition appear weak and incompetent, and to seem extreme and out of touch with mainstream public opinion. As parties angle for competitive advantage using such tactics, the upshot is a more confrontational style of partisanship in Congress.”34 Lee’s 2016 book, Insecure Majorities, shows how this knife’s-edge balance of power has driven both parties into increasingly stark, no-compromise mindsets, pouring resources into messaging and party branding far above policy development and problem-solving.

Parties have sharpened their rhetoric and waged more emotionally performative battles. Many of these fights are now carefully stage-managed by party leaders on both sides to draw the sharpest divisions, while avoiding votes on issues that might divide a majority party. Contrasts are now clear. Many pressing public problems remain unresolved.

This dramatized conflict makes the electoral stakes seem higher. It makes cross-partisan compromise even more unlikely. Electioneering takes over. Governance recedes. In short: two disciplined partisan parties, unwilling to work together, competing for narrow majority control, constitute a recipe for mostly gridlock with occasional lurches of controversial policies of uncertain durability. But mostly gridlock.35 And where Congress fails to act? A weak first branch makes for a powerful second branch: the president steps in and grabs the power a dysfunctional Congress abdicates.

Congressional weakness is yet another doom loop. A weaker Congress means a more powerful presidency. A more powerful presidency means more nationalized and higher-stakes elections. More nationalized, higher-stakes elections make for more toxic politics. More toxic politics makes for a more partisan, more centralized, and weaker Congress. A weaker Congress means a more powerful presidency.

The era of pendulum politics has been devastating for legislative productivity. Though Congress still passes piecemeal and small-fix legislation, it no longer does big bipartisan lawmaking.36 The last significant burst of landmark bipartisan lawmaking took place in 1990. That year, a Democratic Congress passed and Republican president George H. W. Bush signed the Clean Air Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Immigration Act of 1990, and the Budget Enforcement Act of 1990 (a major budget deal). All four bills reflected a serious, bipartisan, evidence-based, committee-driven process.

The rest of the 1990s into the early 2000s produced a dwindling handful of major bipartisan bills.37 But since Republicans achieved unified government control in 2003, all major legislation has been effectively partisan legislation. And because it is very hard to pass major legislation with a narrow partisan majority, this means more and more major national problems are left to the executive branch, or simply unresolved.

During rare bursts of unified government control, the party with the majority writes laws in a top-down fashion, behind closed doors. Leadership keeps rank-and-file lawmakers in the dark until the last minute, when they have no time to give input, let alone read the bill before voting.38 Increasingly, majority-party lawmakers have turned to unorthodox procedural hardball tactics to evade debate and coerce their bills into law (such as “budget reconciliation” to circumvent the Senate filibuster).39

This non-deliberative, rushed process means bills don’t get the scrutiny and internal peer review national legislation should have. Today, legislation gets passed with more errors.40 And when the legislative sausage is manufactured under these contested and controversial procedures, the American people smell a rat in it and express disapproval.41 The saga of the Democrats’ Affordable Care Act is a paradigmatic case. It’s a major bill that the opposing party has worked to delegitimize and undermine at every opportunity. And a drafting error almost cost the law its constitutionality.42

This era of close competition and pendulum politics has been ongoing for almost three decades. It is unusual in American politics. Only one other era (the 1870s–1890s) came anywhere close. Figure 4.3 shows the balance of partisan power in Washington since 1933. The tight balance of partisan power and the steady back and forths have defined the era since 1993. American political institutions have never experienced this narrow knife’s-edge partisan competition for so long.
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Fig 4.3 Balance of partisan power



In retrospect, it’s easy to be nostalgic for the George H. W. Bush administration, the last sustained era of genuine bipartisan lawmaking. But public opinion and voting behavior from the 1990s reveal an electorate unhappy with their choices. A common 1990s critique of American political parties was that the two parties were still too close together. Too much of American politics was being fought on the forty-yard line, leaving most elections as contests between Tweedledee and Tweedledum (as Green Party candidate Ralph Nader would argue in 2000, echoing Roosevelt’s critique from 1938).43 To fully represent the diverse views of Americans, especially among political minorities, some argued that multiparty democracy was necessary.44

Many worried about a decline in voter participation. The 1996 election marked a modern turnout low for a presidential election—just 51.7 percent of voting-age Americans cast a ballot. Some scholars attributed the “vanishing voter” to a widespread belief the parties were too similar, rendering voting pointless.45 In 1992, 40 percent of Americans said they couldn’t articulate a single important difference between the two parties, and 49 percent believed there was no difference in the parties’ abilities to solve pressing problems.46 If it didn’t matter who won, then why vote?

Voters wanted clearer choices. They now have those clear choices. But they aren’t any more satisfied. Clearer choices have raised the stakes of elections, and perhaps increased turnout. Yet they’ve made governing more dysfunctional. This is the same trade-off we saw in chapter 2.

In the American two-party system, it appears we can only have either (1) two distinct parties offering voters unambiguous choices or (2) messy party coalitions that muddle through and make laws. We can’t have both.

The second option is certainly better. But as we saw in chapter 2, it is suboptimal. A multiparty system, by contrast, can give us both: distinct parties and problem-solving coalition government.

The winner-take-all electoral system played a big role in the death of the four-party system too. It has turned (population) density into (political) destiny.

The American system of single-winner, first-past-the-post elections occurs in districts (the House) or states (the Senate). This means that once a party is down 55–45 in a state or a district, there’s really no point in wasting resources there.47 There’s no point investing in party building, and it’s hard to recruit quality candidates (nobody ambitious wants to waste time on a campaign they’re sure to lose).

Urban and coastal regions tend to be culturally liberal; rural and interior regions tend to be culturally traditional. This is common across most countries.48 In an earlier era, when the culture wars were within, not between, the parties, Democrats could compete in rural America, and Republicans could compete in urban America. But since the 1990s, as the national brands of the two parties became more consistent and organized around divisive culture issues, (population) density has become (political) destiny. Tell me how urban or rural your state or congressional district is, and I’ll tell you (with high certainty) whether you are represented by a Republican or a Democrat.49

This partisan split oversimplifies political divisions and undermines broader representation. Rural voters are not all the same. Urban voters are not all the same. The problem is, when they can pick only one representative, the underlying diversity is lost. Rural Democratic voters and urban Republican voters still exist. But in our electoral system, they have no representatives in government. Instead, it’s the rural Republicans and the urban Democrats who define the party. This creates and reinforces divisions.

When rural Democratic voters have no representatives in the party, it becomes harder for them to feel like the Democratic Party stands for people like them. The same goes for urban and coastal Republican voters: it’s hard for them to feel at home in the modern Republican Party. This leaves both groups at sea. A Congress with red-state Democrats and blue-state Republicans would look more like the old four-party system, which existed before there were “red” states and “blue” states. Back then, there were just states.50

In multiparty democracies, parties of the right represent voters in urban areas, and parties of the left represent voters in rural areas. But in our winner-take-all political system, the left has written off rural America, and the right has written off urban America. And in a country almost evenly balanced between districts and states that are more urban and districts and states that are more rural, this has effectively turned America into two one-party countries since the mid-1990s, when the divisions became much more apparent.

Consider: In the 1992 presidential election, more than a third (1,096) of America’s 3,113 counties went for one party or the other by less than ten points. In 1992, only ninety-three counties (fewer than 3 percent) were true landslides (that is, decided by fifty points or more). By contrast, in 2016, fewer than one in ten (303) were decided by ten points or less, and almost four in ten counties (1,196) were true landslides.51

Counties are a useful standard, because their boundaries don’t change. But the same trend of waning two-party competition has been taking place in congressional districts. Ahead of the 1998 election, the Cook Political report listed 164 House districts as “swing” districts.52 Ahead of the 2018 election, that number had fallen to just seventy-two. So in just two decades, the share of potential swing districts went from 38 percent to 17 percent. The decline is represented in Figure 4.4 . And over this same twenty-year period, the number of true toss-up districts (a Cook Partisan Voter Index between D+2 and R+2) went from sixty-eight to thirty-two, or from 16 percent to just 7 percent.53
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Fig 4.4 Competitive congressional districts are declining.

Source: Cook Political Report



Here’s another measure of the deepening red-blue division: In the five elections leading up to 2016, thirty-seven of fifty states (74 percent) voted the same way for president in all five elections, marking a record-high predictability. Only 2008 and 2012 came close, with 66 percent (thirty-three states) voting the same way in the five elections leading up to 2012, and 62 percent (thirty-one states) voting the same way in the five elections leading up to 2008.54 Since the term “swing state” came into wide usage in the 2000 election, competitive “swing states” in presidential elections have steadily declined.55 “Election 2012: A Nation Votes, Ohio Decides,” the Colbert Report joked in naming its election coverage that year. Figure 4.5 shows the uniqueness of the current period.
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Fig 4.5 More states today are solidly one-party than ever before.



The partisan balance of states and districts also impacts the kinds of representatives who go to Congress. As a general rule, the more one-sided the district or state, the more likely it is to send an extreme representative to Congress.56 In one-party-dominant districts and states, representatives devote most of their energies to taking positions on polarizing, national issues. Mostly, they’re concerned about staving off a potential primary challenge, which means they need to make sure they remain in good standing with their district’s or state’s most dedicated partisan voters. This means being a stalwart partisan fighter, not a squishy bipartisan compromiser.57

In the few balanced states that exist, senators still try to avoid the controversial national issues and focus instead on securing federal funding for the district.58 But few such balanced states and districts still exist. Few members tout federal spending as the key to their re-election campaigns these days. No surprise, then, that members of Congress voluntarily gave up earmarks in 2011. They didn’t need or want them anymore.59

And even the few remaining competitive districts are not home to large numbers of moderate voters either. Instead, they are more likely to be half traditionalist small towns and half cosmopolitan professional suburbs, medium-sized cities, or college towns.60 It’s not surprising, then, that even these districts no longer elect members with more moderate voting records.61 Winning elections depends on mobilizing turnout more than persuading rapidly disappearing moderate swing voters.

Meanwhile, would-be moderate candidates have mostly stopped even running. They know they’ll have a hard time winning a primary, and even if they do, they’ll be out of step with their party in Congress.62 And local party leaders generally don’t want them. This is especially true among Republicans. According to a recent comprehensive survey of county-level party leaders, local Republican Party leaders prefer nominating extreme candidates to centrists by a 10–1 margin, while local Democratic Party leaders prefer extremists to centrists by a 2–1 margin.63

Finally, when elections are not two-party competitive and parties don’t invest in party building, many voters just check out. Their votes don’t matter. And campaigns aren’t bothering to motivate them. Electoral competition forces parties to perform the essential functions they should perform in a democracy—engaging and educating voters. But parties have little incentive to spend resources in uncompetitive districts mobilizing voters who are unlikely to help them win more seats.

Upper-income voters are most likely to vote regardless of whether or not parties mobilize them, which means the electorate has become even more heavily tilted toward upper-income voters.64 Meanwhile, voting among low-income voters has been on the decline for decades.65 and declining electoral competition is partly to blame.66 This decline in low-income voter participation has consequences. When the poor turn out at lower levels, and when their votes are not pivotal, politicians can safely ignore the poor.67 This has contributed to rising inequality,68 which has fueled further cynicism and resentment in our politics—yet another doom loop.

Conclusion: What killed the four-party system? Nationalized culture-war politics and winner-take-all elections.

The old four-party system worked when Vermont Republicans like Jim Jeffords and northeast Texas Democrats like Ralph Hall could get elected as independent subspecies of Republicans and Democrats, untethered to their national parties. They could get elected when parties’ national brands were muddier and less distinct, and when voters cared more about the person representing them than which party had a majority in Washington. These distinctly local political animals could get elected when national elections weren’t a zero-sum contest over competing visions of national character.

In the 1990s, as high-stakes culture-war politics redefined partisan conflict, conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans went extinct. Winner-take-all elections greased the slide into Red America versus Blue America.69 Once the partisan balance reached 55 percent in districts and states, parties stopped wasting resources, and candidate quality stopped mattering. Primaries loomed larger, pulling parties more to their extremes. The national brands of the parties became even more distinct. Voters cared more and more which party controlled Congress and less and less about the candidates themselves.

The current political system has no mechanism for self-correction. Single-winner plurality elections have turned the two major parties into separate regional parties, both dominated by representatives from the places where strong partisans are most likely to be surrounded by other strong partisans. The close balance of national power and the repeated pendulum cycle of shifting partisan control send a strong signal to party leaders: Under periods of divided government, hold out for unified government. Under periods of unified government, get as much done as possible, by whatever means possible. Your time is limited.

In this era, Congress has become dysfunctional and weak. Gridlock and centralized partisan leadership have replaced flexible and fluid bipartisan compromise-oriented legislating, and Congress hasn’t had a serious burst of bipartisan lawmaking since 1990. A weak Congress makes for a more powerful presidency, and a more powerful presidency raises the stakes of elections, which makes polarization worse. It’s a self-reinforcing doom loop, with no obvious way out in the existing two-party system.

These forces have delivered a genuine, fully sorted two-party system, with two distinct, nationalized, non-overlapping parties. We now turn to how American democracy has fared under this new party system. The short answer is: terribly.


Part II

The Contemporary Crisis


5

The New Era of Toxic Politics

On January 21, 2009, President Barack Obama addressed 1.8 million people gathered on the National Mall in the blistering cold for his inauguration. “In the words of Scripture,” he told them, “the time has come to set aside childish things.”1 Democrats now had decisive control of both chambers of Congress for the first time since 1993 to go with the White House. Liberal pundits and scholars talked of a new era of American politics: it would be a Democratic majority for the foreseeable future, thanks to changing demographics and the growing social liberalism of the country;2 the emerging Democratic majority was finally here, and it seemed like it would be with us for a while.3

Republican Party leaders indeed might have looked at the election results, the demographics, and the polling trend lines and conceded that the liberal pundits and analysts were right: Republicans should just go along, lending their support to a new Democratic mandate. But where would this have left the GOP? Wouldn’t concession resign them to minority status in American politics for the foreseeable future?

And what about their constituents, who, Republican politicians believed, had elected them to be a check on liberalism, not an enabler of it? Republicans could find plenty of polling to show that America was still basically a conservative country.4 And in fact, maybe the problem was that Bush’s presidency had betrayed the conservative tradition, and that was why Republicans lost. If so, the strategy was obvious: object, oppose, and obstruct like hell. Make Democrats look like failures and extremists. Then restore America to its true conservative glory.

In December 2008, Eric Cantor (of Virginia), then the number two in the House Republican caucus (deputy whip), huddled with his whip team and two pollsters. “We’re not here to cut deals and get crumbs and stay in the minority for another 40 years,” Cantor said. “We’re going to fight these guys.”5 In January 2009, the House GOP’s new campaign chairman, Pete Sessions (of Texas), opened his presentation by asking, “If the Purpose of the Majority Is to Govern . . . What Is the Purpose of the Minority?” He revealed the answer on the next PowerPoint slide: “The Purpose of the Minority Is to Become the Majority.”6

House Republicans were on board with obstructionism. The Democratic wave elections of 2006 and 2008 had wiped out the remaining liberal Republicans. Hardly any Republicans with instincts for compromise remained.

Contrary to the Obama-inspired hopes of a new post-partisan era, America becomes a genuine two-party democracy.

President Obama first earned a national reputation with a keynote speech at the 2004 Democratic National Convention. He argued that the political divisions between Red America and Blue America were false creations of pundits and pollsters, and that underneath the color-coded maps there was far more in common.

“Even as we speak, there are those who are preparing to divide us, the spin masters and negative ad peddlers who embrace the politics of anything goes,” Obama told the convention crowd then. “Well, I say to them tonight, there’s not a liberal America and a conservative America—there’s the United States of America. There’s not a black America and white America and Latino America and Asian America; there’s the United States of America. The pundits like to slice-and-dice our country into Red States and Blue States; Red States for Republicans, Blue States for Democrats. But I’ve got news for them, too. We worship an awesome God in the Blue States, and we don’t like federal agents poking around our libraries in the Red States. We coach Little League in the Blue States and have gay friends in the Red States. There are patriots who opposed the war in Iraq and patriots who supported it. We are one people, all of us pledging allegiance to the stars and stripes, all of us defending the United States of America.”7

Though Obama ran as a Democrat, his soaring campaign rhetoric promised a new, “post-partisan” era. Obama perhaps hoped that his personal charm and historic presidency, being the first black man in the White House, would somehow inspire a new era of nonpartisan problem-solving, following the divisive years of the Bush presidency. This was not to be.8 One cannot redirect a raging river with words, no matter how eloquent.

The first priority for the Obama administration was a major economic stimulus bill, designed to jolt a slumping economy into recovery. Democrats hoped to win some Republican support for the bill. Not a single House Republican signed on.9 After much cajoling, Democrats won three Republican votes in the Senate: Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania, who would later switch to being a Democrat, and the two Maine Republicans, Susan Collins and Olympia Snowe. George Voinovich, the Republican senator from Ohio, explained why he opposed it: “If [President Obama] was for it, we had to be against it.”10

Next came health care. Hoping to build something that could get bipartisan backing, the Obama administration started with a proposal close to what Mitt Romney had spearheaded as governor of Massachusetts, and which drew on ideas proposed by the conservative Heritage Foundation (a Washington think tank) years earlier.11 For months, the bill lingered in the Senate Finance Committee, where Republican ranking member Chuck Grassley of Iowa kept stringing along Democratic committee chairman Max Baucus of Montana, who kept working gamely for bipartisan support.12

Obama gave a speech to a joint session of Congress on health care that September. He tried to rebut rumors that the Affordable Care Act would give illegal immigrants free health care. Joe Wilson, a Republican congressman from South Carolina, impudently interrupted, shouting, “You lie.” Obama responded to Wilson: “That’s not true.” (Obama was correct.)13 Eventually, the Democrats gave up on Republicans and passed the Affordable Care Act on their own.

Rather than work with Democrats to solve an obvious crisis in healthcare affordability, Republican leaders worked to have something to run against in the 2010 midterms. They set to casting the new law as a socialist government takeover of American medicine that would sentence older Americans to “death panels.”14 The strategy worked. Vulnerable Democrats who voted for the Affordable Care Act paid a measurable electoral penalty.15

“We worked very hard to keep our fingerprints off of these proposals,” then–Senate minority leader Mitch McConnell later admitted. “Because we thought—correctly, I think—that the only way the American people would know that a great debate was going on was if the measures were not bipartisan. When you hang the ‘bipartisan’ tag on something, the perception is that differences have been worked out, and there’s a broad agreement that that’s the way forward.”16 McConnell was offering American voters clear alternatives. There was no “bipartisan love match” like in the 1950s, when responsible partisans had complained the parties were too similar.

In the 2010 midterms, John Boehner, then the presumptive House Speaker if Republicans won back the House, promised zero tolerance for Obama’s agenda. “We’re going to do everything—and I mean everything we can do—to kill it, stop it, slow it down, whatever we can.”17 And on the eve of the 2010 election, McConnell had further clarified the stakes, uttering his now-famous salvo: “The single most important thing we want to achieve is for President Obama to be a one-term president.”

In November 2010, Republicans took back control of the US House. Democrats suffered their biggest losses in their Blue Dog caucus, a group of conservative Democrats that had formed in 1995. In 2010, twenty-eight of the fifty-four remaining Blue Dog Democrats lost. The Democrats became an even more solidly liberal caucus. The lost Democratic seats predominantly went to conservative Republicans. With the Democrats’ losses in 2010, the remaining vestiges of the party’s conservative wing were too small to have any meaningful power in the caucus. The last relics of the old four-party system shrank to irrelevance.

Two-party democracy had arrived in full. No more would Democrats or Republicans have any possible overlap in their coalitions. They would be entirely distinct, offering clear alternatives to the American people.

In January 2011, Obama delivered a banal State of the Union address encouraging Americans to make the tough decisions needed to “win the future” (the theme of the address). “We can’t win the future with a government of the past,” he argued.18 Six years of divided government followed. Lawmaking ground to a halt, and trust in government hit new lows.

In June 2012, a still hopeful Obama, campaigning for a second term, predicted that once he won re-election, the hyperpartisan fever that had been roiling Washington might finally break. Obama explained, “My hope, my expectation, is that after the election, now that it turns out that the goal of beating Obama doesn’t make much sense because I’m not running again, that we can start getting some cooperation again.”19 Today “The fever may break” looks more like it is missing a direct object. The missing direct object is “American democracy.”

Obama began his second term, in 2013, with a Republican-controlled House. Republicans had taken an exceptionally aggressive approach to congressional redistricting in 2011, capitalizing on a 2010 wave election that gave them unified control of 25 states, up from just 14 before the election.20 As a result, even though Democrats won more votes for House seats in 2012 (59.6 million votes to Republicans’ 58.2 million), they wound up in the minority. Republicans translated a lower vote share of the House vote into a 234–201 seat advantage.21

In October 2013, Senator Ted Cruz rallied hardline Republicans in the House into refusing to accept a budget deal containing any funding for Obamacare, leading to what was then the second-longest budget shutdown in government history—sixteen days. Cruz, aiming to build the national profile he thought would elevate him to the White House, gave a twenty-one-hour Senate speech made famous for his reading “Green Eggs and Ham” to his daughters via C-SPAN.22 Eventually Republicans gave up on what most of them recognized was a preposterous demand.

Republicans won back control of the Senate in the 2014 midterm elections, an election pundits described as the “Seinfeld Election” because it seemed to be a “campaign about nothing.”23 It was a campaign about nothing because both sides were playing a game of inches, trying to grind out mobilization victories, rehashing stale clichés and character attacks.24 With little excitement and few competitive races, turnout hit a seventy-two-year low: just over 36 percent of eligible voters showed up.25

In October 2015, House Speaker John Boehner, facing a mutiny from far-right members in the Republican House caucus who threatened to oust him, suddenly retired. These far-right Freedom Caucus members had been unhappy with Boehner’s top-down style of leadership, which they felt had forced members into compromising too much with Democrats. They wanted somebody who would be an even more disciplined partisan fighter. Eventually, Paul Ryan stepped into the role.

Three years later Ryan, too, retired. By then he had significantly walked back his career-defining promises of fiscal responsibility (his 2017 tax bill added $1.5 trillion to the national debt over ten years) and capitulated to Donald Trump’s nativist vision for the Republican Party.26

And then came the moment that stands for so much of the bitter zero-sum escalation in Washington: In February 2016, conservative Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia died. Now majority leader, McConnell immediately announced he would not even hold a hearing on whoever Obama nominated to fill the open Court seat. This move to deny a sitting president the opportunity to get a vote on a Supreme Court nomination was unprecedented. Hoping to call McConnell’s bluff, Obama nominated a moderate, sixty-three-year-old Merrick Garland. McConnell didn’t blink. Democrats were apoplectic. McConnell’s gambit paid off. An open Supreme Court seat helped rally Republican votes in the 2016 election, and Republicans got to fill the seat in 2017 with Neil Gorsuch and hold their 5-4 majority on the court.

Collectively, these developments added up to a portrait of mounting partisan war, with a Republican Party moving steadily rightward in opposition to a Democratic Party.27 It didn’t matter whether Democrats gestured toward moderation and centrism. Meeting in the middle was no longer the point. In this new era of genuine two-party politics, the point was political victory. The point was making the other side look bad.

The Obama presidency and rising immigration make race more salient. The party coalitions continue to change, elevating the racial divide.

There was something else going on during the Obama years too. Partisan politics was taking on a clearer racial imagery.

In 2009, not only did a Democrat become president; a black man named Barack Hussein Obama moved into the White House, and the racial imagery of the Democratic Party changed. For some working-class whites, having a black man in the White House was an uncomfortable development that came to stand in for larger changes in the character and identity of the country.28

Many working-class Americans were growing anxious. In many interior parts of the country, not only had the economy been stagnant for decades. The share of foreign-born citizens in America had been rising steadily. In 1970, it was 4.7 percent. In 1990, it was 7.9 percent. In 2009, when Obama took office, it was 12.5 percent. By 2016, it was 13.5 percent.29

Electorally, the Democratic Party had benefited from the growing diversity of the country, one reason that many believed Democrats were now the new natural majority party. Before Obama, some working-class whites still saw the Democratic Party as the party of Bill Clinton. But this new development, a black man as the head of the Democratic Party, caused them to rethink their partisan identity.30

Immigration also came to define the parties more clearly. Many heard the sounds of a country that was changing and disliked a possible future where they’d have to press 1 for English. Republican political and media elites picked up on these anxieties and amplified them. They linked new Hispanic and Muslim immigrants with crime and terrorism.31

Prior to the 2000s, both parties had contained a mix of pro- and anti-immigration views.32 Even in the 2000s, many leading Republicans, including George W. Bush, had hoped to win the support of Hispanics by supporting pro-immigrant policies. But though Bush tried to broker bipartisan immigration deals, he faced too much resistance in his own party. As immigration expanded, so did the backlash—especially in the whitest places, where immigrants seemed most unfamiliar and thus most threatening. As Republicans and Democrats took clearer stances on immigration in the 2000s, voters most concerned about immigration changed their party allegiances.33

And so, during the Obama years, the decades-long migration of racial conservatives out of the Democratic Party and into the Republican Party continued. Meanwhile, as politics became more racialized, Democrats made big gains particularly among Asian Americans, and smaller but notable gains among Hispanics.34

Most importantly, as these shifts helped move questions of national identity to the forefront of politics, political and media elites in both party coalitions took stronger and clearer positions on issues concerning immigration and racial justice. Democratic voters began to express more racially liberal views,35 while Republicans became slightly more conservative.36 Here is one example: the share of Democrats who say “Racism is a big problem in our society today” grew from 32 percent in 2009 to 58 percent in 2015 to 76 percent in August 2017. Among Republicans, it grew from 18 percent in 2009 to 40 percent in 2015. But since 2015, it has fallen to 37 percent, making for a 39-point gap between the two parties—the largest recorded in such polling.37

On the surface, the political fights during the Obama presidency were fights about health care and the government’s role in the economy. But one didn’t have to dig far below the surface to learn that attitudes about health care correlated closely with attitudes about race; What opponents of “Obamacare” opposed most of all was their hard-earned tax dollars going to help “undeserving” recipients.38 When politics forces us to take sides on questions of national identity, our racial identities become more salient to politics. They define our partisan identities. More on this in chapter 6.

The Tea Party exemplified this fusing of antigovernment, anti-Democrat, anti-Obama, and anti-immigrant sentiment.39 The new network of groups took their name from CNBC commentator Rick Santelli’s February 2009 rant about having to pay for his neighbors’ profligate mortgages. Santelli threw in a reference to the anti-tax Boston Tea Party of 1773, and a label was born. The irony of the rant was that the Obama administration bailout that provoked Santelli’s rant helped Wall Street, and did little for individual homeowners.40 But symbolism is everything in politics. And if there was already sense that government was corrupt and broken, the financial crisis of 2008–2009 only re-affirmed it.

What distinguished the Tea Party from regular Republicans? Mostly, they were just harder-edged, more combative, no-compromise-oriented citizens who felt an especially acute sense that their country was being taken away from them, and they needed to do something about it. Political scientists Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson closely observed Tea Party activists and supporters. The activists saw themselves as hard-working, productive members of society who deserved the government benefits they got. But they believed they were being taken advantage of by “haughty, overbearing, and dubiously patriotic higher-educated elite,” who wanted to take the spoils of their hard work and give them to freeloaders who didn’t deserve it.41

The distinction between freeloaders and hardworking taxpayers, Skocpol and Williamson observed, “has ethnic, nativist, and generational undertones that distinguish it from a simple reiteration of the long-standing American creed.”42

Republicans embrace the “restoration” and “last chance” narrative.

With a new influx of racially conservative ex-Democrats and the departure of racially liberal ex-Republicans, the Republican coalition of the 2010s was more rural and racially conservative. And the Democratic coalition was more cosmopolitan and racially liberal. This was the divide. And political leaders are ultimately captives of the coalitions they have.

Even if Republican leaders were uncomfortable with some of these more revanchist groups and voters who were growing more active and vocal in their party during the 2010s, they also needed them to win elections. And the more the party ideology evolved to incorporate them, the more normalized and acceptable these views became.43

Republicans also had a particular coalition problem. To keep the party’s donor class engaged and supportive, the party’s economic program continued drifting toward a pro-business government austerity more and more at odds with public opinion, even among Republicans. Questions of national identity could distract from that unpopularity. That was a terrain Republicans thought they could fight and win on.

And so Republicans, including 2012 GOP presidential nominee Mitt Romney, leaned on the restoration narrative. In 2012, journalist Molly Ball observed, “Returning to the past is a major theme of Romney’s stump speech, in which he bemoans Obama’s radical impulse to ‘transform America’ and proposes, instead, that America be ‘restored.’ ” Ball cited a typical Romney formulation: “Candidate Barack Obama pledged that he wanted to ‘transform this nation.’ And, unfortunately, that is exactly what he has been doing. . . . I don’t want to transform America; I want to restore the values of economic freedom, opportunity, and small government that have made this nation the leader it is.”44

Paul Ryan, Romney’s 2012 running mate, had opened his 2008 policy manifesto “The Roadmap Plan” (issued when he was an up-and-coming House member) with a similarly dire warning: “America is approaching a ‘tipping point’ beyond which the Nation will be unable to change course.”45 And Rick Santorum, who finished second in the 2012 GOP primary, regularly warned his audience, “We are reaching a tipping point, folks, when those who pay are the minority and those who receive are the majority.”46

In short, Republican voters learned their country was being taken away from them. They learned that the only way to derail this dire fate was to defeat Democrats.

After Romney lost the presidential election in 2012, the GOP establishment moderates put forward an “autopsy report” arguing that for Republicans to win going forward, they’d need to appeal more to young voters and racial minorities. “If our Party is not welcoming and inclusive, young people and increasingly other voters will continue to tune us out,” the report warned.47 The Republican voting coalition, however, was pushing the party in a very different direction. Republican voters were older and more rural than ever before. And conservative elites kept telling them that the country was being taken away from them and that each election was their last chance to stop it.48 Such a conflict flowed naturally from the new binary divide of American politics.

Donald Trump picks up the resentment narrative, turns dog whistles into screaming rants, and promises “winning.” Republicans choose him as their presidential nominee.

On June 16, 2015, a TV celebrity, longtime political gadfly, and erstwhile third-party candidate descended an escalator in a Manhattan office tower and announced he was running for president, as a Republican. Donald J. Trump gave a long rambling speech that included some memorably derogative comments about Mexican immigrants (“They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists”), and launched a campaign slogan that seemed to perfectly distill the restorationist impulses that now tied together the Republican Party: “We are going to make our country great again.”49

Why did Trump win the Republican presidential nomination in 2016? For one, he was a celebrity who understood the dark arts of manipulating press coverage by stoking controversy. For another, he was running in a crowded, seventeen-person field, where 25 percent support was enough to make him a frontrunner. Moreover, a divided Republican establishment failed to coordinate money and endorsements around a single candidate, as it had in almost every prior nomination. But what really gave Trump the edge over his Republican competitors was his ability to do three things extremely well.50

First, more than any other candidate, he distilled the new toxic binary politics to its essence: winning and losing. And he promised “winning.” The Republican establishment had cast Democrats and Obama as the enemy, but Obama had beaten them. The Republican establishment had promised to repeal Obamacare. They had failed. “Politicians are all talk, no action,” Trump said in his announcement speech. Trump was not a politician. He was a man of action, a confident alpha male, chest puffed out and ready for battle.

Republican voters were frustrated. Republican politicians had described Democratic rule in existential, apocalyptic terms, but failed to reverse it. What was wrong with them? Were they just weak-willed wimps? Trump was there to capitalize on this disappointment and distrust. In a politics that was starting to resemble war, Trump used his brash attacks on fellow Republicans to prove he was a fighter. In a sea of “low-energy,” “lying,” and “little” candidates, he stood tall. And his reckless disregard for conventional notions of truth and total disinterest in policy details made it all seem so easy.

Second, whereas previous Republican politicians had waltzed around the complex politics of racial resentment and anti-immigrant sentiment with coded language and hedged promises for decades, Trump lindy-hopped right up to the most nativist elements of the Republican coalition. He brought them to the center of the primary dance floor, giving them the recognition and status they had craved, speaking directly to their frustrations about “political correctness.” Trump validated Republican voters’ anxieties with America’s changing culture and growing diversity as legitimate grievances. He picked up the GOP’s restoration narrative from 2012 and acted it out with genuine conviction, delivering the performance of a lifetime.

Third, whereas previous Republican politicians had blamed rapacious elites and powerful special interests for the declining economic fortunes of middle-class Americans and then done nothing but cut taxes for the rich, try to privatize Social Security, and cut social spending for the middle class, Trump made big promises around Social Security and Medicare. He said he’d take on Wall Street and big pharma. These were popular positions.

In 2015 and early 2016, many commentators dismissed Trump. Not only was he a buffoon; he also lacked “conservative” bona fides, which they were sure Republican primary voters wanted. Trump had once been a Democrat, and his vague policies didn’t meet the National Review’s definition of conservative (in January 2016, National Review ran a special “Against Trump” issue).

But Trump intuited that “conservatism” was not a program but a political identity. The “negative response to liberalism” (as Buckley had divined in 1959) was still the organizing principle. Trump’s lack of ideological conviction freed him to update that negative response, while other candidates wedded themselves to an outdated Reagan-era catechism. If the new liberalism was more cosmopolitan, Trump’s negative response was more nationalist and anti-globalist. If the new liberalism was all about embracing diversity, Trump’s negative response was to rail against “political correctness” and broadcast his authenticity by making sexist and racist comments.

Many analysts have criticized the Republican Party for not stopping Trump. If the “Republican establishment” were better organized, many have argued, they might have unified around a single “establishment” candidate, who then could have kept the Republican Party moderate. But too many Republican voters were now weary of so-called establishment candidates. Party elites, playing the role of hard opposition in the two-party system, had delivered a steady diet of resentment-filled anti-Obama politics. Voters heard that the America they knew was being taken away from them, and this made them angry. They wanted someone with a fire that matched their anger.

Most of the early big money went to former Florida governor John Ellis “Jeb” Bush, brother of the forty-third president and son of the forty-first. But his “Jeb Can Fix It” slogan never caught on. And his boast of eating “nails before breakfast” never quite seemed credible.51 Another establishment hopeful, Marco Rubio, seemed robotic in early debates. Republican voters clearly wanted an outsider. Ben Carson, a political novice, got some early attention, but his catatonic energy and stumbling responses eventually caught up with him.

Ted Cruz, a no-compromise conservative warrior whose primary voters held attitudes similar to Trump’s primary supporters,52 might well have been the nominee if not for Trump. But he was too disliked and distrusted in the party to be the consensus anti-Trump candidate. Perhaps most in the Republican establishment figured that they could lie low. Trump would surely lose, and his loss would discredit the nativist, anti-establishment forces in the party. Then the party’s establishment could return to its rightful place.

But what 2016 revealed was that whatever semi-moderate establishment existed in the party, it no longer held the balance of power. And when you’ve lost the balance of power within your own party, you have nowhere else to go in a two-party system.

The 2016 election becomes a binary choice on national identity.

For many months after the 2016 election, a shell-shocked punditry fumbled to explain how the seemingly impossible had happened. How had Hillary Clinton, despite having led in the polls throughout, despite being the far more qualified candidate, lost the election?

Everyone had a theory. But perhaps there wasn’t that much to explain. The election went about as one might have expected if a generic Democrat and a generic Republican went up against each other. Given the fundamentals, Clinton probably over-performed slightly. The economy was OK, but not great. A Democrat had been in the White House for eight years, and so the time-for-a-change factor came into play. And partisanship was high.53 For all the discussions of Trump’s racist appeals being something different, the truly remarkable thing about the election of 2016 was how ordinary it was, at least by the numbers. Eighty-nine percent of Democrats voted for the Democrat, and 90 percent of Republicans voted for the Republican.54

Not all Republicans who voted for Trump bought into his nativist populism, and many had deep reservations about his character and judgment. “What they did buy into was the argument that this was a ‘binary choice,’ ” conservative talk radio host Charlie Sykes explained after the election. “No matter how bad Mr. Trump was, my listeners argued, he could not possibly be as bad as Mrs. Clinton. . . . In this binary tribal world, where everything is at stake, everything is in play, there is no room for quibbles about character, or truth, or principles.” Sykes then made a (correct) prediction: “Now that the election is over, don’t expect any profiles in courage from the Republican Party pushing back against those trends; the gravitational pull of our binary politics is too strong.”55

But perhaps Clinton’s campaign had made one important mistake. It ran a record-high percentage of negative attack ads and a record-low number of policy-related ads.56 Her campaign strategists saw an opportunity to brand the entire GOP as “bigoted and extreme.”57 The strategy backfired.

By framing the election as a referendum about bigotry and national values, the Clinton campaign kept these issues front and center—at a time when many did feel that maybe the country was changing too much, too quickly. In just twenty years (from 1996 to 2016), America went from being a nation where two-thirds (65 percent) of its citizens were white and Christian to a nation where barely four in ten (43 percent) were both white and Christian.58 Demographers were saying America would soon become a majority-minority country and non-whites would soon outnumber whites—a revelation with the power to turn some people more conservative.59

Trump played up the last-chance rhetoric: “This will be the last election that the Republicans have a chance of winning. You’re going to have people flowing across the border, you’re going to have illegal immigrants coming in and they’re going to be legalized and they’re going to be able to vote and once that all happens you can forget it.”60 And two in three of his supporters agreed that “the 2016 election represented the last chance to stop America’s decline.” (Only 22 percent of Clinton voters felt the same way.)61 A cottage industry of data analyses explaining the 2016 election have found that racial attitudes and status threats were uniquely powerful predictors of 2016 presidential vote choice, above and beyond straight partisanship, but that various measures of “economic anxiety” were uncorrelated with vote choice. Bottom line: Trump picked up some Obama voters in key places primarily on the strength of his racial appeal.62

Conclusion.

In 2010, America became a genuine two-party democracy, with two political parties standing as distinct, separate coalitions of voters and social groups. The 2010s have been a political disaster: a decade of dysfunctional government and noxious politics. America is divided over two competing visions of national identity. Politics is now all about winning and losing. Governance is breaking down.

All of these developments are connected. America has become a genuine two-party democracy because national identity now marks the dividing line between the two party coalitions, leaving no space for overlap. American national politics is dysfunctional because it has two distinct, non-overlapping parties, each constantly seeking to win a narrow majority. The governing institutions are set up to require compromise and coalition-building. But the winner-take-all electoral system pushes against compromise and coalition-building. Parties have no incentive to work together. And voters, increasingly convinced that the fate of the nation is at stake with every election, now actively punish compromise. The result is toxic politics and political disaster.

Though these trends have been building for decades, it was only in the 2010s that they reached their full expression. It was in the 2010s that political opposition fully became political obstructionism, and that political opponents became political enemies. Finally, the 2010s marked the completion of the half-century partisan realignment that began with the civil rights revolution, with one party (the Democrats) fully becoming the party of diversity and cosmopolitan values, and one party (the Republicans) fully becoming the party of white, Christian America and traditionalist America. We now turn to why this conflict over national identity is so dangerous—and why a two-party system makes it especially hard to resolve.


6

All Politics Is Conflict; Not All Conflict Is Toxic

Following the 2016 election, a new strand of political commentary emerged, blaming “identity politics” for the divisive state of American politics. The argument went something like this: Too many Americans had become too focused on their ethnic, religious, and other subnational identities. Rather than emphasizing common values that unified them, too many Americans were busy highlighting kaleidoscopic identities that fragmented them. How could we possibly come together if we were so obsessed with our diversity?

Republicans had long accused Democrats of being too focused on subnational identities and undermining national unity. But now some self-critical liberals wondered whether the Democrats had focused too much on diversity, alienating hardscrabble white men and leading them to Donald Trump.

In perhaps the most widely debated salvo against “identity politics,” Columbia humanities professor Mark Lilla urged Americans to embrace a “pre-identity liberalism” that would focus less on sexuality and religion and more on “a nation of citizens who are in this together and must help one another.” Lilla went on, echoing the long-standing antipartisan tradition in American politics: “National politics in healthy periods is not about ‘difference,’ it is about commonality.”1

This sounds nice. The consensus fantasy always sounds appealing (chapter 2). But issues of commonality are not political issues. Political issues are issues where there are genuine disagreements, and politics is the proper forum for working out disagreements.

Undeniably, we are now in a toxic period. Especially now, the allure of unity stands in sharp relief to the intense fighting. But eradicating or ignoring difference is not the solution. The answer is to fight differently. I’d thus offer a revision to Lilla’s assertion that “national politics in healthy periods is not about ‘difference,’ it is about commonality.” It is better to put it this way: National politics is always about difference. In healthy periods, it is about reconcilable differences. In toxic periods it is about irreconcilable differences.

So why is politics sometimes about reconcilable differences and sometimes about irreconcilable differences? That’s the subject of this chapter, and it follows from the history and theory laid out in the preceding chapters. The basic argument is that the character and quality of national political fights depend fundamentally on the issues that divide political parties from each other. Sometimes these fights are multi-dimensional and negotiable. Other times, these fights are binary and zero-sum. When they are binary and zero-sum, democracy becomes difficult.

All political parties are coalitions. Some issues divide parties internally. Other issues unite parties internally but divide them from each other. Political conflict flows from the issues that divide parties from each other, since party leaders have every incentive to draw contrasts to the opposing party while avoiding issues that would split them internally.

As chapter 3 demonstrated, the underlying social group coalitions in the American party system have changed considerably over the last six decades. The new, existential conflict over national identity emerged out of those changing coalitions. As chapter 4 demonstrated, this change was exacerbated and made more intractable by America’s winner-take-all electoral institutions, and, specifically, their mismatch with the compromise-oriented governing institutions. As chapter 5 demonstrated, this new binary conflict has been very bad for the functioning of American democracy.

This chapter will take a more theoretical turn. I’ll go deeper under the hood of how party coalitions and partisan conflict operate in American politics, building on the history lessons from the previous three chapters. I’ll explain why the current conflict over national identity is such a dangerous one, and why the two-party system makes it so difficult to resolve. I’ll delve into political psychology and explain why the binary nature of our politics makes this kind of conflict so much worse. Furthermore, I’ll explain what the current arguments over identity politics often get wrong, and why the key to political stability is not to ignore identity or stop fighting about it, but instead to complicate it. Rather than seek simple answers, we must embrace complexity and uncertainty.

Partisan conflict remains the lifeblood of democracy. Without some partisan division, modern mass democracy is unworkable. But with too much partisan division, modern mass democracy is also unworkable. By understanding how partisan conflict actually works, we can make it manageable. And by understanding the constraints that two-party democracy imposes on the possibilities for partisan conflict, we will see why a binary party system is so dangerous, especially when it gets stuck on a fight over national identity.

American political parties are always “coalitions of enemies” who must “put aside differences.” Partisan conflict emerges from what divides the parties from each other.

American parties have never been top-down hierarchies, with responsible party leaders who decide what parties stand for. They have always been broad coalitions. Party positions emerge from strategic leadership and complex bargaining within coalitions. At times, parties can feel like ubiquitous forces of political life without clear boundaries. Emphasizing their amorphous nature, political scientists have described parties as “networks,”2 or, more evocatively, “blobs.”3 Here’s a useful definition from political scientist Hans Noel: a political party is “a group of political actors who form a united front, putting aside their differences so that they can capture control of government.”4

But “putting aside differences” is no small feat. As big-tent coalitions, American parties are always “coalitions of enemies.”5 The politics of party coalition management constantly challenges leaders. Party leaders must decide which issues to prioritize and which issues to minimize. They must find language vague enough to be inclusive but sharp enough to motivate. Most of all, they have to win elections. All while keeping everyone on their side happy, or at least happy enough not to defect.

While party leadership is challenging in all democracies, it is especially so in America, for three reasons. First, in a two-party system, party leaders must pitch unusually big tents. This means more competing interests to balance.

The second challenge to party leadership in America is the open, binding public primary. Party leaders lack direct control over who their candidates are. Since “candidate selection is one of the central defining functions of a political party in a democracy,”6 this makes American political party leaders uniquely weak—they have no formal powers in deciding who the parties nominate for office.

If a reality TV star turned anti-system candidate runs without support from the party and wins, he can become the party’s nominee and the president of the United States. If a Holocaust denier wins a congressional primary, he becomes the party’s nominee, no matter how much the party’s leaders may deny him official and monetary support.7

The first example is well known. The second example is from the Eleventh District of California, which covers the suburbs east of Oakland and Berkeley. In 2018, Republican candidate John Fitzgerald publicly said, “Everything we’ve been told about the Holocaust is a lie” and “My entire campaign, for the most part, is about exposing this lie.” Fitzgerald won a crowded primary. He lost the November general election overwhelmingly in the solidly Democratic district. But on the strength of being the Republican candidate, he still got 28.1 percent of the vote.8

Certainly, party leaders can coordinate money and endorsements, which have some impact, particularly in lower-profile races.9 But binding direct primaries give voters the ultimate say. Both the Republican Party and the Democratic Party comprise thousands of candidates who collectively define the public face of the party.10 Though they all identify as Republicans or Democrats, they each have their own ambitions, perspectives, constituencies, values, and aligned activists and donors. Think of Paul Ryan, or John Boehner, or Nancy Pelosi trying to lead their party in Congress, struggling to find the policies and messages that will be meaningful enough to resonate beyond the chamber yet not so meaningful as to cause a rift in their party.

Third, a separation-of-powers system adds an extra obstacle, as the Framers intended. Coordinating across branches is difficult, especially when presidents and senators and House members all have different electorates and thus different electoral incentives pulling them in different directions.11 (Presidents have to win nationwide, senators only in their states, and House members only in their districts.) The nationalization of American politics has homogenized incentives across branches and chambers as elections have become a referendum on the sitting president (all depends on his popularity). But this creates its own problems (see chapter 4 on the decline of Congress).

Parties’ positions reflect a complicated logroll among different groups within their coalition, with each group agreeing to support the others’ priorities.12 Donors and organized activists wield considerable power in this complex negotiation, because without a dedicated support base or lots of money, candidates rarely get noticed. Donors and activists recruit some candidates to run13 and make it impossible for other candidates to run by starving them of support.14 But often activists and donors have unpopular priorities.15 This creates challenges for party leaders, who also want to win elections. Leaders’ general strategy is to focus political conflict around the issues where they think they’ll do better with the public.16

Though these loose coalitions often seem chaotic, incoherent, and impossible to lead, party leaders have one unique advantage in a two-party system: they can simply point to the other side as being worse for any interest group or voting bloc they want to keep in the fold. This gives party leaders in a two-party system a strong incentive to disparage the other side as venal and extreme. If one party is disqualified, the remaining party becomes the default. And it’s easiest to do this when the other party stands for fundamentally different groups and fundamentally different values. Values that are (sotto voce) un-American.

Note that while the phrase “Lesser of two evils” is widely used in American politics, the phrase “Lesser of three evils” never appears anywhere. According to my crack research efforts (internet searches), the most prominent use of the phrase “Lesser of three evils” was as the original title of a 2007 martial arts movie (tagline: “A hit-man, a mobster, and a corrupt detective confront each other when events come to a head for them”). The film fared poorly. The producers renamed it Fist of the Warrior.

Parties help voters decide how to think about political issues. Sometimes this works well. Sometimes it doesn’t.

What about the voters? Their choices are limited to what’s on offer. They can only choose among the issue bundles that the major parties put together. They learn what’s important based on what parties fight over. And they adjust their priorities and their positions accordingly.

Some voters are unhappy about this and reject both parties. But most politically active Americans identify with (or at least vote for) Democrats or Republicans. Usually, these alliances go deep, often back to childhood, and amplify through broader social group affiliations. Then, with a partisan team as your guide, political life makes sense. You don’t have to think so hard about it. You know who’s right and who’s looking out for people like you. Most important, you know who’s wrong and who’s out to get people like you.17

I’ll never forget my experience as a young Philadelphia Inquirer reporter on Election Day 2000, sent out to collect local “color” from polling stations across Bucks County, outside of Philadelphia. In the wealthy suburb of Doylestown I met a well-dressed woman wearing a silver elephant lapel pin that glinted in the November sun. She was voting for George W. Bush. “If Democrats had the right policies,” she told me, “they’d be Republicans.” It was only years later, after getting a PhD in political science, that I came to appreciate how representative this woman was, though few describe it so plainly.

At one level, it’s perfectly rational to pick a party and stick with it as a guide to the complexities of political life.18 Many policy questions are abstract, technical, and remote. Even experts frequently disagree. Most sensible people have better things to do with their time than read lengthy white papers on all sides of the argument and then dutifully formulate their own “independent” conclusions.

And in theory the built-in accountability mechanism of elections should bring partisan voters to roughly the same place they would wind up anyway, and a whole lot more efficiently.19 If you know Democrats stand for “people like you,” you can count on them to have the right policies. This makes politics a lot easier. Parties help regular folks busy with jobs and families and other life responsibilities so they don’t have to master the intricacies of international trade to know whether they should support a currently up-for-debate trade deal or not.

Some Americans, however, reject partisanship precisely because they see this kind of deference as dangerous. They cling to an antipartisan view that people should think “independently” and for themselves. Yet if everybody thought for themselves and came to different conclusions, it would be impossible to organize politics. All would be chaos. Parties limit the alternatives. These limits make politics comprehensible and political compromise possible.

When partisanship is healthy, parties are faithful advocates for the groups and interests they come to represent. Partisan politicians bargain on behalf of their constituents. When party democracy works well, parties offer meaningful but not irreconcilable differences on important public policy questions—different enough to give voters clear alternatives, but not so different as to preclude future compromise. When party democracy works well, there is nothing wrong with loyal partisans (like the Doylestown Republican I met back in 2000) thinking their party is always right.

But when partisanship turns toxic, thinking your party is right turns to thinking the other party is not only wrong, but dangerously wrong—so dangerously wrong that should they ever get into power, their policies would pose an existential threat to the nation. When loyalty is absolute, parties can mislead voters they supposedly represent into supporting policies that in fact make their lives worse off.

And here lies the danger of excessive partisanship. If people let their parties do all the thinking for them, they can be misled.20 If people identify too closely with parties, they’ll view their parties as extensions of themselves and therefore feel compelled to justify all of their parties’ positions, regardless of objective facts.

After all, most people would rather be right than get it right. We’d rather have affirmation than information. As a result, we accept the facts and arguments consistent with our side being right and disregard or counterargue everything else.21 And when both sides embrace separate factual universes, compromise becomes unlikely.

Why do we sometimes get healthy partisanship and sometimes fall into toxic partisanship? It depends on the partisan conflict. It depends on how the coalitions are organized. Partisan conflict emerges out of the issues that keep parties together internally and divide them externally. Voters decide what’s important based on what the parties are fighting about.

In short: the political coalitions define the conflicts; the conflicts then define the political coalitions. When the conflicts turn bitter and zero-sum, this becomes a doom loop of toxic partisanship.

Conflict is the one constant, however. Democratic politics can’t exist without at least some division. But different types of conflict have different consequences for democratic stability. Let us now turn to the nature of political conflict.

There are two great political conflicts: “Who gets what?” and “Who are we?”

Conflict in all democratic societies basically boils down to two great questions: “Who gets what?” and “Who are we?” Or, put another way, all conflicts are at their core either about economics and the distribution of material resources or about national identity, culture, and social group hierarchy. Sometimes these conflicts are separate. Other times, they are yoked together, and “Who gets what?” becomes a question of “Who deserves what?” Depending on which great question predominates, we get different politics.

Economics: Who gets what?

The “Who gets what?” conflict is a conflict about economics. In any society, some people are richer than others. Some regions are richer than others. Government has the supreme power to equalize the wealth. It can do so directly by redistribution—taxing rich people more and giving that money to poor people and poor regions through social welfare and direct investment. Or it can change market rules: Different regulations and tax incentives privilege different interests and groups, and changing them reshuffles the winners and losers.

This conflict typically manifests as a contest between an interventionist egalitarian perspective (government actively rebalances inequalities) and a noninterventionist market-oriented perspective (government protects property rights but mostly gets out of the way and lets the market operate on its own, with low taxes and few transfers).

In the interventionist egalitarian view, government has a fundamental role in balancing out the inevitable inequalities of a market economy and using its power to take from the rich and give to the poor. In the noninterventionist market-oriented view, markets are self-organizing natural systems, and any attempt to reorder them will ultimately be counterproductive. Rich people and business owners tend to favor less government intervention in the economy, while those with less money tend to want more of it. On a left-right spectrum, we’d place a high-tax social-welfare state with tight economic regulations at the far left and a low-tax state with minimal spending on public goods and minimal regulation of business on the far right.

In reality, most voters and politicians fall somewhere in between. And to complicate matters further, it’s possible to support markets for egalitarian ends and to use government intervention for anti-egalitarian ends. In the 1970s, for example, many economists argued that regulation was a tool for powerful industries to restrict competition and that therefore less regulation would generate more egalitarian results through more competition.22 These kinds of creative, multidimensional syntheses are intriguing.23 But in a two-party system, where parties get defined by one-dimensional conflict, such creativity is far less likely to be encouraged or embraced.

A focus on economic well-being, however, has certain tangible qualities that allow for bargaining, even in a one-dimensional policy space. Money is measurable, and therefore objective. Any negotiation over a measurable outcome has an objective middle ground. If I think the top marginal tax rate should be 45 percent and start at $1,000,000, and you think it should be 25 percent and start at $500,000, we can meet in the middle. Let’s say the top rate is 35 percent, starting at $750,000, and call it fair compromise.

Almost all of the important questions of tax and regulatory policy are “how much” questions: How high should taxes be? How much should we spend publicly to make health care affordable? How tightly should we regulate the financial services industry? “How much” questions allow for position taking along a continuum and for middle points in bargaining.

Additionally, economic well-being can change over one’s lifetime. You can start out poor and become rich, or start out rich and become poor. Economic and professional identities can be more fluid than religious or ethnic identities, assuming a reasonable amount of economic mobility.

Who are we?

The second great conflict is the “Who are we?” conflict.24 This is a battle over national identity. As societies change, new values challenge old values, and previously disadvantaged groups seek to raise their status. When the social order is changing, previously advantaged groups seek to preserve their status. Those who believe deeply in the old values seek to defend them.

If some previously underrepresented groups are gaining power, previously overrepresented groups have to give up some power. And unlike in economic debates, where in theory a rising tide could lift all boats with reasonable profit-sharing, conflicts over group status are about who gets to sit on the deck of the boat and who has to wait their turn down below.

Whereas you can bargain over wages and taxes and reach a middle ground, because they are “how much” questions, the meaning of national identity is often an either/or question. This makes compromise more difficult. Moral values are also harder to bargain over, because the values that inspire the most passion tend to be absolute. And unlike economic well-being, which changes over the course of a lifetime, ethnic, religious, and other cultural identities tend to be fixed.

Historically, democratic fights over national identity have been extremely bitter. They do not always resolve peacefully. In earlier times, these conflicts were primarily about religion and race. Today, the conflict over national identity is at heart a clash between cosmopolitan and traditionalist values and identities. This is the conflict now roiling Western democracies.25

Those who hold cosmopolitan values favor individual self-expression and personal liberation over duty and religious observance. Cosmopolitans are more open to outsiders, more likely to want to leave the past in the past, and more eager for a transformative future. They are less rooted in any particular place and more open to new experiences, and they embrace more universalist beliefs. Under these values, diversity is a strength to be celebrated, and immigrants contribute more than they take away. Cosmopolitans tend to congregate in big cities and are generally younger.26

Those who hold traditionalist values are generally nostalgic about the past and pessimistic about the future. Traditionalists value duty and responsibility over self-expression. They tend to stay in one place and are less interested in new experiences. They are rooted in their community and religion, and tend to live in rural areas. They value preserving their existing community and values, which makes them skeptical toward outsiders with different values. They often view immigrants as threats.

Certainly, this dichotomy is overly reductionist. But so are all dichotomies. This is the point: A binary either/or choice reduces complexity. And yet these different visions and value systems pose complicated trade-offs: between individual expression and community responsibility, and between the value of many cultures and the importance of shared morality. One can be a pro-diversity communitarian. One can simultaneously believe religion should be central to public life and that immigrants make the country stronger. One can believe women should have equal rights and also that America should let in far fewer immigrants.

But a highly sorted two-party system doesn’t create enough space for politicians to represent these variations. While intraparty debates still exist, they are almost entirely between left and far-left, between right and far-right. Neither party now leaves much room for such creative heterodox thinkers.

In today’s binary, all American partisan conflict on the “Who are we?” question has collapsed into one of two possible responses to the current moment: restore a lost past because it was the truest expression of American greatness and fear a future with different, more universalist values; or reject the past as a time when too many people had their humanity diminished and support a transformative future that realizes the true promise of the Declaration of Independence: that all are created equal.

When two parties argue over who represents true American values, they are by extension arguing that the other party does not represent true American values. If “real America” only includes small-town rural America, if the “heartland” only includes the interior parts of the country, those definitions exclude the coasts and the cities. If America is “a nation of immigrants,” those who want to close the borders are going against the soul of the nation. Amid such arguing, political compromise is unlikely.

Two dimensions of conflict offer four possible bundles. A four-party system offers space for all four.

In contemporary American two-party political conflict, Democrats combine the left position on both big questions, and Republicans combine the right position on both big questions. These two otherwise separable conflicts are now fused into one great partisan conflict. And because the “Who are we?” question cuts closest to our sense of self, the “Who gets what?” question has become “Who deserves what?”

We’ll get back to this fusing shortly. For a moment, I want to keep these conflicts separate, because public opinion scholars still consider these two questions to be separate (or at least, separable) in the minds of most voters. Many Americans hold a more heterodox mix of left-right positions than the parties are able to represent.27

To the extent the two views go together, it does not reflect some deep pattern of human cognition but rather the way political elites and party leaders in different countries and at different times have bundled values together into party platforms. But nothing in our mental hardware inherently links these two questions together.28 In plenty of countries major parties bundle traditionalist identity concerns with egalitarian economic policy or cosmopolitanism with market-oriented economics.29 Such bundles are common in former communist countries, where the nostalgia is for more, rather than less, government intervention.

If we keep these questions separate, we can generate a 2 × 2 matrix. Let’s put the “Who gets what?” conflict on the x-axis and the “Who are we?” conflict on the y-axis. Now we have four quadrants. In theory, we could have four potential parties, each occupying one of the four quadrants: Clockwise from upper left to lower left, we could conceive of a


• “populist” party combining traditionalist views of identity with egalitarian views of economics

• “conservative” party combining traditionalist views of identity with market-oriented views of economic

• “classical liberal” party combining cosmopolitan views of identity with market-oriented views of economics

• “progressive” party combining cosmopolitan views of identity with egalitarian views of economics
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Fig 6.1 The two dimensions of political conflict



Back in 1960, the Democratic Party’s coalition combined socially conservative southerners and socially liberal northerners. They agreed on their support for the New Deal welfare state but divided over whether it should only be for white people.30 In other words, a coalition of southern “populists” and northern “progressives” (see Figure 6.1).

The Republican Party was a coalition of conservatives mostly from the West and culturally moderate-to-liberal representatives from the Northeast (what I’ve here called “classical liberals,” reflecting a Northeast Whig-Republican intellectual tradition that traces its roots back to British Enlightenment thinkers like John Locke, Adam Smith, and John Stuart Mill). They agreed on their concern that government should be fiscally responsible and individual liberty is the foundation of a free society.

If we placed the voting coalitions underlying the American two-party system of 1960 on the 2 x 2 matrix, they would look something like Figure 6.2, with Democrats as the broader, majority coalition at the time.
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Fig 6.2 1960 party system



Because both parties contained traditionalist and cosmopolitan elements within them, social group partisan allegiances were more mixed up. This allowed parties to tailor their brands to local cultural values, which strengthened local party organizations and allowed both parties to compete nationally. But to hold such coalitions together, both parties had to avoid tackling complicated national identity questions, most importantly civil rights.

Still, parties had to fight about something. So they mostly fought about economic issues—about the size of the New Deal welfare state and how much government should intervene in the economy.

And as long as economic disputes defined the national conflict, both parties could hold together a coalition of traditionalists and cosmopolitans. From the 1930s through the early 1960s, Democratic presidents supported keeping civil rights legislation buried in unfriendly congressional committees; they wanted Democrats to hold the South and win national majorities.

In this party system, identity split the parties internally. This meant the parties didn’t distinguish themselves on the issue and thus they denied voters a clear, partisan choice on that conflict. And so, the larger political system was not responsive on civil rights for a very long time. Voters couldn’t affirmatively vote for or against a party of civil rights. But because it was the cross-cutting position, it held the potential for a political realignment. And when it eventually came to the surface (as all suppressed dimensions eventually must), it did in fact reorder the party system.

Sixty years later, the American voting coalitions look somewhat different, as shown in Figure 6.3.
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Fig 6.3 2017 party system



Now the Democratic Party coalition inhabits the lower left-hand corner of the grid, with Democrats primarily a party of progressives. The Republican Party is now a voting coalition of populists and conservatives, united around cultural values, more divided by economic interests. Classical liberals today are rare. Most of the old New England Republicans, who were fiscally conservative but socially liberal, have become progressive Democrats. Some have become consistently conservative Republicans. However, the increasingly powerful donor class in both parties leans classically liberal (cosmopolitan, pro-market).31 The donor class has exerted a rightward economic pull on both parties, leading politicians to support policies at odds with more egalitarian policies that their voters prefer.32

However, some cross-pressured “populist” voters remain in the upper left-hand quadrant, despite neither party representing these voters in government.33 In the 2016 election, candidate Trump campaigned to appeal to these populists, and they provided him with decisive support.34 Trump accomplished this because the 2016 election highlighted competing values of national identity. The Clinton campaign emphasized the diversity of the Democratic coalition. The Trump campaign howled about the dangers of immigration and “political correctness.” Both campaigns put questions of national identity front and center (chapter 5).35

But perhaps this was less a conscious choice and more a political inevitability. Both campaigns were emphasizing the issues that united their coalitions and divided the two parties from each other. Considerable survey research and data analysis finds the primary partisan divide in American politics today is between traditionalist and cosmopolitan values, displacing economic interests as the primary divide.36 More and more, the two parties “serve as focal points” for these conflicting worldviews.37 And the more the partisans and parties define identities in contrasting values, the more they reify the national identity conflicts each time they engage politically.38

Economics is now trending toward becoming a cross-cutting dimension, with both parties holding together coalitions that run the income gamut. Perhaps someday it will drive a new realignment, and split one or both of the parties.

However, this realignment is not imminent given the existing two-party system. First, we are only now fully entering the era of parties organized along the “Who are we?” dimension. Historically, American party systems have lasted for between three and four decades.39 Second, it would take a major change in campaign finance and lobbying trends to disempower the wealthy and corporate interests responsible for blocking progressive economic policies. (This is due to the many veto points in the American political system and the way that two divided parties generate gridlock.) Third, as I’ll discuss in more detail shortly, the politics of national identity cuts much closer to our sense of self than the politics of economic distribution. And in a two-party system, strong pressures reinforce, rather than resolve, this conflict.

The parties changed because new conflicts shaped new coalitions, and new coalitions defined new conflicts.

The previous three chapters examined how the party system transformed, and the axis of primary partisan conflict shifted from economics to identity. Party coalitions changed as the organizing political conflicts changed. And the organized political conflicts changed as the coalitions changed. When the parties fought primarily over economic issues, they contained both traditionalists and cosmopolitans, and national political conflict was moderate and often banal. As the coalitions reordered around questions of identity, national conflict became polarized and electrifying—but also toxic.

These changes reshaped many group allegiances in American politics. Group identities and moral values drove most of the switches; economic interests drove few. For example, prior to the civil rights era, southern whites belonged to the Democratic Party because the Republican Party was the party of Lincoln and Reconstruction. It was not the party for southern whites. When Democrats became the party of civil rights in the 1960s, southern whites needed to find a new party. They had only one other option, so they became Republicans.40 And once they switched parties based on group identity, they updated most of their beliefs to fit with their new party—at least enough to avoid cognitive dissonance.

But some of the pro-market ideology of the modern Republican Party never fully resonated with the newer converts. Medicare and Social Security are still very popular among Republican voters. The old populism persists, in part because aspiring politicians have never quite given it up (it still sells well). To dodge this potential contradiction, they describe liberal government elites as the greedy “crony capitalists” of the economy while branding corporate executives as “job creators.”

Party coalitions and positions change slowly, because partisan identities are sticky and take time to update. It also takes time for a new generation of politicians to replace an older generation of politicians and/or update their ideologies. And though party leaders can shift public opinion, they are more limited than we sometimes appreciate. They can persuade most effectively when they mobilize partisan cues to support already-existing beliefs, values, and allegiances.41 Those limits are set by the political elites who came before, who were working within the constraints created for them by the political elites who came before them.42 Party leaders and politicians are also limited by the interest group coalitions within the parties and what the party caucuses can agree upon.

Each election shapes the terms of the next one. All conflicts reorder and reorganize the party coalitions, changing who has power and who is marginalized. And those most central to the party coalition (the groups we colloquially refer to as the party’s “base”) are best-positioned to shape the parties’ issue priorities and positions.43

The party coalitions and the fights they generate are always changing. But not all fights are equally divisive and irreconcilable. Only the most divisive and irreconcilable partisan fights threaten the foundations of democracy.

A party system organized around economics tends to reduce economic inequality and generate more moderate politics.

When the economic question divides the parties, politics tends to be more moderate. The reason why involves electoral strategy. Unless everyone has roughly equal wealth, poorer-than-average voters will mathematically outnumber richer-than-average voters. But because most societies have some inequality, the median income tends to be below the average income (to understand why, think about the statistics joke: Bill Gates walks into a bar, and the average person in the bar becomes a millionaire).44 Given even a modestly unequal distribution of income (in which the median income is below the average income), if everybody votes according to their straightforward economic interests, the left party of egalitarianism should always win. This puts pressure on the right party. It can’t win if it’s just a party for the rich. It also must appeal to the middle class and the aspiring rich.

A market-oriented party of the rich that hopes to win broad support should thus take only a moderately pro-market position and emphasize improving everyone’s living standard. After all, as people get richer, they tend to prefer lower taxes and care less about the government helping out the poor. If middle-class voters expect to get rich someday or fear paying higher taxes that will only help the poor, they might well support a lower-tax, limited-government party. A broad middle class and rising living standards likewise eat away at support for a left party that promises high taxes and broad redistribution. As middle-class voters make money, they worry they’ll get soaked by the truly poor someday.45 This can explain why both parties in America converged on moderate economic positions in an era of postwar prosperity starting in the late 1940s.

But the more unequal the economy, the fewer votes a pro-market party of the rich should expect to get. When wages stagnate, people tend to want government to help them out. When the rich get richer while everyone else stumbles economically, most people think the rich should pay higher taxes. This puts pressure on the pro-market party either to intervene in the economy or turn political conflict into a fight over something else, such as national values.46 Thus the pro-market party of the rich can only win if it emphasizes a different conflict and activates different political identities.

Market-oriented right-leaning parties across many democracies attempt this strategy. Sometimes they succeed; sometimes they don’t. To be sure, they are more likely to succeed during times of ethnic fragmentation.47 Economic voting (that is, citizens voting based on economic interests) is more prevalent when economic identities are more salient. In democracies with strong labor unions and/or parties with labor or working-class identities, economic voting is higher.48 In countries where citizens prioritize class identity over national identity, economic voting is higher.49 When parties campaign primarily over competing visions of the economy, voters are more likely to think about their economic identities when they vote.

Again, when labor unions were central in the Democratic Party coalition, they not only pushed Democrats to emphasize economic issues, but also encouraged citizens to think of themselves as workers. But when labor unions declined, many in the white working class, looking for a new identity, thought of themselves more as the white working class. Meanwhile, the Democratic Party talked less about economic issues that would activate working class identities and more about universal questions of justice and fairness (chapter 3).

Plenty of poor and middle-class voters across democracies vote for parties that oppose economic policies that would objectively benefit them. These voters almost always hold traditionalist and nationalist attitudes on religious, ethnic, and cultural issues.50 They rarely belong to labor unions that would help them see their political interests in economic terms.51 They think in terms of ethnic and religious group status and worry that any redistribution will go to “undeserving” groups.52 And they are even willing to sacrifice individual prosperity to ensure that no other group gets an unfair advantage.53 Focusing on ethnic and religious divides is a powerful strategy the rich have used to tame the poor for centuries. When political conflict organizes around national identity, the rich can soak the poor.

I’ve described this realignment as a “strategy” because I don’t know what else to call it. But perhaps this attributes more agency to parties and party leaders than they deserve. After all, especially in America, party leaders can only lead the political coalitions they have. And in many ways, the six-decade transformation of American politics had an inexorable logic, with both Democratic and Republican party leaders leaning into, rather than resisting, the turn toward the culture-war axis of conflict that emerged out of the changing partisan coalitions.

Assertions of diabolical strategic competence in politics are almost always misguided. Mostly, political actors are following incentives and pressures and riding political tides. But sometimes they do make consequential choices. And to the extent politicians over these decades faced choices between their market-oriented donor class and their more egalitarian-oriented voters, they almost always chose the donor class. This made it harder for both parties to fully emphasize economic issues, for fear of dividing their coalitions. They were left to emphasize cultural issues. And in a two-party system, if neither offers a clearly egalitarian program, voters unhappy with rising inequality are stuck.

National identity can triumph over economic identity because group interest is more powerful than self-interest.

When poor and middle-class voters vote Republican, professional-class liberals frequently scratch their heads and wonder: Don’t these poor rubes know they are being duped? Don’t they understand Democrats would do more to help them than Republicans? Why did all these white working-class voters support Trump?

Then wealthy liberals cheer for Democratic candidates who promise higher taxes and more social spending for poor people, even though it’s not in their economic self-interest either. Liberals, it turns out, also put principles and identity above objective economic self-interest.

Our brains appear to be wired this way. Group identities and moral issues that follow from those identities come first. They form the core of our political belief systems and our sense of who we are. They light up our emotions. We reason from our intuitions and make subsequent judgments based on what we “know” in our gut to be right.54 We are drawn to the politicians and parties who share our cultural values and who look and speak like we do. For most people, self-worth comes from attaching to something bigger and grander than one’s simple material well-being.55 We are “groupish, rather than selfish.”56 Throughout the history of humanity, humans have made great personal sacrifices for national and religious identities. These loyalties are behind the heights of human kindness and the depths of human cruelty. Why should contemporary politics be different?

If voters are torn between what’s in their objective economic interest and what they think is right, most will choose the latter. They’ll work out the reasons why it’s actually in their interest later, when clever politicians and partisan journalists supply the answer for them. Once we’ve used our gut instincts to confirm who is on our side and shares our values, we can learn the rest of what we should think as Democrats or Republicans.57

If you trust your party to be on your side, you’ll be inclined to believe their explanation of why their particular economic or foreign policy will be good for the country. What actively engaged citizens think about current events tends to flow from how partisan elites bundle policies and issues together and define what the parties stand for.58 And when each party offers voters an exclusionary ideology, this helps team members to more easily define an “us” and a “them.”59

When the “Who are we?” question triumphs over the “Who gets what?” question, inequality increases.

By every conceivable measure, inequality in America has been growing steadily for four decades. The 0.01 percent are pulling away from the 0.1 percent, who are pulling away from the 1 percent, who are pulling away from everyone else. If you’re not born into the top 9.9 percent,60 or at least the top 20 percent,61 you are almost certainly cut off from the essential resources to get ahead in life that growing up in the right zip code provides. And the further down the income ladder you go, the more precarious and unlikely the climb.62 We are, as Charles Murray puts it, “coming apart”—a nation of haves and have-nots, living separate lives, where success is being lucky enough to pick the right parents.63

Historically, democratic stability has depended on a large middle class.64 High levels of inequality are destabilizing because they create the resentments that fertilize populist demagoguery, or because the rich, fearing demagoguery, undermine democratic institutions by taking power out of democratic means—at least until the inevitable revolution.

A full reckoning of how public policy contributed to rising economic inequality is beyond the scope of this book (besides, many other books address this complex question). But the top level takeaway is this: many changes in public policy have allowed the rich to keep more of their money, and government has done increasingly less to help out the less fortunate. The general direction of economic regulation has been to give more freedom to market forces and to leave alone the many inequities those market forces create.65

Book after book has documented the rising inequality and stagnating middle-class wages in America.66 Yet, contrary to the popular theory that politics should offer a corrective as economic inequality rises, the American experience over the last several decades suggests the opposite: as inequality has increased, the public has turned against government intervention—and not only among the rich but also among the poor.67 And from the standpoint of political organizing, economic inequalities have perpetuated themselves as political inequalities. When it comes to organizations with representatives in Washington, the well-off have many groups representing their interests. The poor have almost no advocates.68

Since the late 1970s, partisan polarization and inequality have both risen steadily, almost in tandem.69 One straightforward reason for the connection is that partisan polarization increases political gridlock. Gridlock then prevents Congress from solving public problems, including rising economic inequality.70 In an era of increasing inequality Congress has repeatedly let policy drift, maintaining the status quo in ways that exacerbate inequality.71

In a highly polarized environment, building bipartisan coalitions necessary to pass legislation requires much more work. This frequently means that only those who can invest extensive resources into politics (corporations and wealthy people) can get their preferred policies to the top of the agenda. Moreover, when incumbent politicians don’t face electoral challenges because they compete in one-party-dominant districts and both parties tilt toward the rich to finance their campaigns, it’s hardly a mystery why inequality has increased.72

But if voters are unhappy, they are not sending clear signals. Incumbents keep getting re-elected. As regional, ethnic, and religious identities have become stronger predictors of vote choice, economic identities have become weaker predictors of vote choice, particularly over the last decade, and particularly in the 2016 election.73 As both parties have solidified into sharper coalitions divided over core questions of national identity, they’ve woven together two competing stories about who deserves what in society and what truly counts as fair. As the two parties have diverged culturally and geographically, these competing narratives have strengthened their hold, turning questions of “Who gets what?” into questions of “Who deserves what?”

As one way of understanding this transformation, political scientist Kathy Cramer spent five years (2007–12) talking to folks in rural Wisconsin trying to make sense of the puzzling observation that despite rising income inequality, lower-income voters in rural America had become much more Republican.

She concluded that economic interests have become deeply intertwined with other, non-economic, identities. “People are taking economics into account,” Cramer concluded. “But these considerations are not raw objective facts. Instead, they are perceptions of who is getting what and who deserves it, and these notions are affected by perceptions of cultural and lifestyle differences.”74

Cramer observed a “politics of resentment” (the title of her book on the subject): “People understand their circumstances as the fault of guilty and less deserving social groups, not as the product of broad social, economic, and political forces.”75

Cramer met people who had immense pride in their communities and rural identities, who worked incredibly hard. These rural residents felt ignored by political elites and government bureaucrats and disrespected by city folks who they were sure controlled everything for the benefit of their fellow city folk. Cramer met people who felt like they weren’t getting their fair share, whose communities looked bedraggled, their schools underfunded. “Why can’t we have foreign languages and that sort of stuff?” one person wondered. “Prepare for life after high school.”76

The resentment added up to distrust of government, but it wasn’t the same as a preference for limited government. Cramer distilled the basic sentiment to this: “The government must be mishandling my hard-earned dollars, because my taxes keep going up and clearly they are not coming back to benefit people like me. So why would I want an expansion of government?”77 Rural Wisconsinites wanted the government to invest in their communities, but they didn’t see it happening and had just about given up the hope it ever would. They thought all the money was going to undeserving urban areas. This was not true. And while Democrats promised to spend more on public services across the states, the rural communities Cramer visited consistently voted Republican. Why?

“The Republican Party has been very successful at tapping into existing resentments toward particular targets,” Cramer explained. “In the frameworks they provide, the demons are not affluent people but, rather, the government, the people that work for it, and urban areas that are home to liberals and people of color. . . . In these narratives, people are telling each other that there are people that do not value what we value, do not work as hard as we do, and are actively sucking away the livelihoods we have worked so hard to create.”78

Cramer’s book came out in early 2016, before Donald Trump became president, thus launching a thousand journalists into exurban America. Most dispatches reaffirmed the same basic conclusion: Cultural identities came first. Rural Americans felt people like them were being forgotten and disrespected. Washington was run by corrupt elites. At least Trump promised to be a fighter for people like them.

Sociologist Arlie Hochschild similarly spent the Obama years following hardscrabble residents of the Louisiana bayou who would have benefited tremendously from better government regulation of nearby toxic chemical plants. Yet they joined the Tea Party. They felt they weren’t getting their fair share from a federal government that had allowed others (the less deserving members in society) to cut ahead of “us” (the honorable, hard-working, deserving members of society). While “we” were being ignored and disrespected, government had given “them” a leg up in the world. Therefore, if government was for them, we should be for less government and vote Republican.

Republicans’ efforts here have benefitted from high-profile Democrats publicly condescending to traditional values. Hillary Clinton’s regrettable line about some of Trump’s supporters fitting into “a basket of deplorables . . . the racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, Islamophobic—you name it”79 followed on Obama’s comment about the resentments of working-class industrial town voters: “They get bitter, they cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-immigrant sentiment.”80

Republicans have predictably seized on statements like these to prove that Democrats are elitist snobs who don’t understand real, hard-working Americans like them. Deep resentment against the Democrats is enough to keep voters supporting Republicans.

The resentments toward government Cramer and others have documented are not fictions. They show up in poll after poll. Most people think the political system is corrupt and unresponsive, and the government in Washington can’t be trusted (see chapter 10). Middle-class Americans (of all races) have seen their wages stagnate for decades, and many communities really have been languishing and declining for decades. But economic struggles are hardly limited to small towns and rural America. Democratic voters and minorities are, on balance, under more economic strain today than Republican voters and whites.81 But they express it differently.

Democrats have their own lower-income voters to rally. The vast majority are people of color. And the more Republicans embrace traditionalist views on race and immigration, the more lower-income minority voters feel as though they can’t possibly vote for Republicans. The more Democrats can mobilize minority voters by painting Republicans as racist, the more they have a strong incentive to highlight the most racist elements of the Republican Party.

When a fight over national identity defines partisan conflict, social and cultural values come first. Voters adjust the rest of their political opinions accordingly. This conflict makes politics toxic, because it raises the stakes and collapses partisanship into a battle of us against them. It also reduces the pressure on parties and politicians to respond to economic demands, because voters do not cast ballots on economic issues. And when inequality continues to increase, more resentment follows. Parties have to respond to that resentment somehow. A party system organized around zero-sum questions of identity provides an obvious target for that resentment: the other party is to blame. The people the other party represents are stealing the resources you deserve. This is yet another doom loop. Inequality makes partisanship more zero-sum. Zero-sum partisanship makes inequality more intractable.

The toxic kind of identity politics involves a party system fighting over national identity.

“A stable democracy,” writes the political sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset in his 1960 classic Political Man, “requires the manifestation of conflict or cleavage so that there will be struggle over ruling positions, challenges to parties in power, and shifts of parties in office.” It requires “the peaceful play” of power, the adherence by the “outs” to the decisions made by the “ins,” and the recognition by the “ins” of the rights of the “outs.”82

In other words, parties have to divide enough so that elections are meaningful and parties in power can be accountable by an opposition. But the stakes can’t be so high that those in power feel justified in abusing the law to stay in power, or that those out of power feel justified breaking the law to defy the party in power.

Political parties try to distinguish themselves and raise the stakes at election time to win votes. This is healthy and normal. Again, and this is a crucial point that bears repeating: politics has to involve conflict. Issues where everyone more or less agrees don’t become political issues. Politics is the way we resolve big conflicts in society over universal rules. It should be somewhat contentious.

But different types of conflicts make for different types of politics.83 And here we return to the challenge of contemporary identity-oriented politics. The problem is not that citizens have social group identities, which help them think through political life and help find community and self-worth. The problem is how so many of these identities (geographic, religious, ethnic) all now cumulate, creating dramatically conflicting binary partisan narratives.

The identity narrative of the Republican Party builds on the premise of a single, unifying American identity. But what Republicans see as unifying, Democrats see as divisive. To Democrats, Republicans’ single unifying identity is inherently exclusive, because it is a particular identity that doesn’t reflect the diversity of the country. The “one” identity leaves many people out. But what Democrats see as unifying (a shared value of diversity and tolerance, but with a thousand faces), Republicans see as divisive, because to them, it undermines the possibility of a single shared national identity to unify around.

Because the Republican coalition now rests on a smaller set of identities (basically: white and Christian), Republican voters have the stronger sense of social-identity team partisanship. Democrats are a more diverse coalition, fitting for a party that emphasizes universalism. But because Republicans have fewer identities, their version has the illusion of seeming more unifying.84 Where Democrats see a kaleidoscope, Republicans tend to see fracture. Where Republicans see unity, Democrats often see patriarchy and racism.

While both sides champion coming together and unifying as a nation in the abstract, they disagree deeply on the specific notes to strike in such a harmony, preaching to competing choirs singing in clashing keys.

And as much as we might criticize party leaders for inflaming the passions of “us versus them” identity politics, we must also remember that political leaders have every incentive to unite their party coalitions around the values they share, and to clarify the differences between the two parties to win elections. To expect them to do otherwise would be to ask them to swim upstream against a powerful current. Yet we shouldn’t let them off the hook. Their words have power. They reify and strengthen the conflicts. When Donald Trump disparaged immigrants as criminals, he sent strong signals shaping what Republicans stand for. Equally important, he helped shape what Democrats should stand against.

The healthy kind of identity politics involves group identities that “cross-cut” instead of cumulate. This creates the complexity and uncertainty necessary for political compromise.

Now back to the identity politics debate I began the chapter with. As I’ve argued in this chapter, parties are always coalitions of groups. And how those groups cohere into parties determines the nature of partisan conflict.

We can’t have politics without identity groups. Social identity groups are the basic building blocks of society because they fill a basic desire we all have. Humans need to both fit in and feel special.85 Affiliating with a larger identity group—a religion, a race, a profession, a class, a hometown, a nation—gives us both an us and a them. The us helps us fit in; the them helps us feel special, because we are different.86 These identities become especially powerful when they give us a moral code to make sense of a complex world.

Back in the 1950s, while some political scientists were calling for more “responsible parties” (chapter 2), other political scientists were documenting how Americans formed their political identities. These scholars focused on social groups. The reason was simple. Citizens were members of communities—Catholics, Protestants, union members, farmers—who made sense of the world by talking to each other and deciding what “people like us” were supposed to think.

Collectively, these group identities combined to give Americans their partisan identities.87 For example: Catholics tended to be Democrats. Protestants tended to be Republicans. But a Catholic banker might not be so sure. And a Protestant union member might be uncertain as well.

At the mid-twentieth century, religious, geographic, ethnic, and class identities in America did not align neatly with partisanship. Both parties, again, were broad national coalitions that tried to appeal to most groups.88 As a result, many voters were “cross-pressured.” Some social identities pointed them toward being Republicans, others toward being Democrats. They switched back and forth between the parties, voting based on whims, or not at all. Many were poorly informed and hardly followed politics.89 But, collectively, they formed a kind of pragmatic center, flexible enough to allow broad swings in response to changing conditions and candidates.

And perhaps democracy depended on these voters: One classic of mid-twentieth-century political sociology warned (prophetically): “If the decision were left only to the deeply concerned, well-integrated, consistently principled ideal citizens—the political system might easily prove too rigid to adapt to changing domestic and international conditions.”90 At mid-century, only about one in four Americans thought it was “very important” which party ran the country.91

In the 1960s and 1970s, political scientists converged on a significant finding: cross-cutting social divisions were necessary for democratic stability. Writing in 1972, one scholar noted that “the hypothesis that politically relevant divisions which cross-cut each other contribute to the mitigation and regulation of conflicts is probably the explanatory hypothesis most widely accepted among American political scientists.”92

The basic logic goes like this: All societies have some social divisions—religion, geography, education, class, and so on. When some of those identities point in one political direction and some point in the other, we are less likely to approach partisan politics in us-versus-them terms and more likely to be broadly tolerant of the other side, because we could potentially see ourselves as part of it. Cross-cutting political identities generate the “capacity to see that there is more than one side to an issue, that a political conflict is, in fact, a legitimate controversy with rationales on both sides.”93 Cross-cutting identities make politics more complicated and uncertain. And while certainty often leads to intolerance of others, uncertainty leads to tolerance. When we’re not sure whether we’re right, we’re more open to hearing from others.

Strong group identities become a political problem when too many of these identities stack on top of each other and coalesce into one big partisan identity. They become a problem when they make us feel that everything is at stake with every election.

Today, in a party system divided over questions of national identity, the big social divisions all line up with a binary partisan divide, partisan conflict reduces to a single us-against-them dimension. Today, we are retreating into our separate camps, surrounded by like-minded people who share our same group identities and values. And from our isolated positions, we become more certain. Certainty makes us passionate and less likely to tolerate dissent. Politics feels like war. Our political opponents appear as less than human.94 When all of our salient group identities align into two partisan “mega-identities” and politics collapses into an all-or-nothing battle of us against them, our primitive survivalist impulses take over. Our mental hardware may not be equipped to resolve the conflict peacefully.95

“In this political environment,” the political scientist Lilliana Mason writes, “a candidate who picks up the banner of ‘us versus them’ and ‘winning versus losing’ is almost guaranteed to tap into a current of resentment and anger across racial, religious, and cultural lines, which have recently divided neatly by party. . . . The increasing political divide has allowed political, public, electoral, and national norms to be broken with little to no consequence.”96

In his 1942 book Party Government, E. E. Schattschneider drew comfort from the observation that though many political conflicts existed at the time, “they are not cumulative.” Whatever fears the Framers might have had about political parties hardening into permanent majority and minority factions, these dire predictions had not materialized as of 1942. “In real life,” Schattschneider observed, “the divisions are not so clearly marked, and the alignment of people according to interests requires an enormous shuffling back and forth from one side to the other, tending to dissipate the tensions created.”97

But Schattschneider acknowledged the danger if this felicitously fluid conflict were ever instead to become reinforcing (thus echoing Madison’s concerns): “If individuals who joined hands on one occasion would find themselves on the same side on all issues, always opposed to the same combination of antagonists, the cleavage created by the cumulative effect of these divisions would be fatal.”98

Writing in his 1960 masterwork, The Semisovereign People: A Realist’s View of Democracy in America, Schattschneider observed, “What happens in politics depends on the way in which people are divided into factions, parties, groups, classes, etc. The outcome of the game of politics depends on which of a multitude of possible conflicts gains the dominant position.”99

Here, Schattschneider was much more attuned to the real inequities in American politics. The book is famous (among political scientists) for its cutting critique of the sunny view mid-century pluralists took of American politics: “The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.”100 That is, the wealthy were most likely to organize for political action.

Schattschneider was also attuned to how racializing politics could exacerbate inequalities, by shifting the conflict: “The use of racial antagonism by southern conservatives to keep poor whites in line or the use of a sharply sectional alignment to destroy the radical agrarian movement in the 1890s illustrates the uses to which the strategy can be put. . . . The substitution of conflicts is the most devastating kind of political strategy.”101

But he continued to argue, correctly, that the only way to make politics responsive was through vibrant political competition: “The people are powerless if the political enterprise is not competitive.”102 And so it remains. Modern democracy is impossible without conflict. But not all conflict is equivalent.

Conclusion.

Politics always involves competition among different coalitions of social groups and different political identities. Without some conflict, democracy can’t work, because elections require meaningful choices. Meaningful choices require divisions between parties. Divisions produce disagreement. But different dominant clashes have different consequences. Some disputes lend themselves to bargaining, compromise, and reconciliation. Other schisms collapse into all-or-nothing, zero-sum conflicts. Conflicts over economic bargaining tend to be reconcilable. Conflicts over national identity are much harder to resolve. They are impossible to resolve when they become binary.

In a nationalized, sorted two-party system, political fighting tends to collapse into a single dimension. That’s because two distinct parties support only two distinct bundles of issue positions. When American democracy held a four-party system with multiple cross-cutting issue dimensions, the Democratic coalition contained liberal Democrats (progressives) and conservative Democrats (populists); the Republican coalition contained conservative Republicans (conservatives) and liberal Republicans (classical liberals). When American democracy collapsed into the two-party system, conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans went extinct. And because group identity and morality come first in the human mind, most voters aligned with the party that shared their moral values, and they updated their other beliefs accordingly.

Once the “Who are we?” question became dominant in the mid-1990s, the collapse into a toxic politics was inevitable, given the winner-take-all electoral system of American politics. Our social identities began to reinforce each other into sharper partisan identities. We migrated into our separate camps. And we lost the healthy type of identity politics, where cross-cutting social identities helped us think through the complexities of hard political trade-offs by making us less certain.

When the “Who are we?” conflict dominates the two-party system, it raises the stakes of every election, driving the doom loop of toxic partisanship. Party leaders have no incentive to break it. The current conflict over national identity builds party unity. To scramble it would be to court party division. And it’s what partisan voters come to demand. They want purity. They want their side to fight harder. The opponent is now the enemy. This thinking vindicates ever more aggressive political fighting. The new fights communicate even higher stakes. Through this logic of escalation, American democracy is now spiraling into a doom loop.

This doom loop is not inevitable. It is a product of the two-party system, which makes it so difficult to shift today’s partisan competition to a less destructive and less zero-sum conflict. A multiparty system offers more flexibility because it gives voters more choices, and leaves more space for entrepreneurial political leaders to put together new bundles of policies, shifting the dimension of conflict.

But before I explore the benefits of a multiparty system in full (as I do in chapter 9), I first want to evaluate the dangers of this current political moment, detail the doom loop that is occurring, and thus show why reform is so urgent. This is the subject of the next chapter.
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The Breakdown of Political Fairness

In December 2018, the Wisconsin state legislature met in a lame-duck session. That November, Wisconsin voters had narrowly selected Democrat Tony Evers as their governor. Evers defeated two-term incumbent Republican Scott Walker by about thirty thousand votes, winning 49.5 percent to 48.4 percent. Democrats won every other statewide election, too, including attorney general and secretary of state.

Democrats also won the state assembly popular vote 54 percent to 46 percent. But because Republicans had redrawn the state legislative district map after the 2010 Census, the GOP still came out of the 2018 election with a 63–36 margin in the state assembly, and a 19–14 margin in the state senate—a remarkable reversal of the statewide popular vote share.

During the Walker years, the Republican state legislature had delegated considerable powers to the Republican governor. But now that a Democrat was about to occupy the governor’s mansion, Republicans decided they wanted some of that power back. In a last-minute scramble after the election, the Wisconsin Republicans passed a slate of laws preventing the incoming governor from challenging Republicans’ plans for food stamps, health care, and economic development. They also reduced early voting.1 Despite many protests, Governor Walker signed the power-grab legislation three weeks before handing the office to Evers. It was his last major act as governor.

Wisconsin Republicans justified the changes as a necessary rebalancing of power, which had drifted too far toward the executive. The Republicans noted that they represented rural constituencies, while the newly elected Democratic governor represented Milwaukee and Madison (the state’s two big Democratic cities). Robin Vos, the Republican Speaker of the House in Wisconsin, was clear: if Republicans didn’t diminish the incoming governor’s power, “[we] are going to have a very liberal governor who is going to enact policies that are in direct contrast to what many of us believe in.”2

Democrats in Wisconsin and around the country were outraged. But was this just ordinary partisan politics? Was this just Republicans ensuring the legislature could balance out the executive? Or was it something more aggressive, more troubling, more fundamentally unfair? Was this the breakdown of democracy?3

Fairness in politics is difficult to define. But if we disagree deeply on what’s fair, democracy is in trouble.

What counts as fair in politics? It depends. Norms change. In the nineteenth century, physical violence was common in the US Congress, and one congressman killed another in a duel.4 Norms have obviously evolved since then.

Some worry about changing norms. After all, doesn’t democracy depend on norms as the soft guardrails that keep us all on a stable path? And yet: If norms don’t evolve, how can democracies adapt and adjust to changing circumstances?

Here we return to “mutual toleration” and “forbearance” as the interconnected master norms of democracy, as the political scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt argued in How Democracies Die (chapter 1). Political opponents need to tolerate each other enough to be okay with the other party being in power from time to time. They must agree not to abuse their powers, even where they legally can.

But mutual toleration and forbearance are trickier concepts than they might first appear. Political opponents need to be free to attack each other enough to draw out their differences. But where do attacks cross the invisible line and undercut mutual toleration? This is the paradox of partisanship again (chapter 2): it’s hard to get the balance just right. Too much comity between parties deprives voters of competition and accountability. Too much contrast between parties, and mutual toleration breaks down.

Forbearance has the same complication. Governing majorities have been changing democratic rules and procedures since the dawn of American democracy, expanding or contracting the right to vote, drawing and redrawing district boundaries to benefit one party explicitly. No democratic rules and procedures can ever be fully neutral among all competing interests. All changes to the status quo reorder power. This is how democracies grow and evolve. But some changes are more unprecedented and destabilizing than others.

The danger zone comes when a democracy can’t grow and evolve because the existential threat of total partisan loss looms over every potential change. When this happens, nothing seems fair. And when nothing seems fair, then anything goes. When we lack a way to agree on or referee the boundaries of fair and unfair, mutual toleration is impossible.

If the Wisconsin “power grab” was a one-off fight, we might dismiss it. But the Wisconsin efforts to strip authority from an incoming Democratic governor echoed similar moves Republican lawmakers took in North Carolina in 2016, after Democrat Roy Cooper won the statewide gubernatorial election. Like Wisconsin, the North Carolina state legislature was heavily gerrymandered to favor Republicans.

Events in both Wisconsin and North Carolina fit within a larger pattern of what law professor Mark Tushnet has called “constitutional hardball”—politicians aggressively pushing the boundaries of what’s legal so they can preserve or expand their power. It’s a pattern that has been building since the early 1990s but has picked up considerable momentum in the 2010s.

So far, this hardball has been asymmetric.5 Republicans have been more aggressive than Democrats. But Republicans would say their moves were justified: Democrats abused their power for too long, moving the country in a radical direction; Republicans are just correcting a perceived imbalance. (Don’t we all feel we are doing right and arrange the facts of the world to support our intuitions?)

But whichever partisan side you take, one thing is clear: norms of fair play are more contested now than they have been in a long time. The winner-take-all stakes of toxic politics have activated an us-versus-them mindset that justifies more aggressive actions.6 As Tushnet notes, “Constitutional hardball” is most likely when “the winner . . . takes everything, and the loser loses everything.”7

When the stakes feel extremely high and complete political power can swing based on a few thousand votes here or there, it becomes harder to exercise restraint. If the other side taking power feels not only unbearable but also dangerous, then forbearance (not taking full advantage of your legal powers) seems foolish. When the character of the nation is at stake, who brings a knife to a gun fight?

Since the 2016 election, Democrats have struggled over the question of forbearance. In just two short years, Democrats went from Michelle Obama’s rousing 2016 convention chant, “When they go low, we go high,” to Eric Holder’s 2018 “When they go low, we kick them” and Hillary Clinton’s 2018 “You cannot be civil with a political party that wants to destroy what you stand for.”8 The journey from good faith to fighting spirit wasn’t just a change of heart among a few leaders. It reflected broader shifts among the Democratic electorate.9

For now, Democrats have mostly exercised restraint. But if they earn back unified government control in November 2020, they will come under increasing pressure to change the rules of the game to benefit them explicitly. For example, in New Jersey in 2018, Democratic lawmakers proposed a plan to write a Democratic gerrymandering advantage into the state constitution, using a dubious procedural machination to give politicians more control in districting. National Democrats and good government groups, however, opposed the efforts, and New Jersey’s Democratic governor, Phil Murphy, killed the plan, demonstrating forbearance. For now.10

Fights over gerrymandering have gotten much worse. Polarization is to blame.

For as long as America has had congressional districts, politicians have wrangled over the boundaries of those districts.11 Every decade, a new census provides an occasion for states to reapportion legislative districts based on the new population. This has always been controversial. But the “reapportionment wars” have become much nastier and aggressive over the last three decades.12 Redistricting has become the “blood sport of politics,” with “bloody combatants heading off to the courthouse” to engage in massive litigation.13

Gerrymandering isn’t responsible for polarization.14 But polarization has made gerrymandering much worse, fueling the doom-loop logic of escalation.

First, polarization makes voting more predictable. If the same voters consistently support the same party (as they do when polarization is high), mapmakers know, more or less, what to expect from different district lines. This makes it easier for partisans to spread their voters out more efficiently while “packing” the other party’s voters into more concentrated and lopsided districts.

Second, polarization makes gerrymandering feel more defensible. Given the threat the other party being in power now appears to pose, partisan politicians feel powerful justifications to maximize their party’s seat share.

Following the 2010 census, Republicans in state legislatures took advantage of a wave election. They went on a devastating map-redrawing rampage of unprecedented scale and scope.15 “I think electing Republicans is better than electing Democrats,” said David R. Lewis, the Republican representative who oversaw the North Carolina redistricting. “So I drew this map in a way to help foster what I think is better for the country.”16

In 2012, the Republican-led gerrymandering gave Republicans a US House majority, despite losing the popular vote for the House (chapter 5). In 2018, the consensus was that Democrats would need to win the popular vote by at least six points to win a House majority.17 Democrats cleared this hurdle, getting 53.4 percent of the popular vote to Republicans’ 44.8 percent. But in a closer election, Republicans could have held the House despite losing the popular vote for the second time in less than a decade.

If Democrats control more state legislatures in 2021, they’ll come under pressure to do the same thing right back to Republicans. And perhaps they’ll feel totally justified: Republicans did it to them. Why should they be suckers and merely settle for independent, nonpartisan redistricting commissions?

One reason gerrymandering is such a maddening problem is that districting lacks an objective standard of “fairness.” In that respect, it is a stand-in for larger challenges of fairness in democracy. We like to think there should be some objective fairness standard, some set of truly neutral rules, especially around foundational democratic concepts like elections.

But all rules of democracy represent complicated trade-offs among competing values, and the search for objective fairness is an endless quest. Obviously, when rules clearly help one side more and reinforce bias, they are unfair. But a considerable gray area usually exists.

Consider the trade-offs in drawing “fair” congressional districts. Districts should be compact and contiguous. They should keep communities of interest together. They should be equitable to both parties. They should be competitive. They should ensure minority representation. But every districting scheme involves trade-offs among these competing values, without any agreement on how to prioritize among them.18

And, more challengingly, each dimension in turn lacks an agreed-upon standard of fairness, despite nearly endless litigation.19 Even independent redistricting commissions, in the few states where they exist, have struggled through consequential yet unclear decisions over how to balance these values. It is impossible to achieve Solomonic neutrality to the fates of both parties when every districting plan produces winners and losers.20

Even in the most placid of political times, districting is controversial. But now, in an era of toxic politics, if everything is “unfair” to somebody, then who is left to judge? Like the proverbial boy who cried wolf, continued cries of “unfairness” make it impossible to distinguish real unfairness from mere trade-offs among competing but legitimate values.

This is a maddening state when you are sure your side is right and it’s the other side that is crying wolf. Now we are back to the challenge of “mutual toleration” and “forbearance”—both sides must exercise these values for democracy to work.

A final point on gerrymandering: Fights over districting are baked into a system of single-member districts, because such a system gives mapmakers nearly infinite possibilities, each of which has different consequences. And while the handful of other remaining first-past-the-post democracies have all put district line-drawing in the hands of national independent commissions, most US states still leave the decisions to politicians. The easiest way to get rid of gerrymandering, though, is to simply make it impractical by getting rid of single-winner districts and adopting proportional representation. Gerrymandering is yet another reason why first-past-the-post elections are bad for American democracy. More on this in chapter 8.

Fights over voting rules have gotten much worse. Polarization is to blame.

Voting rules have also become highly contested in this era of toxic politics. Republicans now believe that Democrats are facilitating widespread voter fraud. President Trump’s claim that “millions and millions” of people voted illegally only reinforced falsehoods that predate Trump. Republicans have used arguments about voter fraud to advocate tougher voter ID laws for two decades.

And they’ve had success restricting the vote. In 2005, both Indiana and Georgia passed strict rules requiring, rather than just requesting, identification to vote (though court challenges delayed implementation). In 2018, ten states had “strict” voter ID laws. In 2000, only fourteen states requested some form of ID to vote. By 2016, thirty-two states did.21 Several states (primarily in the South) have closed polling places in minority neighborhoods and limited early voting hours.22 But in other (primarily Democratic) states, early voting has expanded, and in many states it has become easier to vote than ever.23

Again, Republicans see their actions as justified. In North Carolina, the executive director of the Republican Party explained a decision to limit early voting in 2016 by saying, “We are just attempting to rebalance the scales. Does anybody think that Democrats did not select early voting sites and set hours to advantage their voters over Republicans?”24 Republicans have convinced themselves not only that Democrats are committing widespread fraud but also that Democrats have rigged the process unfairly to benefit their voters. Consider a November 2018 poll: 74 percent of Republicans thought “voter fraud” happened either “a lot” (39 percent) or “sometimes” (35 percent) in the midterms. Far fewer Democrats agreed.25

Democrats, meanwhile, believe Republicans’ tactics amount to voter suppression. In the same poll, 77 percent of Democrats thought “voter suppression” happens either “a lot” (35 percent) or “sometimes” (42 percent). Far fewer Republicans agreed.26 Similarly, while Democrats overwhelmingly agree that “everything should be done to make it easy for every citizen to vote,” Republicans are more likely to think that “citizens should have to prove they want to vote by registering ahead of time.”27

As election law expert Rick Hasen notes, “Partisans on both sides now buy into the rhetoric of electoral unfairness.”28 This is a major problem. Democracy depends on both sides accepting electoral outcomes as legitimate.

The basic rules of democracy are under dispute. We are one razor-thin election away from a legitimacy crisis.

Fights over districting and voting rules have always been part of American politics. But why have the battles grown so spiteful over the last two decades? The answer should be obvious by now: the stakes of politics feel higher now. We are now in an era of toxic partisanship. This undermines forbearance and restraint.

Election-related litigation has more than doubled since 2000, with an average of 258 cases per year from 2000 to 2016 (compared to 94 cases per year before). In 2016, Hasen observed that the “conflict over voting rules and campaigns reached new, unprecedented heights.”29

Meanwhile, between 2000 and 2012, the overall share of Americans confident that the country’s vote was being counted fairly plunged from about 50 percent to 20 percent. Most of the decline was among Republicans, whose confidence decreased dramatically. A decade of conservative propaganda about voter fraud had made a deep and dangerous impact.30 When control over the entire federal government can come down to razor-thin margins, perceived unfairness is a legitimacy crisis waiting for a demagogic loser to provoke it. If both sides perceive widespread unfairness against them, how does a democracy hold legitimate elections?

We all find ways to justify our actions. The breakdown of fairness does strange things to our psychology.

The more we believe the other side is playing dirty, the more we are likely to believe our side has a “moral imperative” to fight back. But if we escalate, are we just as bad as them? The fastest way to resolve this internal tension is to degrade the other side. The more radical, evil, or extreme the other side, the better our side seems in comparison. Sure, we might have to fight a little dirty. But we know we’re right. When everything is at stake, the ends justify the means.

This basic psychology is how we humans have reaffirmed our sense of both individual and collective self-worth for millennia despite our imperfections and shortcomings.31

The problem is once we support a transgression in service of something bigger, we’ve now condoned it. And the other side can point to our transgression. They can justify it to take stronger action in response. Which pushes our side to take stronger action in response to their action. It’s a reinforcing cycle.

Here’s one example out of many. In the 2017 special election for US Senate in Alabama (which Democrat Doug Jones narrowly won), a progressive activist put together a fake web-based prohibitionist “Dry Alabama” campaign and then falsely associated the fake campaign with Republican Senate candidate Roy Moore, thinking it would hurt Moore with business-friendly Republicans. When questioned, the activist behind “Dry Alabama” explained the logic of escalation perfectly: “If you don’t do it, you’re fighting with one hand tied behind your back. You have a moral imperative to do this—to do whatever it takes.”32 To be sure, Democrats, including Doug Jones, widely condemned the activist. But parties cannot control their activists.

In two-party politics, these “moral imperative”–style justifications have a particularly pernicious lesser-of-two-evils doom-loop quality. The more extreme the other side feels to us, the more our side is justified in bending the rules. The more our side bends the rules, the more we must cast the other side as even more extreme to maintain our moral sanity.33

For example, many Republicans expressed considerable reservations about Trump’s qualifications and temperament but simultaneously excused his most egregious comments and behaviors. Often, they’d justify their support for Trump by talking about how bad Democrats are. Any charge against Trump would provoke an example of a Democrat who did something equivalent. If Trump was accused of sexual harassment: What about all the women Bill Clinton harassed and raped? (allegedly). And whatever the charge against Trump: What about Hillary Clinton’s emails? See: everybody is to blame. But the lower the standards go, the more nihilistic the morality.

Despite broad commitment to democracy and rule of law in the abstract, partisans, especially partisan politicians, often hedge when asked about breaking norms in the specific. When my side does it, it seems a little more okay, maybe even justified.34 In this binary toxic politics, partisans tolerate more corruption and lies from their own side.35 Or put another way: Trump, the most factually challenged president ever (by one analysis, he averaged fifteen false claims per day in 2018)36 is a symptom of anything-goes, ends-justifies-the-means political morality.

Too many Americans today live in political bubbles. This makes the fairness problem much worse.

In chapter 6, I discussed how the Democratic and Republican party coalitions now cumulate a stack of group identities into two partisan “mega-identities.”37 This raises the emotional stakes of politics and drives the dominant us-versus-them narrative. Here, I want to focus on why these divisions are so self-reinforcing: When we surround ourselves with like-minded people, we are more likely to avoid challenging facts and opinions. The more we avoid other perspectives, the more certain we become that we are right. When we’re certain we are right, we avoid people and facts we are sure are wrong. It’s yet another doom loop.

In November 1972, the New York film critic Pauline Kael is said to have joked, “How could Nixon have won? Nobody I know voted for him.”38 It was funny because Nixon had just won by an overwhelming landslide. Kael, inhabiting a New York City intelligentsia bubble, was well aware of just how out of touch she was with average Americans.

But today, more and more Americans live in Kael-like bubbles, but without the same self-aware irony.39 Partisans are marrying fellow partisans at higher rates than ever before (80 percent), and the percent of children with the same partisan politics as their parents has never been higher (75 percent intergenerational partisan agreement).40 In deciding where to live, partisans are putting a higher and higher premium on living with those who share their political beliefs.41 As we saw in chapter 4, red America has become steadily redder, and blue America has become bluer. With the decline of cross-cutting identities, geographic density is becoming political destiny. More than ever, our social networks, both in the real world and especially online, are likely to be highly partisan.42 We are even adjusting our lifestyles to fit with our partisanship, including, most profoundly, how religiously we raise our children.43

We humans are group-oriented creatures. We make sense of current events by talking to the people close to us. We care deeply about fitting in and having the “right” views, views that will make us socially acceptable to our friends, our colleagues, our family, and our community. Not surprisingly, we “arrive at choices that are socially contingent upon the choices of other citizens.”44 We are, in a phrase, “social citizens.”45 Ask yourself how many times you’ve turned to your family and friends to decide what to think of a recent political event, or disregarded your initial judgment so that you could fit in better with your family and friends.46

When we are with fellow partisans, we are more likely to ignore inconvenient facts.47 When we are surrounded by our like-minded allies, we are more likely to be drawn to political extremes.48 We repeatedly override our own judgments to conform to our peer groups.49

As we surround ourselves with like-minded partisans, by both choice and circumstance, we become more confident that our side is not only right but also righteous. We become sure the other side is not only wrong but also evil. Partisans now describe fellow Americans with an opposing partisan identity as dumb, close-minded, hypocritical, selfish, and mean.50 Majorities of Democrats now say Republicans make them afraid, angry, and frustrated, and majorities of Republicans feel the same way about Democrats.51 Half of Republicans and one in three Democrats now say they’d be upset if their children married somebody from the opposition party. In 1960, only one in twenty partisans felt this way.52

Democrats and Republicans used to feel at least somewhat warmly toward each other. But over the decades, partisans have gone from being skeptical to being deeply distrustful, from disagreeing with to detesting each other.53 One recent study even found that “partisans are willing to explicitly state that members of the opposing party are like animals, that they lack essential human traits, and that they are less evolved than members of their own party.”54

In such an environment, when our membership in a community and sense of self-worth depend on sticking to one set of values and facts (which we’ve long ago decided are the right ones), why would we entertain doubts? Why would we possibly want to escape our bubbles when our bubbles reaffirm our sense of community and self-worth? Why would we possibly want to engage earnestly and face the deeply discomforting possibility we might have been wrong about some things?55 Rather than escaping their bubbles, more people today are retreating further into them, cutting off ties with those who don’t share their political values.

In discussions like this one, it’s common to blame the media. With so many available sources, it’s easier today than ever to read only the news that will tell us what we want to hear: that our side is right. With social media (Twitter, Facebook), we can fine-tune our feed to give us exactly the facts and information we want, and from the most like-minded people.56 When you can dismiss any news you don’t like as “fake,” it’s easier for subjective truth to displace objective truth.57

And certainly, the media is an accelerator and an amplifier of these underlying partisan divisions.58 But mostly, the media mirrors back to us the highly combative politics we’re already engaged with and makes us even more convinced that politics is belligerent and ugly (because that’s what we read about all day). The cacophony of conflict, of course, makes the stakes seem even higher.59 Media companies now know better than ever what gets clicks: strife and discord. Stories that activate group identities and righteousness via threat and anger drive traffic. Strong business incentives push the media to highlight outrage.60

When we read about all this conflict and outrage, we feel irate and under attack.61 And the more we feel angry and threatened, the more we really really really want to be right.62 So we become even more susceptible to rumors and even falsehoods, if they reinforce what we already think.63 And the more we repeat the falsehoods, the more they seem true.64 Fact-checking doesn’t really help65—unless it comes from unexpected sources, which is unlikely almost by definition.66 This is yet another doom loop

In short, powerful forces are pushing us deeper into our separate bubbles, reinforcing an insular binary certainty that is deadly for democracy. If Americans divide into two teams, each with their own facts, each certain the other side is evil, it’s hard to agree on any basic norms of fairness. And without an agreement on some basic norms of fairness, it’s difficult to maintain a democracy.

If fairness breaks down, will the United States descend into a civil war?

And then what? If fairness breaks down, does might come to justify right? If so, then what?

Political violence is the obvious fear. In surveys, the overwhelming majority of Americans reject political violence. But about one in ten agree that “the worst politicians should get a brick through the window to make them stop hurting the country,” and about one in twenty agree that “some of the problems citizens have with government could be fixed with a few well-aimed bullets.”67 In a nation of about 250 million adults, one in twenty is 12.5 million people.

Of course, talk is cheap, and cranky respondents vent plenty of idle frustration in anonymous surveys. Still: It doesn’t take that many people—maybe even a few hundred—to spark more widespread violence and put a nation on edge with a few horrific acts.

And political rhetoric matters. Campaigns with violent metaphors that simplify politics into good versus evil excite and mobilize voters—that’s why candidates and campaigns use them. But in doing so, campaigns also communicate what politics is about. These kinds of campaigns mobilize the strongest partisans, who are most likely to oppose compromise.68 They also activate the us-versus-them brain that sees politics in terms of binary in-group/out-group conflict.69 And they make those with preexisting violent tendencies even more supportive of violence.70 On top of all that, these kinds of campaigns demobilize those who are less aggressive by nature.71

But if we genuinely feel threatened, shouldn’t we take action? Yet this threat mindset of preemptive strike is often what sparks political violence.72 Political violence also often breaks out when the central government breaks down, leaving individual actors to see violent action as a necessary and acceptable means of self-protection.73

It seems unlikely the United States would devolve into a second civil war. Today’s divide is not between states, as it was in our first civil war, but within states—between traditionalist rural and cosmopolitan urban areas. But the threat of violence and widespread political intimidation is real. And racialized political conflict and changing racial group status have been common precursors for political violence throughout history.74

It’s also noteworthy that about three in ten adults in America own a gun. Gun owners are overwhelmingly white, male, rural, and conservative.75 They have been told repeatedly that Democrats will take away their guns and radically transform the country if they get into power. They’ve been told in election after election that this is their “last chance.”

Finally, when people feel their safety is at stake, they are more likely to support authoritarian leadership that could undermine long-standing traditions of American liberal democracy76—just as George Washington feared in his farewell address.

The breakdown of political fairness should be a scary prospect, because once it breaks down, it’s challenging to re-establish peacefully and democratically. Unfortunately, all of the structural forces in our toxic politics are making this breakdown more likely. The high-stakes, highly sorted binary partisan politics makes each election feel like the most important ever, which justifies the use of more hardball tactics. And the more we sort into our separate partisan teams, the more we surround ourselves with like-minded people and selected facts to make us even more certain that we are right and they are wrong. And the more certain we are, the more radical the means we can allow ourselves to justify.

Conclusion.

The United States has many possible futures. But, absent a significant change, the current trajectory looks increasingly darker with each year. We’re now in an era of toxic partisanship, and the divisions are growing starker. Liberal deep blue America and conservative deep red America are drifting further and further apart. Meanwhile, everybody else is being forced to pick which side they’re on.

As the country pulls apart, the stakes of each election rise. As the stakes rise, the fighting toughens. As the fighting toughens, it becomes harder to agree on what’s fair. Disputes divide the country further. Meanwhile, little gets done. Middle-class wages stagnate. Inequality rises. Trust declines. Everybody blames the government. The parties blame each other. Divisions increase. The stakes feel higher. The parties double-down on the national identity questions that divide them, raising the stakes further yet. And so on and so forth, in a series of escalating and reinforcing doom loops, recycling the toxicity back into the system.

Democracy depends on shared fairness. Political opponents can and should criticize each other. Parties must agree to disagree, but must also implicitly agree on the limits of the disagreements. They must agree on what is unfair and out of bounds. But this is not easy. Few rules of democracy are ever truly neutral, because most rules involve trade-offs among many competing values, which are frequently in tension.

But the further apart both sides drift, the more they distrust and demonize each other, and the more certain they become that the other side is cheating. And if the other side is cheating, this gives our side a “moral imperative” to do whatever it takes.

Escalation both begets and justifies escalation. But if we can’t agree on what’s fair, what happens when a close election is disputed? What happens when nothing seems legitimate? Is anything justified? American democracy is rushing toward a dangerous precipice.

But we’re not locked in. We can change the political rules and reorder the political system. We can break the two-party doom loop.


Part III

The Solution
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Designing the Save American Democracy Act

Welcome to the solutions section of the book. If you’ve made it this far, you may be convinced that American democracy is indeed in a doom loop of toxic binary partisanship and that we need a major intervention to break this doom loop before it breaks our democracy. If so, you’ve come to the right place. Major interventions are ahead.

In this chapter I’ll lay out the what: the big plan for electoral reform. Here I’ll consider various options and recommend single-winner ranked-choice voting for the Senate and multi-winner ranked-choice voting for the House. I’ll also recommend increasing the size of the House and getting rid of congressional primaries. And I’ll recommend ranked-choice voting for president.

In the next chapter I’ll lay out the why: I’ll make the full argument for electoral reform as the solution to our current crisis and show why multiparty democracy is not only the best way for American democracy to defuse the current crisis but also superior to two-party democracy.

In chapter 10, I’ll discuss the how: I’ll delve into the politics of electoral reform and explain why America might be ripe for such a reform, and how it could happen. Finally, in chapter 11, I’ll lay out the what if: I’ll offer one vision for how major electoral reform could save American democracy.

But before designing a reform plan, I want to set some clear guidelines.

First, what reforms are constitutional? Reform by constitutional amendment is all but impossible given the current state of toxic partisanship. Fortunately, the Constitution gives Congress the power to set the rules for congressional elections. Congress defers to states as a default but reserves the right to intervene, a right it has repeatedly used. Article I, Section 4 states plainly: “The Times, Places and Manner of holding Elections for Senators and Representatives, shall be prescribed in each State by the Legislature thereof; but the Congress may at any time by Law make or alter such Regulations, except as to the Places of chusing Senators.” Perhaps, in a future and less toxic era, constitutional amendments will again be conceivable. If so, we will be able to think even bigger. But we must use the existing tools and powers to get there first.

Second, what behaviors should we reward? Different electoral systems incentivize and encourage different behaviors in politicians and voters. A new electoral system should incentivize (or at least not punish) compromise dealmaking. It should scramble political conflicts and create new possibilities for cross-cutting identities that make flexible alliances and stable governing possible.

Third, how many parties do we want? Between four and six parties is the optimal range. Fewer than four, and there’s not enough representation and flexibility. But more than six, and politics starts to become fragmented. Coalitions become harder to form because too many parties can require too much bargaining, making it hard to reach a deal. Just as too few choices can alienate voters, too many choices can also overwhelm voters.1

With these parameters in mind, let’s begin to explore the possible alternatives to our outdated winner-take-all plurality electoral rules, which are at the root of so many problems.

Single-winner ranked-choice voting (RCV).

Let’s start with an electoral innovation already gaining traction in the United States: ranked-choice voting (or RCV, for short). In 2018, Maine became the first state in the country to use RCV in federal elections, after two statewide referenda (one in 2016, another in 2018) approved the new voting system.

As the name suggests, ranked-choice voting lets voters rank their choices. Voters mark their first choice candidate first, their second choice candidate second, then their third-choice candidate third, and so on. Easy as 1-2-3. Think of it as a political listicle: Candidates in this election, ranked.

The votes are then tallied as follows: If one candidate has an outright majority of first-place votes, that candidate wins. But if no candidate has a majority in the first count, second-choice preferences come into play. The candidate with the fewest first-choice votes is eliminated, and voters who had ranked that candidate first have their votes transferred to the candidate they ranked second. This continues until a single candidate garners a majority, with subsequent preferences transferring as candidates get eliminated from the bottom up.

Ranked-choice voting is sometimes known as instant-runoff voting (IRV). It is also sometimes known as the alternative vote (AV), which is what Australians (who have used it for a century) call it. These all describe the same voting system.

To understand how RCV for a single-winner election works in practice, let’s take it for a brief spin with a hypothetical election for a US House seat.

Figure 8.1 shows how the ballot might look.
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Fig 8.1 Hypothetical ranked-choice voting ballot



Let’s say after the first count the tally is:


Betsy Edelmann-Ryssdal (Republican)—30%

Jalil Smiley-McGraw (Democrat)—26%

Christine Horvath-Gonzales (Centrist-Independent)—24%

Susan McLaughlin-Malaki (Green)—12%

John Green-Bertrand (Libertarian)—8%



The Libertarian, Green-Bertrand, finishes last in the first count and is the first to be eliminated. Let’s say half of his supporters ranked the Republican next and half picked the Centrist-Independent next. After the votes transfer, the new tally is:


Betsy Edelmann-Ryssdal (Republican)—34% (+4%)

Christine Horvath-Gonzales (Centrist-Independent)—28% (+4%, into second place)

Jalil Smiley-McGraw (Democrat)—26%

Susan McLaughlin-Malaki (Green)—12%



Now the Green candidate, McLaughlin-Malaki, is eliminated. Half of her next-choice votes go to the Democrat, half to the Centrist-Independent. After the votes are transferred, the new tally is:


Betsy Edelmann-Ryssdal (Republican)—34%

Christine Horvath-Gonzales (Centrist-Independent)—34% (+6%, into a tie for first place)

Jalil Smiley-McGraw (Democrat)—32% (+6%)



Now the Democrat, Jalil-Smiley McGraw is eliminated. Most of his second-place votes go to the Centrist-Independent, and the final tally is:




Christine Horvath-Gonzales (Centrist-Independent)—64% (+30%)

Betsy Edelmann-Ryssdal (Republican)—36% (+2%)



Figure 8.2 provides a visual recap, showing how support for candidates got redistributed.
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Fig 8.2 Hypothetical ranked-choice voting election



In a simple plurality election, the Republican candidate, Edelmann-Ryssdal, would win with just 30 percent of the vote. But true-preference ranking showed her support was shallow. The Centrist-Independent, Christine Horvath-Gonzales, preferred in the first count by only 24 percent of the voters, wound up the winner. That’s because lots of voters liked her second-best, as the reasonable alternative voters could live with even if their favorite candidate didn’t win. She had the broadest support.

Of course, in a simple plurality election, Horvath-Gonzales might never have run in the first place, for fear of being a spoiler. Or she would have tried to run as a Democrat or a Republican, moving left or right to win either party’s primary.

Voters who wanted a centrist would have had to choose between the Democrat and the Republican. So would voters who wanted a Libertarian or a Green candidate but who didn’t want to waste their vote. With most voters locked into Democratic or Republican camps, both candidates would have focused primarily on turning out their bases. Ranked-choice voting allows voters to vote their sincere preference, without fearing they will “spoil” the election. Ranked-choice voting thus encourages candidates who might not otherwise run, expanding the field of debate and giving voters more choice.

The Academy Awards has used ranked-choice voting to select Best Picture winners since 2009. The Academy adopted the system in response to concerns that voting for the awards was becoming more polarized and films with narrow but intense support were winning Oscars. As the motion picture academy’s chief operating officer explained in making the switch, “The idea of the preferential ballot is to reflect the wishes of the greatest number of voters. Otherwise you might end up with a movie that, say, 25% of the people love and the rest can’t stand. This way, hopefully, you have a winner that most people can live with.”2

Most of what we know about ranked-choice voting in national-level politics comes from Australia, which has used it since 1918, when the “alternative vote” emerged as the solution to vote-splitting.3 Australian political scientists often attribute Australia’s generally moderate politics to ranked-choice voting. That’s because RCV rewards parties with broad appeal and allows dissatisfied voters to vent their frustration about the performance of major parties by supporting protest parties.4 If anything, a long-standing criticism was that Australia’s politics were too moderate.5 In recent years, Australia has grown more politically polarized, along with most advanced democracies. But it has not yet become as polarized as the United States. Many Australian politics experts believe RCV has muted some of the potential extremism.

Australia uses single-winner ranked-choice voting in its House and multi-winner ranked-choice voting for its Senate. (More on the multi-winner version of ranked-choice voting shortly.) Though a center-left party and a center-right coalition have long dominated Australian politics, smaller parties have gained support by seizing on new issues and changing preferences in the electorate. Their presence creates a more responsive and flexible political system.6

Several large cities in the United States, including San Francisco, Minneapolis, Saint Paul, and Santa Fe, have also adopted ranked-choice voting in recent years. Where RCV has been implemented, campaigns have been less negative, and voters are more satisfied.7 Ranked-choice voting alters campaign incentives. If candidates compete to be voters’ second and third choices, they have incentives to play nicer with each other. They try not to alienate each other’s supporters. Sometimes they even campaign together.8

Some American skeptics of ranked-choice voting have argued it is too complex, and this complexity discourages participation among poorer and minority communities.9 But in Minneapolis, Minnesota, which has now used ranked-choice voting for three consecutive citywide elections, 92 percent of residents said they found ranked-choice voting to be “simple.”10 It may take an election or two for voters and candidates to adapt to a new system. But over time, they adapt and learn.11 If anything, turnout is higher when cities implement ranked-choice voting.12 That’s because voters are more likely to see their votes as mattering. And more candidates are competing for more votes. Ranked-choice voting has also led to the election of more minorities and women.13

In stark contrast with simple plurality-winner elections, ranked-choice voting incentivizes candidates to focus on more than just their base. Candidates are now campaigning for second- and third-choice votes. This rewards less polarizing and more moderate candidates. It also encourages more candidates to run without being spoilers, so voters end up with more meaningful choices. In short: Adopting single-winner ranked-choice voting would improve competition, increase third-party activity, and make politics more moderate.

Ranked-choice voting might be confused with other forms of run-off voting systems, such as two-round elections. In a two-round election, the first round invites a broad field, while the second round asks voters to decide among only the top two finishers from the first round, thus ensuring the winner gets a majority. There is no ranking. France’s two-round presidential election is a well-known example of this system. Many other presidential democracies also use a two-round system to elect presidents.

California’s “top two primary” (also known as a “jungle primary”) is another example of a two-round election. But it is an unusual version. For one, only state-approved parties can participate. For another, co-partisans can compete against each other. The top two vote-getters, regardless of party affiliation, advance to the general election, meaning that a Democrat could face off against a Democrat in the general election, or a Republican against a Republican.14

Ranked-choice voting improves on the two-round elections in the following ways. First, it is more likely to produce a broadly acceptable winner. Again, ranked-choice voting rewards candidates who can appeal most broadly. By contrast, in a two-round system, it’s quite possible for the two candidates with the most dedicated but not necessarily broadest support to advance to the final round, re-creating the lesser-of-two-evils problem.15 For example, in the above hypothetical election, a two-round system would have just collapsed into the familiar Democrat versus Republican contest, even though the centrist candidate had the widest support.

Second, a two-round system demands more complex strategic calculations for voters, who face a trade-off between who they want to win and who they think could make it to the second round. These calculations can lead to different outcomes based on small variations in polling.16 In my hypothetical example, the top three candidates were neck and neck, within the margin of error in any poll. If Election Day polling put Horvath-Gonzales (the Centrist-Independent) slightly ahead of Smiley-McGraw (the Democrat) instead of the other way around, non-Republican voters might have decided that Horvath-Gonzales had the best chance of advancing and concentrated their votes around her, and she would have won the second round in a landslide. But if Election Day polling had Smiley-McGraw ahead, voters might have calculated that Smiley-McGraw had the best chance of winning and thus would have marginalized the centrist candidate. The complexities of these calculations can invite political operatives to support “loser” or “dummy” candidates designed to fracture the field, confuse voters, and pull away crucial support from frontrunners in crowded fields. Ranked-choice voting renders this devious strategy pointless.

Third, a two-round election can also lead to unintended vote-splitting among candidates competing for similar voters, denying voters the ability to find agreement through ranking. Ranked-choice voting systems are simpler. Voters can vote sincerely. They don’t need to worry if they are wasting their votes.17 Again, ranked-choice voting solves the problem of “spoilers” and vote-splitting.

Fourth, the instant-runoff aspect of ranked-choice voting is less costly both for governments (money) and for voters (time).18 Two elections require more money than one, so taxpayers pay more. For voters, it means they have to show up twice. Voter turnout typically declines in the second round, either because voters’ preferred candidate didn’t advance or because voters simply lose interest. The voters most likely to drop off in the second round are the least educated.19

All else being equal, a two-round majority election is better than a single-round plurality election, because requiring the winner to earn a true majority prevents a candidate winning with a shallow plurality.20 But ranked-choice voting is superior to the two-round system, because it simultaneously maximizes voter participation and broad-based coalition building.

But the single-winner form of ranked-choice voting can’t solve the urban-rural polarization that makes for so many lopsided uncompetitive districts. Nor can single-winner ranked-choice voting solve the problem of gerrymandering in House elections, which generates so much potential for electoral unfairness (see chapter 7). These problems are inherent to single-winner electoral systems, regardless of how votes are counted.

Multi-winner ranked-choice voting.

Ranked-choice voting was originally designed for a multi-winner election, instead of a single-winner election. Three countries use multi-winner ranked-choice voting today: Ireland (since 1921), Malta (also since 1921), and Australia21 (in the Senate, since 1948). This system is commonly called STV (short for “single transferable vote”), or sometimes STV-PR (proportional representation). The Irish just call it PR.22 I’ll call it multi-winner ranked-choice voting.

From the voter’s perspective, the multi-winner version of ranked-choice voting is very similar to the single-winner system. Once again, voters rank candidates in order of preference. As candidates get eliminated from the bottom up, their supporters’ votes transfer to their next choices. Again, this means citizens can vote for the candidate they like most and then, by ranking additional candidates, know their vote will still count even if their top candidates get eliminated.

But instead of single-winner districts, it uses multi-winner districts. So, for example, in a five-winner district, the top five finishers would all go to Congress. This makes it proportional. To get representation, a party or a candidate doesn’t need a plurality. Instead, in a five-member district, the minimal winning threshold is just under 17 percent.23

The proportionality depends on the size of the district. Go down from five winners to four winners, and the threshold is just over 20 percent. At three winners, the threshold is just over 25 percent. The higher the percentage threshold for winning a seat, the fewer the number of parties that are likely to form. To ensure some proportionality without too much party fragmentation, five winners per district is ideal.24 Anything smaller than three-member districts is unlikely to lead to more parties. The more winners, the lower the threshold. The lower the threshold, the more parties would likely form.

If the United States adopted five-member districts for the House of Representatives elections, I’d expect to see between four and six parties nationwide. Since each state has its own congressional delegation, states would house fewer, larger districts. For example, instead of having 13 separate districts, North Carolina could have one five-member district, and two four-member districts. Or instead of five single-member districts, Oklahoma could have one five-member districts.

To simultaneously help voters navigate choices and to strengthen parties, I’d recommend we do what the Australians do: group candidates by party and allow parties to choose the order in which they want their candidates listed. Thus voters can pick the party’s approved preference ordering by voting for the party, rather than ranking candidates on their own; for voters otherwise overwhelmed by the complexity, a “party vote” simplifies the choice. Voters would have more control should they want it, but could defer to parties if they’d rather do that.25 Parties would presumably nominate as many candidates as seats they expect to win, as they generally do in Australia and Ireland.

If America moved to multi-winner ranked-choice voting for the House of Representatives elections, a ballot might look something like the one pictured in Figure 8.3, which gives the voters the option of ranking their candidates or choosing the default party ranking.
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Fig 8.3 Sample multi-winner ranked-choice-voting ballot



Since Ireland has used multi-winner ranked-choice voting for almost one hundred years, we can learn something from the Irish experience, which uses three- to five-member districts. Ireland has had between three and five parties, and many different coalition governments.26 Ireland’s two main parties, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, have long dominated Irish politics, and smaller parties have often campaigned as potential junior coalition partners to the main two parties. In recent decades, however, major parties’ combined support has slipped somewhat, and party competition and coalition building has become somewhat more fluid and unstructured, with more independents running and winning.27

Irish politics is more candidate-focused (unlike in Australia, Irish ballots do not group candidates by party. Instead, they list candidates in alphabetical order). But Irish parties are still relatively strong and cohesive.28 Irish voters identify with parties, and vote somewhat consistently for one party. But Irish partisan loyalty has been declining in recent years. Many voters express preferences for multiple parties. In effect, they are suggesting the coalitions they’d like to see in government.29

Multi-winner ranked-choice voting also has a largely forgotten history in America. Between 1915 and 1948, twenty-four cities adopted this voting system, most notably Sacramento, Cincinnati, Cleveland, and New York City. Under the new voting rules, women got elected to citywide office for the first time in several cities. In Toledo and Cincinnati, African Americans got elected to citywide office for the first time. In New York City, communists got elected. These developments provoked a backlash and contributed to the voting system’s undoing in these three cities. Incumbent partisan machines also disliked the system, because it gave voters more choices. So they worked to get rid of it, sometimes through direct referenda, sometimes through statewide legislation or litigation, parroting the bugbear that anything other than first-past-the-post elections would let radicals and extremists take over.30

By 1962, all but one US city (Cambridge, Massachusetts) had repealed STV, and by 1964 the National Municipal League (which had absorbed the Proportional Representation League during the hard economic times of 1932) stopped advocating for it.31

The mixed-member proportional system.

Now to another highly regarded electoral system: “mixed-member proportional.” Originally developed in Germany, mixed-member proportional elections are now used in several countries, including New Zealand, Scotland, and Wales. The system consistently generates moderate multiparty democracy.

Mixed-member proportional works like this: on Election Day, voters get two votes: one for a local district representative, and one for a party. The ballot might look like this:
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Fig 8.4 Hypothetical mixed-member proportional ballot



Here, the district vote is the same basic winner-take-all approach all US congressional districts currently use. But the party vote is different: you’re just voting for the party, and it’s the party vote that determines the overall share of seats in the legislature. The balance of district votes and party votes varies by country but generally tends to be about half and half.

The system works like this: First, all the district winners are counted. Then, depending on the share of districted seats parties win, they receive compensatory seats to bring their total share in the legislature to their overall party vote share. These additional representatives come from a “party list”—that is, before the election, party leaders decide who they want to serve in the legislature, and in what order. That representative does not have a particular constituency and instead serves at large. (Technically, because the U.S. holds elections by state, each state party would have its own compensatory statewide list.)

Proponents of mixed systems argue they offer the best of both worlds.32 They generate the representativeness and compromise-oriented coalition building of proportional systems but retain the constituency-representative connections and major-party bonus inherent in single-winner districts.33 As one recent assessment of mixed-member systems concluded, “They appear to be more likely than most other electoral systems to generate two-bloc party systems, without in the process reducing minor parties to insignificance. They are more likely than any other class of electoral system to simultaneously generate local accountability as well as a nationally oriented party system.”34

Full party-list systems.

In many systems of proportional representation, the list is everything. Citizens get only one vote, and it is for a party. Whoever is atop the party list gets the first seat the party wins, second gets the second seat the party wins, and so on. In some countries, the list is “closed” and party leaders determine the rank ordering of representatives. In other countries, the list is “open” and voters get a say on how parties should rank their candidates.

Full party-list systems often have the most parties, because they tend to correspond to larger district sizes (district size is very important in determining the number of parties; the larger the district size, the lower the threshold percentage necessary to gain representation). And the larger the district and the lower the threshold for representation, the more parties. At the hyperrepresentative end of the proportional representation spectrum lies the Dutch system. The Dutch hold one national election with a party-list system. For each sixty thousand votes a party wins, it earns one seat in the Dutch House of Representatives.35 Following the 2017 election, the 150-seat chamber had thirteen parties, including an animal rights party (Party for the Animals) with five representatives and a pensioners’ party (50PLUS) with four seats. In the 2017 election, 82 percent of Dutch voters turned out. In a nation with more than ten million voters, a party can get less than 1 percent of the overall vote and still have representation. Israel uses a similar system, though in recent years it has upped its threshold from 1 percent to 3.25 percent to prevent truly fringe parties from gaining seats in the Knesset. Other party-list systems, such as Spain, Portugal, and Costa Rica, have fewer representatives per electoral district, and have a more manageable number of parties. They would be better models for the US to emulate, if we ever got over our distrust of parties and decided to abandon constituency representation.

Ranked-choice voting, especially multi-winner ranked-choice voting, would work best in the United States.

Election experts tend to rank multi-winner ranked-choice voting and mixed-member proportional as the best electoral systems.36 Both offer modest proportionality without too much fragmentation. For the United States, I recommend multi-winner ranked-choice voting over mixed-member proportional for four reasons.

First, multi-winner ranked-choice voting encourages cooperation and coalition building in campaigns, which is the time when voters are most likely to learn what they should think about politics. Parties and candidates are competing to be not only voters’ first choice but also their second and third and fourth choices. This coalition-building can help bridge racial, religious, and other cleavages, as different groups try to reach others’ supporters. This is why election experts often recommend it for deeply divided societies in need of ethnic accommodation.37

Second, voters are more satisfied when they get to rank candidates, presumably since they can express the full range of their political voice.38 Ranked-choice voting, especially the multi-winner version, is nearly impossible to “game.” Voters don’t have to agonize over strategic voting calculations.39 This allows voters to register their sincere preferences more than any other voting system.

Third, RCV is probably an easier fit with existing American political culture. The party-list component of mixed-member proportional could be a tough sell in a political culture with a dour view of political parties. Political parties ought to be stronger than they are in the United States, and party lists are one way to strengthen parties. Multi-winner ranked-choice voting can give parties the power to choose their preferred ranking order and allow voters to follow that ranking, while still giving voters the option to exercise more control, if they want it.

Fourth, the two major democracies with ranked-choice voting systems, Ireland and Australia, are thriving democracies; both are ranked in the top ten globally by the Economist Intelligence Unit.40 They are among the few advanced democracies that have largely withstood the global wave of far-right populism. In Australia (which uses single-winner ranked-choice voting for its House and multi-winner ranked-choice voting for its Senate) the political center has held, remarkably. Although Australian politics has had plenty of drama over the last decade, fairly centrist governments have ultimately prevailed.41

In Ireland, the relatively non-ideological major parties have all incorporated some populist elements without becoming anti-system parties, while the constituency-oriented nature of Irish politics has effectively undercut the populist rallying cry that the elites are out of touch.42

Like other advanced democracies, both Ireland and Australia have experienced recent migration waves. And in both countries, anti-immigration sentiment is plentiful. But this sentiment hasn’t been as politically disruptive.43

Under a ranked voting system, we should expect more moderation and compromise and less extremism and pulling apart.44 And that’s exactly what we’re seeing in the countries with this kind of preferential voting. Australian political scientist Benjamin Reilly neatly summed up the connection between preferential voting and extremism: “Perhaps the most relevant consequence of preferential voting in Australia is that it has provided the electorate with the means to punish perceived extremism of any ideology, providing strong incentives for the major parties to keep their focus on the middle ground at all times. This stands in sharp contrast to the trajectory in the United States.”45

To be sure, the record of mixed-member proportional systems in Germany and New Zealand is also positive. This is a fine system as well, and many have made a strong case for it as the best of all electoral systems. If there’s a debate worth having, it’s between these two alternatives. But what’s not debatable is that either mixed-member proportional or multi-winner ranked-choice voting would be significant improvements over the current system of winner-take-all plurality elections, which is driving the two-party doom loop.

A bigger House of Representatives would improve American democracy and also support more multiparty democracy.

Another way to expand representative diversity in Washington is to expand the number of representatives. The most straightforward way to do this is to increase the size of the US House. This would improve representation and with it the quality of American democracy.46

Right now, members of the US House represent on average about 750,000 constituents. By global standards, that is high. It’s six or seven times more than most other advanced industrialized democracies. In the United Kingdom (population 66 million), the House of Commons has 650 members, one for every 101,000 Brits. In Germany (population 83 million), the Bundestag has 709 members, one for every 117,000 Germans. Only India (population 1.3 billion) has more constituents per representative in its lower house, the Lok Sabha (545 representatives representing 2.4 million people each). But in India, individual state governments have more autonomy than in the United States, making the national legislature far less important than in the United States. After India, the next closest to the United States is Japan (population 127 million), where the House of Representatives has 465 members, one for every 273,000 Japanese. But Japan’s districts are still only a third the size of US districts.

Today’s sprawling congressional districts are also far larger than what James Madison intended. Though it is now largely forgotten, when Congressman Madison introduced the amendments that became the Bill of Rights during the first session of Congress, there were twelve, not ten. All twelve were approved. But only amendments three through twelve were ratified by the necessary three-quarters of states.

The first two amendments fell just short. The original second amendment (delaying the effect of any congressional pay raises until the next Congress) was rediscovered in the 1980s. After a new wave of states ratified it, it became the Twenty-Seventh Amendment in 1992.

The original first amendment was an apportionment amendment. It specified a precise formula for representation. Initially, each House member would represent thirty thousand people. For the first Congress, this meant just sixty-five members. When the House reached one hundred members, the ratio would increase to forty thousand to one. When it reached two hundred members, the ratio would jump to fifty thousand to one. That was the top. “It is a sound and important principle that the representative ought to be acquainted with the interests and circumstances of his constituents,” Madison wrote in Federalist no. 56. Had just one more state approved the amendment, the United States might have roughly six thousand House representatives today (assuming, of course, there were no subsequent amendments to expand the ratio).

For the first 120 years of its operation, Congress followed the spirit of Madison’s recommendation, expanding steadily from the 1789 vintage of just sixty-five representatives to the current 435, alongside a growing country. But following the 1920 census, Congress couldn’t agree on how to allocate more seats. After a decade of debate, members capped the size of the House at 435 members in 1929. It’s been at 435 since (with one brief period of 437 right after Hawaii and Alaska were admitted). In 1911, when Congress last voted on a substantial House size increase, districts contained 211,000 people on average.

I propose 700 members, which would put the United States in line with global expectations for a country of its size.47 I agree with Madison: representatives should be close to their constituents. The more constituents that members represent, the easier it is to focus just on their most well-off constituents.48 The more distant members seem, the more constituents distrust them.49 A larger House might also reduce inequality by connecting members more closely to their constituents. Across advanced democracies, the more constituents per representative in the lower chamber, the more inequality (Figure 8.5).
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Fig 8.5 The more constituents each legislator represents, the more unequal the country.

Source: OECD data; line is weighted least-squares regression.



Some might object, as they did in the 1920s when members debated capping the size: How could deliberation take place in such a big House? But isn’t the House already too big? What’s another 265 members? A larger House would make Congress a little more representative of the larger public. It would also make electoral reform more impactful because more states could have multi-member districts.

The Senate is more challenging. But ranked-choice voting would help make the Senate more responsive.

Since each state gets two senators, and senators are elected on different six-year cycles, barring a major constitutional change (like giving every state five senators, elected at once), Senate elections will have to remain single-winner elections for now. Given this constraint, single-winner ranked-choice voting is the most practical reform for Senate elections.

Of course this doesn’t solve the bigger problem of the Senate: malapportionment. While the House represents people, the Senate represents states.50 And American states vary widely in size. California (population: forty million) has the same two representatives as Wyoming (just under six hundred thousand people), despite having almost seventy times more people. Texas (population: twenty-nine million) has the same two senators as Vermont (just over six hundred thousand people), despite having a little under fifty times more people. Today’s malapportionment produces real distortions in legislation and federal spending.51 And it is now possible for a majority in the Senate to represent just 18 percent of the nation’s population.52 The percentage will continue to shrink as the biggest states continue to gain population, making representation in the Senate even more disproportionate.

Back in 1787, when the large states agreed on equal representation of states in the Senate, the small states drove a tough bargain. Madison’s original plan envisioned representation in both the House and the Senate pegged to population. But small-state delegates weren’t about to give up the equal representation they enjoyed under the Articles of Confederation. And the credible threat that they would walk away and ally with the French or the British gave them a powerful bargaining chip. Back then, Virginia, (population: 750,000) was almost thirteen times bigger than tiny Delaware (population: 59,000). But Delaware and New Jersey (also on the small side, at about 184,000) controlled some particularly central land and water, which would have been quite attractive to a foreign power wishing to split the United States in half. Such was the price of union then.53

The optimistic possibility is if electoral reform scrambles the existing urban-rural partisan divide and creates a new political alignment, the overrepresentation of smaller states might not seem so troubling. Or perhaps ranked-choice voting will encourage more compromise-oriented senators who will be more responsive to a national political center.

A more pessimistic possibility is that the Senate becomes a strongly counter-majoritarian institution and creates a legitimacy crisis. If this happens, I would expect a groundswell of public pressure for constitutional reform. This happened once before, with the Seventeenth Amendment (1912), which gave us the direct election of senators.

If the Senate faces mounting challenges to its legitimacy, it should consider shedding some of its powers and responsibilities and taking on more of an advisory role. Here’s my modest proposal: The Senate should agree that it will take a simple up-or-down majority-wins vote on any legislation that passes the House with a 60 percent majority. This would ensure that popular supermajority legislation at least gets a vote in the Senate. Call it a reverse filibuster. Rather than 60 percent support in the Senate being a brake on lawmaking, 60 percent support in the House could be an accelerator on lawmaking. This would preserve the original vision of the Senate as a cooling place for legislation. If the House acts rashly, the Senate could vote down any proposal and/or offer its own alternative proposal.

Many clever reformers have come up with all kinds of unlikely plans to correct for the malapportionment of the Senate, some by subdividing existing states, others by abolishing it altogether.54 These proposals are worth discussing and debating, if only to keep public pressure on the Senate not to be too counter-majoritarian.

While we’re at it, let’s get rid of congressional primaries. They weaken parties and elevate extremism.

If we’re going to reform the American electoral system, the direct primary also deserves a close look. The United States is the only democracy where parties nominate candidates for public office through direct primaries. This makes some democratic sense in a two-party system, where dissenters and challengers have no other path to viability. But it weakens parties tremendously. Open the system to more parties, and there’s no reason for direct public primaries anymore. Dissenters and challengers can run as third-party candidates and still have a decent shot.

Before direct primaries came into widespread use in the early twentieth century, state parties held private delegate conventions to pick their candidates. In these conventions, party “bosses” loomed large. In the telling of the many contemporary muckraking exposés, the conventions burbled with bribery, crude patronage, and outright deceit.55

Small-d public participatory democracy was the natural cure for crooked “bossism.” If the people were in charge, “the intelligent American citizen” would make better choices; the “enlightened judgment of reason” of a “thinking, patriotic people” would prevail.56 In 1903, Progressive stalwart Robert M. La Follette, then governor of Wisconsin, initiated the first compulsory and comprehensive statewide direct primary law.57 By 1917, thirty-two states had adopted laws covering all statewide nominations.58

As with so many other antipartisan Progressive Era reforms expanding citizen participation, the results fell short of the promises (chapter 2). Politicians adapted. Powerful interests adapted.59 Citizens had other concerns and preferred, as always, to leave the hard work of politics to the professional politicians. Mostly, the same politicians kept getting elected. And the promise of more vigorous competition materialized only partially and for a limited time, largely vanishing by the 1940s.60

Today, it’s easy to see the direct congressional primary as a wrong turn. First, since turnout is so low in primary elections, a small share of highly engaged voters have disproportionate power. Incumbent members of Congress live in fear of “being primaried” by more aggressively partisan challengers.61

True, only a handful of incumbents actually lose their primaries each election cycle.62 But the stories loom large. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez upset Joseph Crowley in 2018 in New York’s Fourteenth Congressional District. Dave Brat knocked off Eric Cantor in 2014 in Virginia’s Seventh Congressional District. And because these stories loom large in the political imagination of incumbents, these politicians adjust their behavior accordingly.63 Perhaps, then, one reason we don’t see more primary upsets is that most incumbent politicians are already in tune with the 15 to 20 percent of voters who care enough to vote in primaries.64

Some reformers are enthusiastic about nonpartisan or “open” primaries, where voters need not be registered partisans to vote. They believe these types of primaries would elect more compromise-oriented candidates. But the evidence suggests otherwise. Open primaries have not produced more moderate candidates. If anything, they’ve produced more extreme candidates.65

Eliminating primaries only works with the other electoral reforms I’ve proposed to move us toward a multiparty democracy. Getting rid of primaries (or making them open) in a two-party system would do little to break the current doom loop of toxic politics. We’re already in too deep.66

Here, we should remember the problem progressive reformers thought they were solving with the direct primary. In a two-party system with winner-take-all elections, both parties can survive as corrupt. When there are two bad options, being the lesser of two evils is still a winning strategy. Though third parties sometimes broke through in the Progressive Era, they still suffered from the spoiler problem. Giving dissenting challengers access to one of the major parties seemed like the best solution to progressive reformers, because they thought citizens would apply energy and judgment in holding politicians accountable. In reality, citizens were busy with their lives. They sought partisan and politician cues to help them. And party bosses and incumbent politicians supplied those cues.

In 1923, C. G. Hoag, the secretary of the then-active Proportional Representation League (founded in 1893), complained about the “failure of the direct primary system to give the voters all the relief they sought” because party machines still controlled who ran. The single-winner election still reduced the options. Hoag went on: “The primary does nothing more than carry the same old difficulty one step further back: offering the voters at the primary itself only the same old single-shot ballot, it often presents to him only the same old dilemma between voting for a candidate he really wants and voting for the less objectionable of the two who have some chance of winning.”67

It was actually even worse for multiparty democracy: primaries sapped the energy for third parties. Now that primaries were open, ambitious dissenters could compete for Democratic and Republican party nominations, leaving third parties behind. This further deprived voters of choices and their ability to signal unhappiness with the two major parties through the ballot box.68

With a multiparty democracy, the direct primary is unnecessary and obsolete. Rather than having to fight divisive primary battles for the soul of the party, different factions can have their own parties, control their nominees, define clear alternatives and governing programs, and then form governing coalitions after the election. Democracy doesn’t have to be within the parties, where it weakens parties, the central institutions of democracy. It can be between the parties, where it belongs. In a multiparty democracy, the self-identified socialist Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and the more moderate Joseph Crowley could have each run in separate parties, where they probably belong, instead of having to compete for the Democratic Party nomination in the Fourteenth Congressional District of New York. That way, the different constituents they each represented could have had their preferred representative.

Had progressive reformers understood this and embraced more parties instead of nonpartisanship as their ideal, American political history would have played out differently. But proportional representation was still in its infancy then. And progressive reformers were far more attracted to the myth of direct democracy.

Eliminating primaries today would require state and local parties to become much stronger. Ideally, the ability to control nominations would lead to more professionalized party organizations. This would be a good development. Stronger political parties make for stronger democracy.

We should also change the way we hold presidential elections. How about ranked-choice voting for president?

Finally, in discussing electoral reform, we must confront the frankly bizarre way America handles its presidential elections. The Electoral College began as a compromise between the small states and the big states, and between the Framers who wanted a popularly elected president and the Framers who distrusted the people and wanted an intermediary.69

The idea was this: States would pick electors. The electors would in turn nominate candidates for the office of the president. Then, assuming no single candidate won a majority of Electoral College votes (which the Framers expected to happen regularly, following Washington’s anticipated presidency), the House would decide amongst the top five candidates. Every state delegation would get a single vote. The president would be the top vote-getter, and the vice president the second-place vote-getter.

Over time, the Electoral College system has evolved.70 What was intended as a multistage refinery of public sentiment (first through the electors, then through the House) is no longer doing any refining. Today, it is only distorting. Because most states are not two-party competitive, presidential elections concentrate on a handful of “swing” states. Those states enjoy unique power to choose a president. They receive disproportionate presidential attention and excessive federal spending.71

And, even more troubling, twice in the last five US presidential elections (2000 and 2016), the Electoral College majority went to the candidate who won fewer votes nationwide. This raises obvious concerns about the legitimacy of the system.

No other democracy uses anything as distorting and confusing as the Electoral College. Other presidential democracies have national popular vote elections, and most use two rounds to prevent a candidate winning with a mere plurality. Since ranked-choice voting is superior to a two-round system, a national popular ranked-choice vote for president would make the most sense for electing American presidents.

But absent a constitutional amendment, the Electoral College isn’t going anywhere. One workaround is for states to pledge their Electoral College votes to the winner of the national popular vote. As of this writing, fifteen Democratic jurisdictions (including the District of Columbia), representing 189 electors, have signed on to the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact. All signatories agree that when states representing a majority of electors (270) sign on, the compact will go into effect. But as long as the Electoral College has a pro-Republican bias because it overweights small states (which appears likely for the foreseeable future), Republicans aren’t about to give it up.

Another constitution option would be for states to allocate their Electoral College votes with ranked-choice voting, to ensure that the candidate who wins the state reflects the true majority preference of voters in that state, and that the benefits of ranked-choice voting get incorporated into presidential elections. This would likely both produce more moderate presidential winners and encourage more voices competing in the presidential election.

Ideally, we’d combine a national popular vote for president with ranked-choice voting. But that would require a constitutional amendment, which is unthinkable during this era of toxic partisanship. Perhaps this comes later, after other reforms discussed here break the two-party doom loop.

Federalism once sustained multiparty democracy. Today, two-party democracy undermines federalism.

Could federalism be the solution to toxic politics? One way to read the history (chapters 3 and 4) is that the once great diversity of local political subcultures kept the national parties capacious enough that they could contain the multitudes necessary for national-level compromise. Federalism powered the four-party system, which kept national politics stable enough.

Over the past sixty years, as politics nationalized, Americans shifted their attention from local politics to national politics.72 Interest in local news declined, and local newspaper after local newspaper printed its final edition.73 Most politically engaged citizens now follow the daily Washington drama far more closely than events in their state capitols and city halls.

And to the extent citizens even vote in local and state elections (and often they don’t even bother), they are mostly voting on national issues and national party brands.74 This generates perverse incentives for state and local elected officials. If state and local politicians see that their electoral fates are mostly disconnected from their performance in office, or even what happens in the state capitols and city halls, what does it matter what they do on local issues? They have no control over their electoral fates anyway.75 Partisan policymaking has become more consistent across states.76 And state legislatures have been polarizing alongside Congress.77

Though federalism has long been a cause of the political right, leading thinkers on the left have been developing a convincing progressive case for federalism in recent years.78 Likewise, in recent years cities both large and small have been consistently on the forefront of innovative policy solutions to pressing public policy challenges.79 Rather than forcing one national government to do the impossible—make authoritative decisions for a vast and diverse county—perhaps it is better to let the federal government step out of the way and instead defer to a “robust pluralism of moral subcultures.”80

Still, the federalism debate remains complex, marred by a long history of “states’ rights” as a code for preserving a system of racial apartheid. And there are still good reasons to worry about how racial, religious, and political minorities would be treated in many states.

Many Democrats became sudden champions of federalism and localism in 2017 when they were shut out of power in Washington. And many Republicans, who had championed federalism and localism when they were out of power, suddenly soured on it and railed against Democratic cities setting their own rules on enforcing immigration laws. This fits a larger pattern. The party in power in Washington passes laws that limit states’ autonomy, while the party out of power hoists the flag of federalism in protest. And over time, both parties have been passing more national legislation to preempt state laws.81 For federalism to work, both parties need to commit to it. But this is the problem with our toxic two-party politics: federalism is the weapon for parties out of power in Washington; federal preemption is the weapon for parties in power. The doom loop of toxic politics undermines federalism.

More federalism may well improve American democracy by placing less pressure on Washington to definitively resolve hard questions and by putting citizens closer to decision-making. But without a change to the underlying electoral system, federalism by itself can’t be the solution. Shifting power to the states under the existing two-party system changes the venue but not the underlying fight.

For federalism to work (that is, for states to support distinct political subcultures and experiments), voters need to vote in state and local elections based on state and local issues. Otherwise there is no basis for political responsiveness and state and local politics are only an extension of national politics, instead of the other way around. This is unlikely when voters have only national party brands as cues.82

States and cities should enact proportional representation so that new, locally focused parties can compete, breaking states away from national politics. New parties could scramble the familiar Republican-Democrat divide and give voters a new way to engage with and understand state and local politics.

New state and local parties might lead voters to care more and understand more about their state and local politics. This might even lead to more voting for representatives and senators who prioritize local political culture over the demands of national parties. Politicians who emphasize local issues and local cultures over national issues could create space for the more fluid, multidimensional bargaining coalitions that thrived in the old four-party system. If states become home to creative new heterodox policymaking coalitions, this could help reduce national-level toxic partisanship.

Thus, here is the true potential of federalism in breaking the toxic politics doom loop: states can be the innovators and incubators of electoral reform. Already, Maine has taken the lead, becoming the first state in the nation to use ranked-choice voting. In the years ahead, states should consider all the electoral reforms discussed in this chapter as ways to break the toxic partisanship. Historically, political reform in America has often begun at the state level. As reforms have gained traction and popularity across the fifty states, national politicians have been more willing to embrace them as proven solutions.

Campaign finance and lobbying are big problems too. A multiparty democracy will make them easier to reform.

I’m also deeply concerned about the role of money in politics. Wealthy billionaires pour hundreds of millions of dollars into the political system. This distorts public policy. Members of Congress spend endless hours listening to and responding to the concerns of uniquely rich people and lobbyists so that these donors will sign campaign checks for thousands of dollars. This distorts their priorities. As I discussed in chapter 3, candidates’ and parties’ increasing reliance on private money for campaigns has toxified politics. Congress should absolutely pass laws to support public funding of elections, using either campaign finance vouchers, small-donor matching, or both.

I would also expect a new multiparty Congress to be more likely to pass public financing for elections, in line with most other advanced democracies. It’s yet another commonsense policy that has been ensnared in the zero-sum politics of partisan advantage-seeking, with Republicans mostly opposed because they feel they’ve benefited more from the existing system. But break the zero-sum toxic partisanship, and it’s much easier to assemble a coalition. As North Carolina representative Mark Meadows, the head of the Freedom Caucus, said in response to Democrats’ 2019 campaign finance reform proposal for small-donor matching: “Generally speaking, campaign-finance reform, that I do support.” But, he added: “Typically, when someone puts forth an initiative, it’s all about gaining partisan advantage.”83 That’s the kind of thinking that makes all reform tricky. But break the “It’s all about gaining partisan advantage” mindset, and many other things start to seem possible.

I also fully expect a less polarized, more decentralized, and thus stronger Congress to emerge under a new multiparty system. With more opportunity to legislate and less focus on keeping or gaining a narrow majority, Congress will invest in more policy expertise and therefore will be less dependent on corporate lobbyists and the executive branch for basic policy knowhow.

Once American politics is not trapped in zero-sum toxic politics, much more becomes possible. But electoral reform is the key to getting us there.

Conclusion.

In conclusion, if I were to write the Save American Democracy Act, it would mandate five big changes (listed here from least to most politically difficult):


•Single-winner ranked-choice voting for the Senate: Adopt ranked-choice voting for Senate elections.

•A bigger House: Increase the House to seven hundred members.

•Multi-winner (proportional) ranked-choice voting for the House: Adopt multi-winner districts of three to five members with ranked-choice voting for the US House.

•An end to congressional primaries: Get rid of direct congressional primary elections.



With these changes, I’d expect America to become a genuine multiparty democracy. I’d expect a stronger Congress, with more fluid and decentralized bargaining coalitions capable of more productive problem-solving. Congress would better reflect the diversity of American public opinion and interests, and nuance and complexity would return to a politics that has been oversimplified and divided into zero-sum binary toxic partisanship. And as Congress becomes stronger, politics will focus less single-mindedly on the president and just one high-stakes winner-takes-all election to decide the fate of the nation.

America can learn from the rest of the world. Over many decades, electoral engineers have designed a wide variety of systems, some of which have worked better than others. I have surveyed the options. I have considered the constitutional and cultural realities of American politics. Given the current crisis, a ranked-choice voting system (single-winner for the Senate, multi-winner for the House) is the best solution. It will give American politics the proven benefits of preferential voting—more compromise-oriented politics, more coalition building, and ultimately more democratic stability. A bigger House will add to representative diversity, and getting rid of primaries will strengthen parties.

Modifying the American electoral system would be a substantial change. But it’s not as radical as it may first appear. Institutionalizing multiparty democracy would simply be re-creating a system that worked well enough for a while but couldn’t work as well as it might have because it was constrained within a winner-take-all electoral system that eventually killed it. Likewise, getting rid of congressional primaries and expanding the House are not radical changes. They’re simply reverting to earlier rules and norms.

Obviously, all changes to the status quo have unexpected consequences, which I’m sure I’ve failed to imagine. But maintaining the status quo is also a choice that has unexpected consequences. What should be clear by now is that (1) the current two-party system, driven by America’s first-past-the-post elections, is a doom-loop disaster that can’t right itself, and (2) there are tested alternatives to first-past-the-post elections that have a strong track record in advanced democracies. We have a glaring problem, and proven solutions exist.

Now that we understand what a new electoral system might look like, let us now turn to the reasons why multiparty democracy is not only the solution to the current crisis of American politics but also a superior form of democracy.


9

Two Few

The Case for Multiparty Democracy in America

Now it’s time for the argument promised in this book’s subtitle. This is the chapter where I make an affirmative case for the multiparty democracy that would emerge from the electoral reforms I outlined in chapter 8.

I’ll start with the obvious benefits of multiparty democracy. More parties mean more diversity of representation. Voters in multiparty democracy are more likely to find a party they affirmatively like, rather than simply support as the lesser of two evils. Voters are more likely to feel represented and engaged politically. Minority voters need not cluster together into majority-minority districts to elect their candidates of choice. And when countries use proportional representation to generate multiparty democracy, voters don’t have to live in “swing” districts for their votes to matter. Under a proportional system, almost all votes matter equally, regardless of where they are cast; elections do not come down to a limited number of “swing” districts.

Multiparty democracy regularizes compromise and coalition building. Since parties need to work together to govern, more viewpoints are likely to be considered. The resulting policies are more likely to be broadly inclusive and broadly legitimate, making voters happier with the outcomes.

Multiparty democracy is a direct response to the most pressing problem of American democracy today: the binary conflict powering the two-party doom loop. By removing the winner-take-all nature of American elections and ending the two-party system, the electoral reforms proposed in this book would break the toxic zero-sum dynamic at the root of so many of today’s political problems.

After exploring the benefits of multiparty systems, I’ll address the trade-offs between two-party democracy and multiparty democracy. I’ll confront the arguments that two-party democracy generates moderation and clear accountability. I’ll explain why these arguments are mistaken.

I’ll also explain why it’s less dangerous to give extremist parties some representation—a platform to vent and defuse their grievances and let other parties adjust in response—than it is to try to deprive them of any representation, as a two-party system attempts to do. When marginalized extremists have nowhere else to go but one of the two major parties, they can end up taking over one. This is how a hardline minority faction redefined the modern Republican Party.

American-style two-party democracy is the outlier. Multiparty democracy with proportional representation is the norm among advanced industrial nations.

The overwhelming majority of today’s democracies are multiparty democracies. With just two parties, the United States is the strange and different democracy.1

Figure 9.1 shows the “effective number of parties” across OECD countries (a widely used measure in political science).2 The United States stands as the outlier with just two. To be clear, this is not a straight tally of parties with representation, but instead a “weighted” measure that counts larger parties much more than smaller parties. Fairly counting the number of parties “in effect” is a more complicated process than it first appears, but we need not concern ourselves with the trade-offs involved in different statistical counting approaches.3 The takeaway point is simple: the United States is the low-end outlier in having just two parties.
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Fig 9.1 America is a rare two-party democracy.

Source: Michael Gallagher’s calculations of effective number of parties, Trinity College Dublin



Of note: Hungary shows up in Figure 9.1 as having the “effective number of parties” at two because Viktor Orban’s Fidesz party controls 133 of 199 seats in the parliament, and no other party has more than twenty-two. Hungary now elects more than half of its legislature in single-winner districts, which gives a disproportionate bonus to Fidesz, the most popular party. The United Kingdom and Canada both use first-past-the-post systems, which makes them both quasi-two-party systems, though both have regional parties that complicate the pure binary, especially Canada.

The United States maintains the rare two-party system, but not because Americans affirmatively want just two parties. For almost three decades, most Americans have said they’d like more than the usual two choices.4 The United States is a two-party democracy because America still uses the same simple plurality system of elections the Framers unthinkingly copied from the British. This antiquated electoral system contributes strongly to maintaining two parties in a highly nationalized polity like the United States, because plurality elections render votes for third parties as “wasted,” and thus few resources go to third parties as a result.5

Most democracies, by contrast, have proportional voting systems, which allow parties to gain representation in national legislatures in direct proportion to their popularity. This proportionality fosters more than two parties.

Multiparty democracy provides fairer representation and generates more voter engagement.

The most intuitive case for multiparty democracy is that in a diverse country, just two parties can’t possibly come anywhere close to representing that diversity. More parties can better represent a meaningful range of political views. And when voters are better represented, they are happier and more engaged. The political system is more legitimate and capable of generating more support for solving big public problems.

One measurable outcome of higher voter engagement is voter turnout. The United States consistently ranks toward the bottom of advanced democracies on voter turnout (twenty-sixth out of thirty-two OECD countries in one recent report).6 Across democracies, voter participation is consistently higher in countries where multipartyism thrives under proportional representation. One recent survey of the literature concluded that “evidence that turnout is higher under proportional representation (PR) than in majoritarian elections is overwhelming.”7

As Figure 9.2 shows, across OECD countries without mandatory voting, a higher “effective number of parties” correlates to a higher turnout.
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Fig 9.2 The more political parties, the higher the voter turnout.

Sources: Pew Research Center, Michael Gallagher’s calculations of effective number of parties, Trinity College Dublin. Most recent election as of June 2018. Most recent US election is 2016 presidential election. Countries with mandatory voting are not included.



What explains the connection between more parties and higher turnout? First, with more parties, voters are more likely to find a party or candidate they’re excited about. Second, with proportional representation, all votes count equally; voters do not have to live in a swing district or state for their vote to matter. And third, because almost all votes matter under proportional representation, parties work to mobilize all possible voters, not just those in competitive districts and states.8

The vast majority of elections in America today are not competitive (chapter 4). Most districts and states are one-party dominant, with seats held by what are in effect permanent incumbents. In the four elections spanning 2006 to 2012, two-thirds of voters did not experience a single competitive election for the US House.9 Even across all levels of federal office (president, Senate, House) and all levels of state offices (governor, state senate, state house), only about one in three Americans will experience a competitive election in any election year.10 This is an inherent problem of single-member plurality elections. Voters in Canada and the United Kingdom, which also hold single-member plurality elections, experience similarly low levels of electoral competition at a district level.11 Both also rank low in voter turnout.12 (See Figure 9.2.)

Low turnout is not a new problem in the United States. For decades, presidential-year voting in America has hovered between 55 percent and 60 percent of eligible voters, and midterm voting has hovered in the low 40 percent range. And yet, over the past half century, it has become much easier to vote in America.13 States have eliminated poll taxes, made registration automatic or easy, implemented same-day registration, expanded early voting (including on weekends), and allowed for voting by mail, among many other innovations. Why haven’t these changes increased voter turnout? Perhaps low voter turnout has more to do with the choices on offer than the ease of voting.

Now, it’s true that in recent years, some states have made it harder to vote. But scholarship on the effect of voting ID laws suggests these laws may not be as damaging to Democrats’ vote share as many Democrats think they are. This is because most nonvoters are staying home not because the barriers to voting are too high. They are staying home because they don’t think their vote matters (they’re mostly right), because they don’t think anything will change for them regardless of who wins (they’re mostly right), and because no candidate or party has enough incentive to convince them otherwise.14 This is also why making it easier to vote hasn’t significantly increased voter turnout

Voting is crucial to democracy. Voting helps citizens feel connected to their democracy. Citizens feel good about democracy when they vote for a party they feel represents them. They like feeling as though their vote counts. And majorities of American voters feel like they are not being heard, and they are unhappy about it.15 Nonvoters especially think the political system is corrupt and nothing ever gets done.16 Nihilism like this can undermine democracy.

Certainly, the 2018 midterms were an encouraging sign for voter engagement in America. Half of eligible voters cast a ballot—the highest midterm turnout since 1914.17 This is perhaps the positive side of highly charged politics. When the stakes seem high, Americans are more likely to vote. But 50 percent turnout is still low by global standards. In the highest turnout midterm in 104 years, half of eligible voters stayed home.

Multiparty democracy would do far more for voter turnout than anything else ever proposed to get more people to the polls. And by making all elections competitive, electoral reform would make every person’s vote count equally, regardless of whether they live in deep blue New York City or a purple swing district in Iowa.

Multiparty democracy leads to more complex political thinking, more policy-focused and positive campaigning, and more compromise-oriented politics.

In chapter 6, I discussed how political conflict emerges from the divides between competing party coalitions. Today, American parties are more united internally around competing visions of national identity than any time since the Civil War. This division defines national partisan conflict and communicates to voters what is important. And because it is binary, it communicates only two, irreconcilable options. Voting means endorsing one of these visions, either implicitly or explicitly. A vote with reservations counts the same as a vote without reservations. An enthusiastic vote for Trump’s anti-immigration policies counts the same as a hesitant vote against Clinton.

A multiparty system in America would not collapse such thinking into reductionist binary generalizations. It would offer more options across the spectrum and give voters more ability to see nuance and shades of gray. A ranked-choice voting system, where voters could order their preferences, would add even more precision and nuance to elections.

In chapter 6, I also discussed the long-standing political science finding that political stability depends on “cross-cutting identities.” This is the healthy kind of identity politics. Again: All societies have some social divisions—across religion, geography, education, class, and so on. When some of those identities point in one political direction and some point in other directions, we are less likely to approach partisan politics in us-versus-them terms and more likely to be broadly tolerant of the other side(s). But when the major social group identities all line up with one big partisan division, partisan conflict reduces all issues into a single us-against-them dimension. This is when politics turns toxic.

In a multiparty system, it’s a lot less likely (though not impossible) for all the relevant social divisions to cumulate on a single partisan dimension. It’s more likely for some groups to be allies on certain issues and enemies on other issues. In a multiparty system, it’s less likely for politics to collapse into binary conflict when the political landscape communicates more complex, multifaceted choices.

In a multiparty system, there is no “lesser of three evils” or “lesser of four evils” campaign strategy. Say you’re running in a five-party race. Going hard after another candidate or party is a risky strategy. You might both get dragged down, since there’s often a “backlash effect”18 when a candidate or party goes negative. And since parties need to form governing coalitions after the election, overly nasty pre-election fighting can make post-election negotiations challenging. In short, negative campaigning is a riskier and more complicated strategy in multiparty systems.19 This is especially true when ranked-choice voting is involved, since parties and candidates are also competing to be voters’ second and third choices.

Certainly, some negative campaigning occurs in all democracies. But multiparty democracies experience less.20 And to be sure, some negative campaigning is necessary for political accountability. A cross-partisan love fest would leave voters unclear of the alternatives and the differences, and with little basis on which to choose. Negative campaigning often involves surfacing details about candidates’ voting records and public statements, information that is relevant for voters.21

But while it can certainly energize and engage voters, too much negative campaigning also “tends to reduce feelings of political efficacy, trust in government, and perhaps even satisfaction with government itself.”22 It makes partisans more resentful of each other. It supplies increasingly vicious attacks for voters to repeat and internalize (e.g., “Lock Her Up”).23 Toxic two-party politics creates a uniquely fertile ground for negative campaigning to spiral out of control, leaving resentful, distrustful voters in its wake.

In multiparty systems, campaigns also tend to be more policy-focused. That’s because in a more crowded field, parties look for clearer policy spaces that distinguish them from each other. Moreover, as smaller tents, parties have fewer internal differences to navigate. In a two-party system, specific agreement is harder within parties (since they have to be broader coalitions). So parties emphasize vague but grand promises and values, and they especially focus energy on the shortcomings and the alleged extremism of the other party as a way to distract from their own internal fights.

In multiparty democracies with proportional electoral systems, parties rarely win outright legislative majorities. Parties do not campaign as the “true majority,” and partisan voters do not perceive themselves as the true majority. Citizens vote for parties expecting they will form coalitions in government and then compromise to make policy. No party expects to gain total power to enact its agenda if only it holds out and wins the next election.

In multiparty democracies with proportional electoral systems, parties also do not make grand electoral promises about what they will do in power. They understand that governing requires a multiparty coalition, and what they can achieve will depend on the coalition that forms. They can only promise to advocate for particular policies and values, which leads to less overpromising. In a two-party system, parties are campaigning for control of government. This leads to rampant overpromising. And in American politics, it also leads to disappointment. Anti-majoritarian political institutions make it difficult for narrow majorities to succeed.

If voters learn what politics should be about through electoral campaigns, multiparty and two-party democracy communicate different messages. Multiparty democracy communicates that democracy is about building coalitions and alliances. Two-party democracy communicates that democracy is about the true majority triumphing.

Multiparty democracy leads to more broadly legitimate, inclusive, and moderate policymaking.

In a two-party democracy, voters can collectively toggle between a left party and a right party. Think of it like a thermostat with just two settings: too hot or too cold. This is great for the voters who like it hot when they can collectively grab control of the dial and set it to hot. But it’s terrible for such voters when they lose control of the dial. And pity the voters who want something in the middle but must perpetually flip back and forth between sweating and freezing.24

In a multiparty system, voters get more choices on the political thermostat. Some voters might prefer it chilly, while others might prefer it sultry. But as long as some pivotal group of voters wants a middle setting, they’ll pick a party or parties in the middle. In a multiparty system, it is possible for them to register that preference. And this party can then become decisive in forming a governing coalition. Ultimately, the outcome is more likely to resemble something everyone can live with.

In short, by giving diverse voters and politicians a broader range of settings on the policy dial, multiparty democracy enables easier agreement on a midpoint.25 But with just two divergent choices, there is no midpoint, just wild swings back and forth, and higher-stakes elections.26

Multiparty legislatures in proportional democracies have a strong record of producing broadly acceptable moderate policy outcomes.27 As a general rule, when a wider range of parties gets representation in the legislature, it’s hard to form a majority governing coalition that doesn’t include the political center.28 And once coalitions form, they have a strong incentive to produce policy outcomes that that are broadly acceptable, because staying in the middle divides the potential opposition.29

Multiparty legislatures can also be more responsive to issue-specific majorities, because different coalitions are more likely to form across different issues. Because multiparty systems are better at incorporating multiple dimensions into politics, coalition building can be more fluid. Enemies can sometimes be allies. And this cooperation communicates a more multifaceted politics back to citizens: there are no permanent majorities and no permanent minorities.30 Other parties are not so distant from each other that cooperation is unthinkable. Coalition multiparty government demands complex negotiation that tends to reflect and build broad public support far better than majoritarian democracy. It also means citizens in the minority on one issue don’t have to be in the minority on all issues.31

True majority coalitions on complex issues are hard to build. They take time. But more inclusive policymaking brings in more diverse views, which almost always generates a more sustainable final output.32 In multiparty democracy, policymaking is more incremental, and thus more stable. In this respect, multiparty democracy is more conservative, at least in the Burkean sense of changing gradually and respecting the accumulated wisdom embodied in the current status quo, but being flexible enough to adapt in order to conserve itself.33

Gradual change is healthy because too much policy uncertainty undermines long-term investments for both businesses and individuals, and wild swings in policy erode political trust. A solid and growing economy depends on reasonably high policy stability.34

Because multiparty democracy demands broadly inclusive policymaking and makes it hard for minorities or even narrow majorities to sharply change policy, voters in multiparty democracies are much more likely to view governments as legitimate regardless of how well their party did in the last election.35

If parties don’t campaign in all-or-nothing terms, voters won’t see elections in those terms either. As a result, voters in multiparty democracies are happier with their governments, regardless of whether or not their party won the last election.36 This satisfaction has important consequences. It lends more legitimacy and support to government, which gives political leaders more space to solve big problems. Voters are more likely to feel like they are being heard, largely because they are better represented.

Multiparty democracies make space for an urban party on the right and a rural party on the left, thus mitigating potentially destructive urban-rural polarization. Governing coalitions on the right typically include some representatives of the urban cosmopolitan parts of the country, and governing coalitions on the left usually include some representatives of the traditionalist rural parts of the country. This means that whichever side is in power, half of the country doesn’t feel entirely unrepresented.37

By contrast, in current American politics, if Republicans win, urban voters are shut out of power; if Democrats win, rural voters are shut out of power. No wonder that in American politics, political losers feel absolutely devastated. Consider this: following the 2012 presidential election, in which Barack Obama defeated Mitt Romney, partisan Republicans reported levels of sadness twice as high as Bostonians experienced following the Boston Marathon bombing.38 This is part of the all-or-nothing, winner-take-all dynamic that is breaking American democracy.

Multiparty democracies represent racial minorities much more fairly.

Another benefit of multiparty democracy is that it represents racial minorities much more effectively and fairly, primarily through the use of proportional voting.39 In a proportional system, minority representation is straightforward. Racial minorities need not cluster together to elect representatives like them. They can simply vote for their preferred party or candidates, and their vote share translates into a proportionate-seat share in the legislature.40 Ranked-choice voting also encourages more parties and candidates to compete for minority votes. Even if they won’t be the first choice of various political minorities, they might be the second or third.

By contrast, in the current American voting system, guaranteeing racial minorities seats in Congress means drawing districts where those minorities constitute majorities. (These majority-minority districts are based on the assumption that majority-white districts will not elect racial minorities.) To understand the value of proportional representation for minority representation, it’s helpful to understand why single-member districts and the two-party system create complicated sub-optimal trade-offs to generate minority representation.

Many of today’s majority-minority congressional districts were initially drawn in 1991, following the Voting Rights Act of 1982 and several court decisions in the 1980s. To create majority-minority districts, the new maps produced more lopsided Democratic districts, since minority voters support Democrats at extremely high rates. This helped Republicans win more seats, since it effectively “packed” Democratic voters into fewer districts while more evenly distributing Republican voters,41 an outcome many Republican politicians were happy to comply with.42 (Granted, at the time Democrats had held a majority in the House for four decades and didn’t expect losing a few seats to cost them a majority.)

Concentrating minority voters in fewer districts also led to fewer white representatives working to earn minority votes in non-majority-minority districts. Since they now had many fewer minority voters in their districts, they could ignore the concerns of racial minorities without worrying about reelection. Some moderate white Democrats lost in new, more conservative districts, replaced by conservative white Republicans. Other moderate Republicans, now representing whiter districts, shifted their priorities to their new constituents. Both changes added to already growing partisan racial polarization.43

Since Democrats have been the preferred party of racial minorities for decades, this raises an obvious question: How much are minorities helped by having more representatives who look like them and come from their communities if it costs Democrats seats and widens racial polarization? This is a complicated question, because it’s important for racial minorities to have representatives who look like them and come from their communities. The complicated trade-offs minorities in particular have to deal with here are yet another unfortunate consequence of single-winner plurality districts.

Finally, the remedy of majority-minority districts can only work when racial minorities live in distinct and segregated communities. Today, as black voters are moving out of the urban core and into suburbs, residential segregation is declining.44 This makes it harder to draw majority-minority districts.45 And since neither Hispanics nor Asians have been as residentially self-segregated as blacks, it has proven more challenging to draw districts that guarantee their representation.46

More broadly, single-winner plurality elections also tend to weaken the power of all urban voters (who are more likely to live in safe districts) and to amplify the power of rural and suburban voters (who are more likely to live in pivotal districts).47

Majority-minority districting is a second-best solution for minority representation, with many trade-offs. Again, the beauty of a more proportional system is that minority representation improves without all these trade-offs. And especially in a ranked-choice version of proportional representation, more candidates will have more incentives to appeal to minority voters—even if they are not minority voters’ first choice, they might still be their second.

And because governing is more broadly inclusive in multiparty democracies, governing coalitions are also more likely to include racial minorities. By contrast, in the American two-party system, racial minorities are largely excluded from power when one of the two major parties (the Republicans) is in power.

The case for two-party democracy promises majority control and accountability. It delivers neither.

Defenders of the two-party system have generally argued that a two-party system is superior because it provides voters with a simple, binary choice. In theory, the winning team wins an outright majority, which gives it both a mandate and clear responsibility. And if voters are unhappy by the next election, they can hold the party in power accountable by voting them out.

But majority rule is a more complicated concept than it first appears. Electoral outcomes can only reflect the choices on offer. Among two unpopular choices, one can still be a majority. And the single-winner plurality system, with its complicated translation of votes-to-seats through individual districts and states, does not guarantee anything close to majority rule in practice. Outcomes do not depend on the total number of voters a party receives, but on how efficiently its voters are distributed—a simple fact that makes the nasty politics of gerrymandering both possible and highly profitable.

Recall from chapter 6 that parties represent bundles of issues that emerge from the activists and groups in a party’s coalition. Some of these issues might be more popular than others, and some might be very unpopular (but responsive to activist demands). Both parties try to make the election a referendum on the issues where they are most likely to hold the more popular position of the two parties, while trying to obscure their more unpopular positions. The party that wins the election is generally the party with the more popular position on the most salient issue in the election.

For example, in the 2016 election, Republicans won unified government in an election that was a referendum on national identity, which was probably their strongest issue. Had the election been a referendum on lowering taxes for the rich and corporations (i.e., had Trump and the Republicans run explicitly on the approach to tax policy that became the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017, their one major legislative accomplishment under unified government) or repealing Obamacare (a bill they came one vote short of passing in 2017), they would have likely lost. These bills were historically unpopular.48 But when voters put Republicans in power, they got the whole bundle.

In a two-party system, a party can win a national election with mostly unpopular policies if the election becomes a referendum on the one or two issues where the winning party has the more popular position. A winning party doesn’t have to represent a broad majority agenda to win an election. It just has to represent the more popular position on the most salient issue of the election. This is why elections are crude instruments for translating public will into public policy, especially in a two-party system. Voters are constrained by the choices on offer.

It gets worse. In a two-party system, a winning party doesn’t actually have to win a majority to get unified control. Republicans won the House with just 49 percent of the popular vote. And Trump won the presidency with just 46 percent of the popular vote, winning fewer votes than Hillary Clinton. But his voters were more efficiently distributed, and so he won the Electoral College.

Moreover, since only 56 percent of voting-age adults cast a ballot in the 2016 election, it might be more accurate to say that just over a quarter of Americans preferred Republicans, just over a quarter of American preferred Democrats, and almost half did not register a preference. Since the fewer the parties, the lower the turnout, the possibility of a governing majority ever representing anything close to a majority of the voting-age public in a two-party system is slim.

Even worse, as we saw in chapter 7, the single-member plurality-winner districts that sustain a two-party system are highly susceptible to complex gerrymandering that can allow a minority party to win a majority of seats. Proportional representation (which requires multi-member districts) doesn’t have this problem. The larger the district size and the more parties, the harder it is to predictably and profitably manipulate districting lines to generate an unfair “plurality reversal.” This is yet another reason why proportional representation with multi-winner districts is a fairer electoral system: it renders gerrymandering largely useless.

Primary elections further undermine any claim that the American two-party system empowers majority rule. Time for some back-of-the-envelope math. Depending on where in the primary you want to draw a line, Trump was the favorite of between 25 and 40 percent of Republican primary voters. Likewise, depending on whether you want to count just registered Republicans or independent leaners as well, between 25 and 40 percent of the country is Republican. Multiply these numbers, and at the start of the 2016 cycle, Trump was the preferred candidate of somewhere between 5 and 16 percent of the American electorate. That averages out to 11 percent as a reasonable guess. That’s about consistent with the anti-system populist parties of Europe.49 (More on this shortly.) But by winning the Republican Party nomination, Trump became the effective leader of the Republican Party. He set the tone and the agenda and redefined what it meant to be a Republican.

In the binary two-party system, everyone else in the party could either join him or leave. Given the high costs of leaving (i.e., winding up politically homeless), most joined Trump. Again, this is the logic of the two-party system. Most groups and politicians in the party initially opposed Trump. But to leave the party in protest would be helping Democrats. So Republican members of Congress who had previously criticized Trump shut up and said nice things about him, and those who continued to oppose him either retired or lost in primaries. The two-party system held the Republican Party together, now under the new Trumpist management. Would-be Republican dissenters had nowhere else to go.

In short, what appears on the surface to be majority rule in the American two-party system is much more likely to be minority rule.

In 2018, Democrats won back control of the House, and America entered into divided government with the longest government shutdown ever (thirty-five days). This was not flexible bargaining to find a broadly acceptable majority position. It was stalemate, with both sides seeking a political issue they thought could help them win the next election. And given how divided both sides were, a wall coming between them had a certain symbolic irony.50

Divided government takes us to the problem with the accountability argument that some make on behalf of a two-party system, namely, that voters can put a party into power, observe its performance, and then hold it accountable for that performance.51

This makes some sense in the United Kingdom, where the parliamentary system empowers even narrow majorities in the House of Commons to make laws, because there is no separation of powers (the prime minister is the head of the party that controls Parliament).

In the United States, divided government and separation of powers fundamentally blur accountability: Which party should voters hold accountable? At the end of 2020, America will have had divided government for thirty-eight out of fifty-two years. And even during the rare periods of unified government, parties have struggled to enact policies with narrow majorities, hamstrung by the antimajoritarian institutional features inherent in the American governing institutions. Again (chapter 1), the Framers did not design our institutions to allow for narrow majorities to govern with strict responsibility. They intended for complex bargaining, which blurs accountability.

The accountability argument also depends on voters being both dispassionate and knowledgeable enough to accurately blame parties for poor performance and reward parties for good performance—assuming anyone could agree on how to measure performance. And perceptions of the economy, the one performance outcome voters seem to care most about, are colored by partisanship. Somehow, partisans always say that the economy is doing better when their party is in power and they say the economy is doing worse when the opposing party is in power.52

Then there is the problem of overpromising in a two-party system, which is the flipside of accountability. In a multiparty system, again, parties can only promise to advocate particular positions, since governing by coalition is more complicated. In a two-party system, sorted parties make big overpromises on how they’ll use their power.53

Democrats come to power promising transformation. Republicans obstruct, screaming socialism. Republicans get energized in response. Republicans come to power, promising political transformation. Democrats obstruct, screaming racism and fascism. Democrats get energized in response and promise transformative change again. Does the cycle repeat? My prediction is yes.

Over decades, this cycle of overpromising and underdelivering has contributed to deep distrust of politicians (who never seem to fulfill these promises). This fuels a self-reinforcing doom loop where politicians continually bash and then promise to transform Washington, which, thanks to their bashing and partisan fighting, is in even more desperate need of transformation.

Finally, though adherents of two-party democracy argue that simplicity is a benefit of the system, because two choices make it easier for voters, the more complex truth is that too much simplicity is dangerous for democracy. Complexity and nuance may be demanding, but voters need to do some work in a democracy. Too much simplicity leads to too much certainty, which is dangerous in politics. Uncertainty and doubt are healthy prerequisites for that essential democratic value, compromise.

In short, the majoritarian vision promises control, because it makes accountability seem simpler. But it rarely delivers. Instead, accountability turns to anti-politician sentiment, blame-shifting and blurred responsibility, and widespread distrust.54

In contrast to two-party democracy, multiparty democracy doesn’t promise strict accountability. It promises good-faith representation. Voters expect their politicians and parties to represent them and to bargain on their behalf. Voters understand their parties are not majorities but that they have to bargain and compromise to govern. Voters have more issue bundles to choose among, so elections can be more representative. And higher turnout means that the governing coalition is more likely to reflect a broad majority. In governing, multiparty democracy can be flexible and responsive, assembling different majorities for different issues. Though two-party democracy promises majority rule, it more often delivers minority rule. And though multiparty democracy promises only better representation, it actually delivers something much closer to majority responsiveness.

The case for two-party democracy promises moderation. Three decades of American politics belie that promise.

For decades, American politics stood as a global beacon of political moderation, which many observers attributed to the two-party system. The conventional wisdom went like this: America’s two great parties, the Democrats and Republicans, were both broad coalitions, each trying to capture a political majority. This meant they could only succeed if they appealed broadly. This pulled them to the political center.

Both parties would fight for the political middle, where according to the conventional wisdom, elections were won.55 The case for two-party democracy was thus built on the strength of the American postwar democratic experience and some remarkably thin theorizing around the alleged inevitability of centrism in a two-party system.

America is no longer a beacon of political moderation. Three decades of widening polarization have contradicted this median convergence prediction. The parties have drifted further and further apart, abandoning the center. It turns out the theory was wrong.

A few words about this famous “median voter theorem.” For many decades, the theorem “served as a kind of ‘master theory’ for American political scientists.”56 More than thirty thousand books and articles (including this one) now cite Anthony Downs’s 1957 journal article “An Economic Theory of Political Action in a Democracy,”57 which popularized this theory.

Yet both Downs’s widely cited journal article and especially his 1957 book An Economic Theory of Democracy articulate a much more complex set of models and theories about party competition, of which the median voter theorem is only one of many.58 And even in Downs’s modeling, the median convergence prediction only holds with a long list of unrealistic assumptions about how parties operate, what motivates politicians, how voters process political information, and specific electoral rules and conditions.59

Among other easily disproven assumptions, the prediction relies on voters who (1) care about policy more than they care about partisan loyalty, (2) care more about policy than they do about the charisma and charm of candidates, (3) have clear and stable policy preferences, and (4) have one-dimensional preferences that cluster in the middle of a bell curve. It also assumes parties can adopt policies willy-nilly to win elections, without regard for the coalitions they represent, allowing them to converge on the political center.

Downs’s model also assumes a single national electorate voting in a single election for one of two unified party teams. This is partly true at the presidential level, though deeply complicated by the Electoral College. But it is not true for Congress, where the single-winner plurality voting system that sustains a two-party system creates hundreds of simultaneous but separate elections. Each election has its own constituency and its own “median voter.”60 This skews representation in different directions.

When Downs published the theorem back in 1957, American politics was remarkably moderate, and it appeared that both parties had converged on the political center. And so a theory that explained this moderation had intuitive appeal. But it was not the two-party system that kept American politics moderate; it was the underlying four-party system that kept American politics moderate. By providing fluid and flexible bargaining coalitions, the hidden four-party system allowed lawmakers to assemble moderate majority positions on an issue-by-issue basis.

In the decades since 1957, most scholars of American politics accepted the one-dimensional model as their baseline, dutifully testing the clear hypotheses it generated. But some took a different path and modeled the more accurate two-dimensional space. What they found was wild: add a second dimension and a third party, and no stable equilibrium exists. Instead, it was a dynamic system. Any losing party always had a potentially winning new position in the two-dimensional space, provided the party was flexible and entrepreneurial enough to stake it out.61

Some grew cynical about the lack of stable equilibria in this more accurate two-dimensional space, concluding that democracy would perpetually cycle among suboptimal alternatives, that the “will of the people” was a myth and democracy was therefore “impossible.”62

But loosen the aspiration that democracy should generate some stable and uniform “will of the people,” and you can instead see a fluid, dynamic, and responsive multiparty system circling around a central core. In modeling a multidimensional issue space, politics stays in the middle, because when it begins to pull to extremes, a new winning position opens up closer to the political center.63 A new party can then claim the abandoned center.64 Or parties can emphasize different issues, spurring realignments. In multiparty systems, as new issues emerge, the number of parties can change in response.65 Old parties can fade away; new ones can emerge to speak to new concerns and new voters.

This dynamic flexibility makes the political system more responsive. In complex systems (like democracy), some short-term volatility is essential for long-term stability.66

Rather than showing the impossibility of democracy, then, multidimensional, multiparty political modeling showed the vitality of democracy. Never rigid, multiparty democracy produces endless readjustment and recalibration in search of an ever-changing majority. It makes space for new ideas, new coalitions, and more entrepreneurial politics. It does not trap parties and voters in self-reinforcing binaries. Theexperience of multiparty democracy is that this dynamic flexibility allows policymaking to converge on the political center, much more so than in a two-party system.

But this kind of multidimensional modeling is complex. It generates a dynamic system without fixed equilibria. The one-dimensional model was much simpler and more straightforward, and thus far better positioned to serve as a “master theory.” And American pundits and consultants liked the simple logic that moving to the center wins elections, which gave them a simple talking point and a simple strategy. The median voter theorem thus became conventional wisdom among both scholars and pundits.

But buried alongside Downs’s well-known optimistic modeling of two-party competition was a much darker alternative vision of two-party democracy, one that fits the reality of the last three decades much better.

As Downs pointed out, “A two-party democracy cannot provide stable and effective government unless there is a large measure of ideological consensus among its citizens.”67 Any political center might well be temporary. And when the center falls away, it sets in place a reinforcing cycle of toxic politics whereby “the once-centralized distribution begins to polarize into two extremes as the incumbents increasingly antagonize those who feel themselves oppressed. When the distribution has become so split that one extreme is imposing by force policies abhorred by the other extreme, open warfare breaks out.”68 At this point, of course, self-governance would collapse—just as the Framers feared.

Had that prediction about the dangers of two-party democracy been elevated instead of ignored, the history of modern American political science might have played out differently. Perhaps the conventional wisdom would have been that two-party democracy leads to extremism, instead of moderation. But at the time of Downs’s publication, sharply bifurcating parties seemed like a mere theoretical curiosity. The polarizing hypothesis thus went ignored for sixty years.69

But a collapsing center was the more accurate prediction for how a genuine two-party system would operate in a truly one-dimensional political space. The mid-century pattern of parties convering on the mushy middle, it turns out, depended on democracy hidden four-party system operating in a two-dimensional political space. If we want to re-create the more sustainable flexibility that multi-dimensional political space, we’ll have to bring back multiparty democracy .

Authoritarian populism is a threat across Western democracies. Multiparty democracy is better equipped to handle that threat.

Now that we’re on the subject of political extremism, we have to confront a crucial trade-off: More parties and more settings on the political dial may give democracies more flexibility and responsiveness to adjust to shifting tides. But more settings mean more opportunities for extreme settings. Is it worth it? It depends on how you think democratic societies should respond to extreme, anti-system political sentiments.

Since most of the contemporary concern focuses on far-right authoritarian populist parties in Europe, I’ll focus here on this particular threat.70

Authoritarian populist parties are nothing new in postwar Europe. Since the 1980s, support for these parties has averaged about 11 percent, which has translated into about 11 percent of legislative seats.71 This steady aggregate consistency, however, masks some ups and downs both over time and between countries. And there’s no doubt recent years mark an up period—vote shares for authoritarian populist parties have been rising over the past decade.72

American scholars once facilely and unfairly dismissed proportional representation as dangerous after World War II because it was the system that allegedly gave the world Hitler.73 And once again in recent times, visible upswings in populist representation and political fragmentation are making some nervous about multiparty democracy, and the old canard that proportional representation inevitably leads to fracture and extremism is getting new life.74

So let’s compare and contrast. First, yes: it is easier for authoritarian populist parties to enter the legislature under proportional representation, since 5 percent popular support can generate 5 percent of seats in a national legislature. But societal discontent generally explains the rise of anti-system parties better than electoral rules.75

In a two-party system, by contrast, when extremist sentiment rises to 5 percent of the country, it winds up with no representation, and no power. At 10 percent, it can still effectively be marginalized. But as it climbs to 15 percent or 20 percent, that’s enough to give it a powerful hold in one of the two major parties, and thus the power to enact policies and redefine national political conflict.76 This is precisely what happened in 2016, when Trump seized control of the Republican Party and empowered the far-right. Under multiparty democracy, by contrast, far-right populist parties rarely govern, and certainly not on their own.

This is the danger in a two-party system: while it is easier to marginalize the resentments and discontent in the short term, it can backfire in the long term. Marginalization feeds the sustaining populist myth of elite disdain and neglect. And once anti-system political sentiment grows big enough to take control of a major party, democracy becomes unstable, because a two-party democracy requires two parties committed to the same basic rule of law.

In a multiparty system, by contrast, allowing some representation is a way to reveal the true extent of extremist support in something closer to real time. This allows the political system to respond sooner rather than later. It creates space for new parties to form if old parties do not respond. If populism “behaves like the drunken guest at a dinner party, who doesn’t respect the rules of public contestation but spells out the painful but real problems of society,”77 is it not valuable for said guest to be able to show up at the party and preach some difficult gospel?

Let’s try an exercise in counterfactual reasoning: In the United States, Reform Party candidates Ross Perot and Pat Buchanan were early critics of global trade agreements, and sounded prescient alarms about the economic effects trade deals would have on middle-class Americans.78 But at the time, serious people ignored the Reform Party. Why should anybody pay attention? The Reform Party was a fringe third party, with little support—and where Donald Trump first tested his political ambitions trying (unsuccessfully) to win the party’s 2000 presidential nomination.

In the alternate-reality multiparty America, perhaps the Reform Party would have received 15 percent of the vote and won some representation in Congress around the turn of the century. Perhaps Ralph Nader’s Green Party of 2000 (which also raised strong critiques of the neoliberal global trade consensus) would have also elected some protest candidates to Congress. Perhaps the true measure of political discontent in America would have appeared sooner, and major parties would have responded. Instead, political elites in both parties were able to toss off anti-neoliberalism concerns as fringe dissent.

In the 1990s and 2000s, Americans got to choose between two parties that both supported the neoliberal consensus on global free trade. And (surprise) they voted for the party that supported the neoliberal consensus on global free trade. The political establishment pushed the voices of alienation and resentment aside. But they did not go away.

A two-party system can marginalize resentment for a while. But resentment rarely evaporates on its own. In a two-party system, alienation and frustration lack a relief valve. Instead, they pressurize into sharper anti-system sentiments and sometimes even violence.79 By contrast, getting some representation can make dissenters feel like they are at least being heard.

When support for extremist populism inches into the double digits in a multiparty democracy, the more dominant parties have no choice but to pay attention. They have to adjust their policies. This can be dangerous. But this is democratic responsiveness. If a center-right party shifts too far to the right in response, new center parties can emerge. In two-party systems, new center parties cannot emerge unless they are more popular than either of the two major parties.80 They rarely are. Instead, the electorate gets pulled further and further apart, with no feasible middle option to turn to.

In some multiparty democracies where populist parties have been most successful, populists have been junior partners in governing coalitions. This too can be dangerous. But so far, giving these parties some modest power has led either to some moderation or to an internal split between the moderates and hardliners within the party.

Consider the True Finns, a far-right populist party in Finland. In the April 2015 election, the party got 18 percent of the vote and joined a governing coalition. As outside critics, the True Finns had been “the party of the man on the street.” But in government, they had to make some compromises. This disappointed hardliners in the party, and split the party—“A textbook case of give them a bit of rope and they will hang themselves,” in the words of one Finnish political observer.81

To be sure, the collapse of the True Finns doesn’t necessarily defuse the sentiment powering the party’s rise. But it suggests that the kinds of compromises necessary to govern in multiparty democracy are also a bulwark against a minority-supported authoritarian populist takeover. By contrast, in a two-party democracy, a carefully placed minority can attain dominant power and wreak havoc, if it happens to constitute a plurality of a plurality.

Across most advanced democracies, populist parties are not actually popular.82 Though voting for populist parties is up slightly,83 populist sentiment in most European democracies has been flat for a decade.84 Despite the many Cassandras dominating the narrative, citizens of Western democracies are not giving up on democracy,85 nor is western Europe collapsing.86 In a multiparty system, it’s almost impossible for an unpopular minority to govern. Because coalitions have to form after the elections, they must be actual majority coalitions.87 Even when minority governments do sometimes form, they need majorities to support their legislation.

In short: In proportional multiparty democracy, far-right populists can gain some representation. But unless they represent an actual majority, their power is limited.

To find a case comparable to the United States, where a party led by an authoritarian populist has seized as much power as the Trump-led Republicans, we have to veer away from western Europe and head east to countries where democratic traditions are much weaker and electoral institutions are more majoritarian, like Poland or Hungary.

A multiparty Congress would be a stronger Congress. This would rein in the runaway power of the American presidency.

Here scholars of Latin American democracy might hold up a hand and ask a question: Are you sure you want to experiment with multiparty democracy and presidentialism? This combination is common in Latin America, and it has a poor track record. After all, the most successful multiparty democracies are parliamentary, not presidential democracies.

This standard note of caution comes from an influential 1993 article by political scientist Scott Mainwaring: “Presidentialism, Multipartism, and Democracy: The Difficult Combination.”88 Mainwaring, a scholar of Latin American democracy, observed few stable multiparty presidential democracies, and concluded this was no accident. His argument goes like this: In Latin America, presidents struggle to gain majorities in the legislature. To assemble coalitions, they frequently employ corrupt vote buying. There is often deadlock, frustration, immobilism, and frequent collapse from all of the above. These conditions eventually lead to authoritarianism, as presidents abuse their powers to respond to the dysfunction. Thus: if you must have a presidential democracy, then it is better to have two parties.

Like many fellow political scientists who subscribed to the median-voter theorem, Mainwaring argued that with just two parties, the parties are likely to be moderate. Two parties also increase the chance of unitary government, so the president would work with, not against, the legislature. The U.S. example drove this rationale. It was the one country where presidentialism had been stable, the one example where presidential democracy “worked.”

A quarter century after Mainwaring stigmatized multiparty presidentialism, though, this argument is outdated. The two-parties-automatically-guarantee-moderation thesis is at odds with the last three decades of American politics. Again, as of this writing, America will be on track for divided government more than 75 percent of the time over the last half-century. This is at odds with the premise that a two-party system guarantees the president a governing majority.

Yet even when American democracy had one-party government, with Democrats as the majority party for much of the 1932–68 era, one-party control did not guarantee unity either. Remember, American political scientists were complaining about the lack of party cohesion (chapter 2). If presidentialism “worked” in America, then it worked for precisely the opposite reason that Mainwaring argued. It worked because the parties in Congress were not automatic majorities but rather important bargaining players who took their institutional role seriously and sometimes put the brakes on runaway executive power.

The one Latin American presidential democracy that came closest to the model of two-party politics was Venezuela. Venezuela, once a relatively stable democracy with a “hyperinstitutionalized” two-and-a-half party system (often held up as a regional model), careened into authoritarian territory in the late 1990s.89 The collapse happened because citizens grew frustrated with traditional parties and turned to more radical alternatives.

In the late 1990s, Venezuelans felt deeply unrepresented by the major parties and looked elsewhere.90 Dissatisfied citizens turned to the radical anti-system authoritarian Hugo Chavez in 1998. It was all downhill from there. The collapse of the Venezuelan party system is a cautionary tale. The party system became so “highly institutionalized” that it turned “unresponsive and brittle” and lost “its capability to innovate.”91 When it confronted the stress test of an economic crisis in the 1990s, it broke down.

Presidential democracy can work well when policymaking requires hard-fought compromises among many competing interests. It can work well when members of Congress neither reflexively oppose nor automatically submit to presidents based on partisanship. Presidential democracy works poorly when inter-branch support or opposition becomes blindly automatic.92

In America, presidential democracy functioned well enough when the hidden four-party system thrived. We have enough successful examples of presidentialism working with multiparty democracy (including in our own history) that we shouldn’t write off the arrangement as inherently problematic.93But we also have enough examples of it going sour that we should pay attention to the dangers.

As a general rule, the more powers the president has, the worse presidentialism functions.94 In most presidential democracies, for example, the president has strong, formal legislative powers.95 In the United States, the president’s only legislative power is a veto threat, which Congress can override with a two-thirds vote in both chambers. The American presidency is at the weak end of the presidential democracy constitutional powers spectrum.

In 1960, the political scientist Richard E. Neustadt published his famous book on the American presidency, Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents, from which comes a famous aphorism capturing the limited formal powers of the American presidency: “Presidential power is the power to persuade.”96 Neustadt, who based his book in part on his experience as an advisor to Harry S. Truman, observed that the president had limited formal powers in the American political system.

The president’s power depended on his reputation, both public and private. His primary advantage was as the central bargaining node in the drama of Washington. But if his reputation faltered, so did his bargaining power. The bureaucracy could ignore him. Congress could move without him.97 Neustadt quoted Truman’s warning to Eisenhower: “He’ll sit here, and he’ll say, ‘Do this! Do that!’ And nothing will happen. Poor Ike—it won’t be a bit like the Army. He’ll find it very frustrating.”98

But starting in the 1970s, the scholarly consensus shifted. In an era of an enlarged military and an expanding administrative state, scholars observed that the American presidency was gaining more and more power, with potentially destabilizing consequences.99 Much of this power Congress willingly delegated away, wiping its hands of tough decisions and reserving the right to cast blame later for anything that went wrong. As I discussed in chapter 4, Congress became more centralized and more polarized. This weakened Congress substantially as the first branch of government.100

Mostly, Congress has aided the steady growth of executive authority by stepping aside. Since 1980, Congress has reduced its staffing on committees and staffing at support agencies by about a third.101 Congress is strongest as an institution when a vibrant committee and subcommittee system is adequately staffed with experts who can go head to head with the executive branch because they have been around long enough to know what they are doing. It is weak when staff turnover is high and staffers are inexperienced and spread thin. It is weak when members of Congress ignore their institutional roles and instead devote their talents to getting on television, where the more extreme you are, the more you get booked.102 This is what a top-down, genuinely two-party Congress looks like.

Imagine instead a multiparty Congress, with coalition leadership and a more decentralized committee-oriented structure. No president would have an automatic majority in Congress, whose electoral fortunes and party brand would depend on defending the president at all costs. No president would face an automatic brick-wall opposition party in Congress, whose electoral fortunes would depend on taking the president down.

When Congress was more decentralized and committee-oriented, at the height of the four-party system in the 1960s and 1970s, it was at its institutional height, producing an impressive record of landmark legislation and oversight.103

Here’s the bottom line: Congress works best when it operates in a more decentralized fashion. It works poorly when two parties operate with centralized leadership whose sole goal is to score partisan points and demonize the other party because that’s what campaign strategists believe wins elections. And a stronger Congress means a weaker presidency with less room to become an autocracy.

All else being equal, parliamentary democracy generally works better than presidential democracy, because it demands more compromise and coalition building.104 But get the politics right, and the legislative branch might again predominate, like the Framers expected it would.

The problem is not just Republicans (or Democrats). The problem is the toxic politics of the two-party system.

As I finish writing this book in mid-2019, many Democrats believe that there’s nothing wrong with American politics that unified Democratic government in 2021 couldn’t solve. And perhaps worse, some might fear a multiparty system might fracture the Democrats’ unity against Trump. Similarly, many Republicans believe that America’s political problems all spring from the radical Democrats. This, again, is the toxic partisan response to toxic partisanship.

But, as I argued in chapter 1, it would be hard for Democrats to lock in their gains without some super-aggressive hardball, which will elicit even more radical pushback from Republicans, who might well sweep back into power in response to perceived Democratic extremism. No party is anywhere close to having a dominant position in American politics, and the pendulum will likely continue to swing back and forth, with more and more damaging force.

Likewise, though it’s easy to focus on Trump as a destructive force in American democracy, imagine if Hillary Clinton, not Trump, had won the 2016 presidential election. Republicans would have still held the House. It would have been nonstop Benghazi-style inquisitorial hearings proceeding to impeachment, with no legislation and likely several government shutdowns. Republicans would have surely picked up seats in the 2018 midterms, and the Republican Party would be even more radicalized by now.105

This is precisely what the Framers feared: two great parties, caught in a deadlocked struggle for power, each so afraid of the other being in charge that one side finally rationalizes extra-democratic means to hold or seize power.

Conclusion.

Multiparty democracy with proportional representation is the norm among advanced democracies. America is the rare democracy left behind with an antiquated first-past-the-post voting system. The rigid two-party system that emerges from this voting method makes it impossible to find a new political center in changing times. Instead, it has reduced the political system to a doom loop of gridlock and zero-sum toxic politics as major problems mount and society becomes more and more unequal.

This need not be America’s fate. Electoral reform is a straightforward and proven remedy. And the track record for multiparty democracy is strong. Countries with proportional voting systems that generate multiparty democracy have higher voter turnout, more compromise-oriented politics, more broadly legitimate policymaking, and better minority representation.

And while defenders of the two-party system argue it delivers clear mandates and accountability, in reality it does neither—certainly not in America’s decidedly anti-majoritarian system of government. Nor has two-party democracy delivered the moderate politics its defenders claim it’s supposed to produce.

And while it’s true that multiparty democracies do allow for more extremist representation, marginalizing and ignoring extremism is even more dangerous. In multiparty democracy, rising frustration makes itself known through elections and forces the political system to respond. In two-party democracy, all seems fine until extremists take over a major party. Then the system destabilizes. A two-party system with one anti-democratic party cannot survive long as a democracy.

The strongest cases for two-party democracy were built on the strength of the mid- to late-twentieth-century American experience. But that stability emerged not from two-party democracy but instead from the hidden multiparty democracy that existed when America’s two parties were incoherent and overlapping coalitions. These overlaps created flexible space for problem-solving and cross-cutting cleavages that prevented zero-sum binaries.

Multiparty democracy is hardly a radical reform. It’s simply a system that once worked successfully with American governing institutions. It is only now, in the twenty-first century, that American politics has come to operate like a genuine two-party system with two truly distinct national parties. And all the benefits scholars once attributed to two-party democracy have subsequently vanished. We now see what a poor fit genuine two-party democracy really is for America’s anti-majoritarian, compromise-demanding governing institutions.

But could we enact electoral reforms to deliberately create multiparty democracy, rather than accidentally achieving it? We now turn to the politics of reform.
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The Politics of Electoral Reform

Electoral reform seems hard because it is hard. Electoral system changes are rare. But they do happen.1

And though each story of electoral system change has its own details and idiosyncrasies, there are certain commonalities. Reform can happen when (1) the problem is clear, (2) the solution is clear, (3) the public demands reform, and (4) a majority of elected officials believe they’ll survive or even thrive under a changed system.

If this book has succeeded, the problem should be clear: American politics is trapped in a toxic two-party doom loop, driven by our antiquated winner-take-all first-past-the-post system of elections.

If this book has succeeded, the solution should also be clear. America can short-circuit the binary, zero-sum toxic politics by getting rid of first-past-the-post elections and becoming a multiparty democracy. We can adopt ranked-choice voting (multi-winner for the House, single-winner for the Senate), increase the size of the House, and eliminate congressional primaries. We can bring compromise and responsive politics back to Washington and create a party system that works with rather than against our governing institutions.

The third condition, widespread public pressure, depends on broader public understanding. This is very possible if many prominent advocates lead the call.

The fourth condition, incumbent politician support, is especially tricky in a two-party system, where the majority party is always the party that won the last election. And if the party in power won under the current rules, why put in place new rules?2

But parties are not monoliths. Individual politicians often have interests and ambitions separate from their parties. And many politicians today are deeply unhappy with the status quo of persistent gridlock. Members of Congress constantly complain how miserable their jobs are. Few enjoy the toxic politics. And politicians do sometimes respond to public pressure and embrace sensible reforms.

Reform is always unlikely. But moments do arise when the case for reform becomes so clear, and the demand so high, that it becomes only a matter of time before the right spark catches and reform seems inevitable.3

This chapter proceeds as follows: First, I’ll relate five stories of electoral reform. Each illustrates a basic truth: politicians sometimes do support reform, and underneath reform is always some mix of pragmatic politics and public pressure. Then I’ll turn to a brief discussion of why the current moment is ripe for that mix of pragmatic politics and public pressure.

America, 1842: The Whigs mandate single-member districts, attempting to preserve power.

In 1842, the congressional Whigs faced a forbidding midterm election.

The 1840 election had been a landmark success for the recently formed Whig Party. For the first time in its short history (the party organized in 1833 as the opposition to Jacksonian Democrats), the Whigs won unified control of government—the House, the Senate, and the presidency.4 The Whigs had nominated William Henry Harrison, an aging general whose “log cabins and hard cider” man-of-the-people appeal had helped him soundly defeat the incumbent Democrat, Martin Van Buren, who had earned the nickname “Martin Van Ruin” for presiding over hard economic times. But Harrison caught a cold at his inauguration. A month later, he was dead at sixty-eight, of pneumonia.

Things went downhill quickly for the Whigs. Vice President John Tyler (a former Democrat who had never fully bought into the Whig program) assumed office. The Whigs had campaigned on restoring a national bank as a response to the disastrous Panic of 1837 and the even worse Crisis of 1839. Twice, the Whig Congress approved banking legislation. Twice Tyler vetoed it. On September 11, 1841, Tyler’s entire cabinet (except for the secretary of state, Daniel Webster) quit in protest. The congressional Whig delegation subsequently kicked Tyler out of the party and considered impeachment.5 This was not a great political strategy for the Whigs. State legislative elections in 1841 brought big losses for Whigs, foreshadowing a bad 1842.6

At the time, congressional district sizes varied. Some states elected their congressional representatives in single-member districts, by plurality vote, as they do today. But by 1842, a quarter of members of Congress ran in multi-member districts. Voters chose as many candidates as there were seats. So, in a five-member district, for example, voters chose five candidates. The top five vote-getters went to Congress. This was not proportional representation; quite the opposite. This was hyper-majoritarianism. With one district for the entire state, for example, a party could convert a 55–45 statewide majority in party support to 100 percent of the state’s congressional seats.

Democrats controlled many state houses in the 1820s and 1830s. They used their power to move toward multi-member districts, often converting the entire state into one large multi-member district.7 By one estimate, Democrats had rigged the system so that they could win two-thirds of House seats with just over half of the popular vote8—a distortion that makes today’s gerrymandering seem tame.

Ironically, Democrats’ narrow dependence on winner-take-all multi-member districts left them more vulnerable to a Whig wave election in 1840. But in 1842, as congressional Whigs looked ahead to the midterm elections, these multi-member districts again posed a big problem for their party.

First, even more Democrat-controlled states were moving to multi-member elections, converting the entire state into one at-large district. In Alabama, for example, Democrats won all five seats in 1840, up from three seats in 1838, after Alabama converted the entire state into one multi-member district. Maine, where Democrats had won a state legislature landslide in 1841, had also announced a move to one multi-member district for the state.

Second, what multi-member districts had given Whigs in 1840 they were likely to take away in 1842. Whigs had swept all nine of Georgia’s congressional seats in 1840. But state legislative elections in Georgia in 1841 went Democratic. That was nine seats Whigs were almost sure to lose.9

Third, following the 1840 census, the 240-member Congress was responsible for reapportioning House seats to match the expanding US population, which was growing fastest in the states where Democrats had already locked in an advantage by moving to multi-member districts.

To mitigate their potential midterm losses, the Whigs came up with a plan: mandate the use of single-member districts. That would mean in states like Alabama, Georgia, and Maine (and several others), Whigs might avoid being wiped out. Since Whigs were still popular in the cities, they might still win the more urban districts.

The Whig Congress passed this single-member-district mandate as the Apportionment Act of 1842, on a near party-line vote. And for good measure, they reduced the number of House seats, from 240 to 223, to prevent Democratic states from gaining seats.

Democrats kicked and screamed in opposition. The Democratic senator from Georgia equated the single-member mandate with the French “Reign of Terror.”10 A Democratic representative from New York complained that Congress had never done anything “so odious as this. . . . [It is] an attempt to make the Government strong, and the people weak.”11 But the Whigs had the votes.

In 1842, Democrats won back a 148–73 House majority. Whigs held on to the Senate, though. And while most states went along with the single-member-district mandate, a few Democratic states defied federal law and still used at-large districts. Then in 1846, Democrats faced a midterm backlash against an unpopular president of their own (James K. Polk). Fearing the clean sweep of a majority reversal, the remaining holdout Democrat-controlled states promptly moved to single-winner districts hoping to hold on to at least a few seats. Whigs still won back a narrow majority in 1846.

What can we learn from this history? The most obvious point is that parties and elected officials do what’s in their perceived self-interest. Whigs thought they were correcting for Democratic abuses of power to help them win the next election. That’s politics.

While Realpolitik drives most of the story, the change from multi-winner to single-winner districts in 1842 was also a change toward an objectively fairer system. Compared to at-large elections where a narrow plurality can give a party the entire congressional delegation, uniform single-member districts increased the likelihood of political minorities getting some representation, since different parties would likely have different geographical support within the state. Why should an entire state’s congressional delegation go Democratic when 40 percent of the state’s voters supported Whig candidates? That seemed objectively unfair. Even if Democrats complained, many acknowledged that single-member districts were objectively fairer.12

This brief history is also a reminder that districting has long been contentious in American politics and that single-member plurality districts are politically, not constitutionally, imposed. It took a political act of Congress to mandate them. A century and a quarter later, in 1967, Congress reaffirmed the single-member-district mandate by passing the Uniform Congressional District Act.13 Fresh off the one-person one-vote cases and major civil rights legislation, some in Congress thought southern states might move to at-large elections to undermine minority representation. (Alabama had, in fact, moved to at-large, multi-member district elections for Congress in 1963, violating the single-member-district mandate but then went back to single-member districts in 1965.) To create multi-member districts today, Congress would have to repeal the 1967 law.

America, 1912: Appointed senators agree to a constitutional amendment making them directly elected.

In May 1912, Congress overwhelmingly approved direct elections to the U.S. Senate. Less than a year later, the necessary thirty-six states had ratified the Seventeenth Amendment. Prior to this reform, state legislatures appointed senators (as they had since 1789). But this old arrangement had led to widespread corruption.14

Direct election of senators was a popular reform cause. The House approved a constitutional amendment for the direct election of senators four times between 1894 and 1902. Each time, the Senate refused to act.15 “Let no man deceive himself into the belief that if this change be made, the Senate of the United States will long endure,” thundered Senator George F. Hoar (R-MA).16 Senator Porter McCumber (R-ND) claimed direct election would result in the complete elimination of political parties.17

State legislatures took matters into their own hands. As the direct primary came into widespread use in the early twentieth century, state legislative candidates pledged they would support whoever won their party’s primary, giving the people a more direct say. By 1912, public support was high (two hundred proposals had been introduced in Congress, along with fifty petitions from thirty-one different states). Reformers threatened a constitutional convention. Eventually, the Senate went along.18

Public pressure mattered. But what about political self-interest? Why should state legislators give up their power? Turns out, state legislators didn’t like being so closely tied to national politics. After the national party system gained some coherence following the realigning election of 1896 (when McKinley defeated Bryan), more voters were voting in state elections based on the party they wanted representing them in the Senate. This made individual state legislators feel irrelevant, and they didn’t like it. Why should their fate be yoked to politics in Washington?19

State legislators, then, had a good reason to support direct elections of senators. Direct elections would give the state lawmakers more independence from national forces. And rather than undermining federalism (as some conservatives have argued), the Seventeenth Amendment actually preserved federalism by keeping state and local elections separate.20

As for the senators, a growing number resented being tethered to politics back in their home state and tied to the fortunes of their party in the state legislature. Notably, after passing the Seventeenth Amendment, incumbent senators were much more likely to seek re-election, and to be re-elected.21

In short: The public demanded changes. And politicians saw the upside in reform. Change happened.

Western Europe, 1899–1921: Proportional representation catches on.

In the early twentieth century, western European democracies adopted proportional representation in rapid succession. Belgium went first, in 1899, followed by Finland in 1907 and Sweden in 1908. The Netherlands transitioned to proportional representation in 1917, Denmark and Germany in 1918. Austria, France, Italy, Norway, and Switzerland all adopted proportional representation in 1919. Ireland joined the PR crowd in 1921.

Why did so many European democracies adopt proportional representation during these two decades? The historical record is capacious enough to give scholars plenty to argue over. Each country had a slightly different path, and there are too few cases and too many possible factors to tell a single definitive story. But in each case, politics and principles came together to spur change toward a fairer, more representative system.

First, on the politics. In every country, a majority of politicians in power supported the reform. Usually, they did so because they feared losing power. Proportional representation would help them preserve their existing share, their proverbial bird in hand. The early twentieth century was a topsy-turvy time in Europe. Countries were industrializing and expanding the vote, and the wild swings and uncertainties of majoritarian politics were producing chaos. Several countries were on the verge of civil war.22

Proportional representation dissolved some of the tensions and solved the uncertainty problem by adding some predictability to otherwise unpredictable electoral swings inherent in majoritarian systems. In many cases, right parties feared that the rising popularity of the Socialists would sweep them out of office completely. These right parties saw proportional representation as a way to preserve some seats against the shifting tide. And where parties were harmed by single-winner districts because their geographical support was too concentrated, these underrepresented parties understood they would gain from a more proportional system and also pushed hard for it.23

Second, on the principles. The conventional wisdom at the time viewed proportional representation as a fairer, more democratic electoral system.24 That’s because PR treats all voters equally, regardless of where they live. And it treats all parties the same, regardless of where their voters live. It ensures that parties wind up with representation in the legislature based on their popularity, not based on the quirks of geography inherent in single-member districting.

Whatever calculations they made (whether rationally or irrationally), enough elected politicians became convinced that proportional representation was a clear improvement on the status quo. Whether they were motivated by self-preservation, by power, by more complex policy considerations, by democratic fairness, or more likely by some mix of all four, it’s hard to be sure. Here’s the simplest takeaway: when politicians become convinced an alternative electoral system is better both for them personally and for the country, a democratically elected legislature can change its own electoral rules. Once proportional representation became an aspirational democratic norm, perhaps it was only a matter of time. At some point, the ebbs and flows of parties’ electoral successes and the disproportionate geographical translations from seats to votes inherent in winner-take-all elections in mostly single-member districts would bring together a winning coalition. Eventually, enough insecure incumbent parties and members would prefer the (somewhat) predictable results of PR to the risky gambles of the old system.

Over time, proportional democracy evolved and improved. For example, Germany’s original 1919 version of proportional representation gave each party one seat for every sixty thousand votes it received, plus an additional seat for every additional thirty thousand votes. This hyperrepresentative formula probably exacerbated the chaos of German politics in the late 1920s.

As Germany rebuilt its democracy after World War II, the authors of its new constitution struggled to devise a system that avoided the hyperrepresentativeness of the Weimar Republic. At the initial post–World War II Parliamentary Council, the Social Democrats (SPD), Christian Democrats, and Christian Socialists were the three dominant parties in West Germany. Four smaller parties also had representation. Both Christian parties wanted a majoritarian system, because they thought they would win in such a system. But the SPD, which was the leading force behind the initial 1919 adoption of PR, remained a supporter of proportional representation. Though the SPD had widespread support, it expected to need smaller parties to form coalition governments.

Like many other political engineering innovations, the postwar German mixed-member proportional system emerged as a compromise.25 In the initial 1949 iteration, the parties agreed that 60 percent of seats would be single-winner districts and 40 percent would be awarded by party list (based on the total votes for all the parties), with a 5 percent statewide threshold for parties that didn’t win any districts (to ensure no truly fringe parties got representation). In 1953, the Bundestag balanced the single-winner and party-list seats at 50–50 and gave citizens two votes—one for their district representative and one for a party. That’s the system it has today.26 (See chapter 8 for more discussion on how this system works.)

Electoral reform has been an ongoing project in many democracies besides Germany. France and Italy, for example, have been especially aggressive in tweaking their systems over the decades, though not always for the better.27 Over the years, politics and principles have often worked together to spur change, and the science of fair and effective electoral representation continues to improve.

New Zealand, 1992–93: A popular referendum brings proportional representation to a first-past-the-post democracy.

While proportional representation caught on in the early twentieth century among many of the world’s then-democracies, the few holdouts were the Anglo democracies with single-round, single-winner plurality elections: Britain, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States. All had two dominant parties, neither of which saw much political advantage in moving to a proportional system that would surely make it easier for other, smaller parties to gain support.

But in 1993, New Zealanders had become so thoroughly dissatisfied with the flaws of first-past-the-post elections that they approved a version of the German mixed-member proportional system.

The story begins in 1978, when New Zealand got a strange electoral result because of the way single-member districts can distort votes into seats. The left-leaning Labour Party got more votes (winning 40.4 percent of the popular vote, compared to 39.8 percent for the National Party). But the National Party somehow got 63.2 percent of the seats (55 of 87) in New Zealand’s House of Representatives. New Zealand has a unicameral, parliamentary government, so a majority in the House of Representatives meant total power. The “plurality reversal” happened because a center-left party, the Social Credit Party, played spoiler. It got 16.1 percent of the vote, mostly taking away from Labour, but didn’t capture a single seat.

In 1981, New Zealand held another election (the country holds elections every three years). The National Party lost the popular vote once more (38.8 percent to 39.0 percent for Labour). But it again won a governing majority despite losing the popular vote—this time it was 55 percent of the parliamentary seats, with Social Credit playing spoiler for the second election in a row.

Finally, in 1984, Labour won a governing majority, translating a 43 percent popular vote plurality into 59 percent of the seats in the House (56 of 95)—a solid majority. After losing twice despite getting more votes, the new Labour government appointed a royal commission to look into the problem of the screwy electoral system. The commission came back with a clear finding: the first-past-the-post system is indeed screwy, and moreover unfair. The commission recommended New Zealand switch to the German mixed-member proportional system and add compensatory seats to align the parties’ popular-vote share with its representation in the parliament.

But by the time the commission came up with its recommendations, the Labour Party was suddenly less interested in electoral reform. Labour was now in power and looked strong ahead of the 1987 election. And so Labour leaders tried to kill the royal commission’s recommendation. They sent the proposal to a parliamentary select committee where it could be safely put out to pasture (or so they hoped). In 1987, Labour won another solid legislative majority with 48 percent of the popular vote (to the Nationals’ 44 percent). Perhaps the system wasn’t so bad after all.

But in 1987, Labour prime minister David Lange accidentally promised the country a vote on whether to get rid of the first-past-the-post system New Zealand had used since its founding (he misread his notes during a televised debate, the story goes). This kept the issue alive. The public had latched on to the royal commission’s recommendation, and a grassroots “make your vote count” campaign took off.28 The accidental promise of a referendum stuck too.

In 1989, Labour voted in a new party leader and thus new prime minister, Geoffrey Palmer. Palmer was a strong critic of New Zealand’s political institutions. In 1979, he had written a scathing book: Unbridled Power? An Interpretation of New Zealand’s Constitution and Government. The book was unsparing regarding the ills of first-past-the-post elections.

Electoral reform grew more popular, and so both parties promised a referendum in the 1990 election. This time the National Party won.29 Predictably, it tried to backtrack. Again, the party in power wanted to maintain the status quo.

Public discontent continued to grow. Not only were political leaders vacillating on whether to change the system, but both parties had supported unpopular economic austerity policies, which led to declining wages, high unemployment, and massive discontent.30 In 1992, only 4 percent of New Zealanders said they had confidence in their politicians.31

And so, in September 1992, the National Party relented to public pressure and let the referendum go forward. But they added an extra hurdle, setting up the referendum as a two-part question. First: Did New Zealanders want to abandon the current first-past-the-post system? They did, overwhelmingly—a remarkable 85 percent supported change. But for the referendum to hold, New Zealanders had to also agree on the second part: What should they replace it with?

Voters chose between four alternative systems.32 The National Party’s gambit was that no clear consensus would emerge, and reform energy would dissipate. But an impressive 65 percent supported the MMP (German system) alternative. The referendum succeeded.33

Just to complicate the process with one final hurdle, the National Party also scheduled a second referendum to coincide with the 1993 legislative election, asking New Zealanders whether they were really really really sure they wanted change. New Zealanders were indeed sure, despite a well-funded campaign to restore the old first-post-the-post electoral system. Particularly strong support for the change came from the Maori minority in New Zealand, which expected to gain better representation under the new proportional system.34

And so in 1996 New Zealand held its first election under the new system. Voters reported being happier and feeling more like their vote actually mattered.35 And after two decades of deficits, New Zealand ran fiscal surpluses. Scholars attributed the change to the slower, more deliberative process of having to assemble a majority.36 Though the new system took some getting used to, one observer noted in 2002, “[The major parties] have shown ingenuity and skill in managing the tricky processes of government formation and legislation in a multiparty environment.”37

The National and Labour Parties have remained the leading two parties in New Zealand. And Palmer, the former prime minister and Labour Party leader, has since updated his book Unbridled Power?, ditching the “Un-” and the question mark. The new edition, now titled Bridled Power, described the new system as “more democratic,” because it has “led to more debate, more consensus, and more national dialogue about government policies before they are enacted.”38 New Zealand today is a thriving, vibrant democracy, where far-right populism is a comparatively minor threat.39

New Zealanders were fed up with their political system. And they demanded change. As one close observer of New Zealand noted, “Mass opinion was a key element,” and “pressure for change ran deep.”40

Predictably, party leaders supported reform far more when they were out of power than in power. But both parties were internally divided, with pro-reform factions.41 This helped keep reform a live issue. Once a genuine national debate happens, reform politics can catch on.

Maine, 2018: Ranked-choice voting makes its state-level US debut.

In November 2016, Maine voters approved a referendum to make the Pine Tree State the first in the nation to enact a system of ranked-choice voting (RCV) for all state and federal elections. (See chapter 8 for more discussion of how RCV works.) In June 2018, Maine voters reaffirmed their support for ranked-choice voting after state Republicans (and a few Democrats) tried to take it away. Mainers also simultaneously used it for the first time in their primary elections.42

As with New Zealand, it took some “spoiled” elections and an unpopular outcome to catalyze grassroots support for reform. In 2010 Maine elected Paul LePage governor with 37.6 percent of the popular vote. LePage won again in 2014, with 48.2 percent of the vote. In both elections, a Democrat and an independent split the non-LePage vote. LePage was an extremist and a divider: “I was Donald Trump before Donald Trump became popular.”43 He said he would rather go to jail than let the state expand Medicaid; he complained that “guys with the name D-Money, Smoothie, Shifty—these types of guys” were coming from New York and Connecticut to sell heroin, and “half the time they impregnate a young white girl before they leave, which is a real sad thing because then we have another issue we have to deal with down the road.”44

Maine Republicans, however, were unhappy with the pro-RCV results of the 2016 referendum. This was understandable. After all, had ranked-choice voting been in place, Maine probably would not have elected LePage, the Republican governor who won twice with a mere plurality of votes. So state Republicans appealed to the Maine Supreme Court, which issued a controversial advisory opinion: Ranked-choice voting violated the state constitution for statewide general elections but was okay for state primary and all federal elections.

Still dissatisfied, state Republicans proposed delaying even the partial implementation until 2021. They passed a law to do so in October 2017, with the help of a few Democrats. The legislation also said if ranked-choice-voting supporters couldn’t amend the state constitution to unequivocally allow for ranked-choice voting by then (a very high bar), the ranked-choice referendum would be repealed in 2022.

But what Maine’s state constitution taketh away, it giveth back. Maine has an unusual provision—“the people’s veto”—which allows citizens unhappy with an enacted state law to override the legislature. Mainers had only held thirty such votes since 1910. Never before had they voted to reinstate a statewide referendum.

In the dead of Maine winter, supporters of ranked-choice voting gathered about eighty thousand signatures and got the referendum on the ballot for June 2018. It passed. LePage called ranked-choice voting “the most horrific thing in the world” and threatened not to certify the results (the job of the secretary of state, not the governor).45

Maine moved forward with ranked-choice voting, despite its blustering governor. In 2018, the state held a successful ranked-choice election in both the primary and general election. In November, rankings determined the outcome in the state’s Second Congressional District, where neither of the top two finishers won a first-round majority. RCV also survived a Hail Mary lawsuit from the district’s sore-loser Republican, Bruce Polinquin. Ranked-choice voting now appears to be on solid ground, having survived the many challenges thrown up against it.46

As with New Zealand, the case of electoral reform in Maine depended on mass public support. Reform is possible when public discontent with the status quo is widespread and a new system seems demonstrably fairer than an old discredited one.

American politics is at historic levels of frustration and dissatisfaction with the status quo. This is the first necessary condition for reform.

Is American politics ripe for major reform? That is, do Americans agree on the problem and the solution? And are politicians ready to embrace reform?

Let’s start with the problem: public exasperation with the current system is as high as it has been in a hundred years, since the early Progressive Era (though we don’t know for sure, since polling didn’t exist then).

A few polling trends will suffice to tell you what you likely already know. Americans are disheartened, aggravated, and increasingly infuriated at how Washington works these days.

Here’s one measure: the share of Americans who trust the government in Washington to do what is right (either always or most of the time). That share has declined considerably since the high-water trust mark in the late 1950s and has hovered at its historic lows of about 20 percent for a decade.
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Fig 10.1 Trust in government is at record lows.

Source: Pew Research Center



Here are a few other recent polling numbers:




• Just 38 percent of Americans say they are satisfied with the US system of government and how well it works. Since 2012, the percentage has fluctuated between 35 and 40 percent but is down considerably from a recent high of 76 percent in 2002.47

• Just 28 percent of Americans say they are satisfied with the “way the nation is being governed,” also near a record low. That share was 37 percent in 1971 and 55 percent in 1984. It has hovered between 26 and 33 percent since 2008.48

• More than two in three Americans (71 percent) believe politics has reached a dangerous new low point, and 39 percent of Americans believe this dangerous new low point is the new normal.49



I could go on. But if you’re reading this book, you’re probably not living in a cave. You know Americans are deeply frustrated with the way politics is working. Americans use the phrase “broken system” so often these days that adding “broken” almost seems redundant.

Certainly, trust in Washington has had its ups and downs. It recovered somewhat in the 1980s after the era of Watergate and Vietnam, but then fell in the mid-1990s to what was then an all-time low. Trust grew in the late 1990s, hitting a high-water mark after 9/11. It has plummeted since. For a decade, only one in five Americans have trusted the government in Washington. That’s low.

If you dig deeper into any of these poll results, you’ll see that partisans feel better about American democracy when their side controls the White House. But at the aggregate level, institutional trust is scraping rock-bottom.50

And regardless of who holds power in Washington, two-thirds of Americans now say “their side” is “losing” more than it is “winning.” More Republicans felt their side was winning in 2018 (when they had unified government) than in 2015 (when Obama was in the White House). But even in 2018, with unified government, a narrow majority of Republicans thought their side was still losing.51 Likewise, majorities of Democrats felt their side was still losing in 2015. But even among perceived winners (in 2015, at least; the question wasn’t asked in 2018), only a third (34 percent) said they were “content” with government; 55 percent said they were “frustrated,” and 9 percent said they were “angry.”52 In other words, not even those who see themselves as winning are happy. Almost everyone realizes the system stinks.

And yes, a reform skeptic might say: Sure Americans are dissatisfied with politics and political institutions. What else is new? The two-decade period following World War II was an unusual high-trust moment in American political history. Postwar solidarity, a common enemy supplied by the Cold War, two decades of economic growth, and bland national partisan competition are unlikely to come together again as they once did. Distrust of government power and political parties is part of the American political tradition.53

But again: almost every measure of system support is at record or near-record lows and reflects a decades-long decline. Americans are signaling their discontent repeatedly, in every polling question they get asked. And widespread discontent at such high magnitude is a serious problem. A functioning democracy requires at least some reservoir of public trust.54

Americans also have never been more sour on the two major political parties. Today barely half of Americans identify with a major political party. Today a plurality of voters identify as “independent.” To be sure, this does not mean they vote independently. Indeed, most self-identified “independents” vote like partisans, consistently supporting one party or the other.55 In that respect, the “independent” label is often misleading. But independents differ from self-identified partisans in other ways. They are less likely to engage civically. They are more disenchanted with politics. And they are even less compromise-oriented than partisans. Mostly, they are just frustrated that politics isn’t working as it should, and they feel disempowered and angry about it.56
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Fig 10.2 Americans have been de-affiliating from major parties for decades.



A quarter of Americans now view both parties unfavorably,57 and almost three in ten say neither party represents them well.58 This is up considerably in recent years. And about two in three Americans (and almost half of Democrats) say the Democratic Party is “out of touch” with Americans’ concerns. About three in five Americans (and about three in ten Republicans) say the Republican Party is “out of touch.”59

Honestly, we don’t know what happens when almost half of adult citizens refuse to affiliate with a major party in America. But we should worry. High levels of party disaffiliation correlate with low support for representative democracy.60 Bad things happen to democracies when large numbers of citizens feel alienated and unrepresented. Parties are the essential institutions connecting citizens with government. When citizens disconnect from parties, this is fertile ground for anti-system demagogues.

Faith and trust in the political system are hitting dangerous lows. While it’s impossible to please all the people all of time, or even perhaps a majority of people a majority of the time, a political system can’t lose the trust of overwhelming majorities for an extended period and still thrive.61 Eventually, anti-system attitudes empower anti-system candidates promising to blow it all up. And history is full of competent anti-system political leaders who have done just that.

Majorities of Americans agree: They want more parties.

As Americans have become more frustrated with national politics and the party system, they’ve grown more supportive of the solution I’m proposing. Americans overwhelmingly want multiparty democracy. The share of Americans saying, “A third party is needed,” hit an all-time high in 2018: 68 percent.62 Solid majorities of both Democrats and Republicans now want more parties.

Support for more parties has been rising for eighty years. Polling from 1938 finds desire for a third-party option in the single digits. It rises to about one in five the 1960s, and to about two in five around 1980, and then hits close to 60 percent support around the 1992 election, when a third-party challenger, H. Ross Perot, won 19 percent of the vote. Then, desire for a third party drops back down to 50 percent in the 2000s (dropping even below 50 percent in 2004, alongside a temporary boost in trust in government). Desire for a third party then starts climbing back up in the late 2000s, growing into the mid-60s by the late 2010s.63
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Fig 10.3 More Americans today want a third party than ever before.

Sources: Voter Study Group, Pew, Gallup, Collet, “Third Parties and the Two-Party System”; Dennis, “Trends in Public Support for the American Party System.”



Polling doesn’t go back before 1938, though there was much more voting for third parties before then, suggesting we’d find higher levels of support then. Figure 10.4 represents the share of voting for third-party candidates in House elections. It reached a high-water mark in the 1910s, when the Progressive Party was at its height.
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Fig 10.4 Voting for third parties is up slightly, but not like in the early twentieth century.

Sources: ICPSR, Clerk of the US House, MIT Election Data and Science Lab, compiled by Jack Santucci



From the 1890s to the 1920s, third parties (such as the Greenbacks, the Populists, the Progressives, and the Prohibitionists) regularly drew double-digit support in congressional and gubernatorial elections, and sometimes even won. In 1912, Teddy Roosevelt set the high-water presidential candidate third-party mark of 27.4 percent, running as a “Bull Moose” Progressive, after he failed to wrest the Republican nomination from incumbent William Howard Taft. In 1924, Progressive candidate Robert La Follette garnered almost 17 percent of the vote, running with strong farmer and labor support, in an election where both major parties nominated conservative candidates hostile to a more activist government. In the 1930s, third-party energy in the United States declined. Most of the insurgent progressive and socialist energy shifted to the broad coalition of the New Deal Democratic Party. Democrats co-opted third parties with a wide-ranging progressive-populist agenda.64

Third parties have occasionally been factors in presidential elections since 1924. In 1948, Strom Thurmond won four southern states as a States' Rights Democratic Party “Dixiecrat” candidate in protest of Democrats becoming too supportive of civil rights but won just 2.4 percent of the popular vote. In 1968, third-party candidate George Wallace won five southern states and 13.5 percent of the popular vote on a segregationist platform. In 1992, third-party candidate H. Ross Perot garnered 19 percent of the popular vote, the most successful third-party candidacy since Teddy Roosevelt’s 1912 campaign. Many saw Perot’s unexpected rise as a worrying sign of the public’s growing anger at government and the failure of the two-party system. Perot supporters had one overriding commonality: they distrusted government considerably more than Clinton or Bush voters.65

But since Perot, no third-party candidate has broken through, and only a handful of independents have won congressional elections. This generates an obvious puzzle: If Americans really want a third party, why don’t they vote for one?

Perhaps Americans want more choices in the abstract but don’t like the specific choices they are offered. Third parties in America today typically don’t have the resources or status to attract high-quality candidates, which makes them fringy and generally unappealing.

Americans are also voting strategically. Despite broader frustration, most Americans think one party is clearly better, and they don’t want to waste their vote (the “spoiler effect” inherent in winner-take-all elections). This reinforces third parties as the home of fringe cranks, while all serious political energy flows into one of the two major parties.

The “spoiler” logic is explained perfectly in the 1996 Simpsons Halloween special (“Treehouse of Horrors VII”). The conquering aliens Kang and Kodos “bio duplicate” the bodies of Bob Dole and Bill Clinton. “The politics of failure have failed. We need to make them work again,” the alien duplicate Bob Dole says at a debate. When Homer Simpson reveals the two candidates to be the “hideous space reptiles” Kang and Kodos, the aliens tell the assembled crowd: “We are aliens, but what are you going to do about it? It’s a two-party system.” The crowd concurs in dismay. One man in the crowd announces, “Well, I believe I’ll vote for a third-party candidate.” The aliens tell him: “Go ahead, throw your vote away.” The crowd agrees with the aliens. The episode cuts to inauguration day. Kang has become president and has subsequently enslaved humanity. Now part of a chain gang, Homer tells his complaining wife, Marge, “Don’t blame me. I voted for Kodos.”66

To represent the ideological diversity of America, we’d need at least five or six parties. But since no single potential third-party (or “independent”) candidate seems likely to win more votes than either the Democrats or the Republicans (given the diverse political desires of voters), we’re stuck with two parties representing a diverse country as best they can (not well). Unless, of course, we change our electoral institutions.67

And here’s where the work needs to be done. Most Americans want a third party. But they don’t understand the structural reasons why the two-party system is so resilient despite widespread dissatisfaction. Americans don’t think much about electoral reform, and few make the connection between electoral rules and the number of parties.68

But if we want to have more parties, we have to understand that it’s the institutions that give us our party system. We need electoral reforms that make it possible for third parties to compete without being spoilers.

Unfortunately, the more common response, rooted in the antipartisan tradition (chapter 2), is that we just need to replace the “Washington insiders” with ordinary intelligent citizens who aren’t corrupt partisans. Americans have long accepted the winner-take-all electoral system by default and blamed subpar politicians for the country’s political ills. In this telling, it’s just about getting honest, moral people to display “political courage,” or about changing the culture or the tone, or, of course, the old cliché, “putting country ahead of party.” Pick your bromide. What you really mean is it’s all just a matter of politicians sharing your values.

But here’s where I do blame politicians: they’ve willingly fed this misguided analysis. For decades, members of Congress have run against Washington, trying to distinguish themselves (good) from the seat of political power (corrupt, overwhelmed by partisan fighting). Perhaps politics is so corrupting that it debases every good-natured spirit who touches it. The better explanation, of course, is that our political institutions are producing the wrong incentives.

And yet, attitudes are changing. A long-standing contradiction in American public opinion research was that as much as Americans might complain government wasn’t working as they hoped, solid majorities consistently still felt that “our government is the best in the word.”69

But this blind faith in American political institutions appears to be waning. In a 2018 Pew Poll, only 15 percent of Americans said the American political system is the “best in the world” (way down from earlier polling), while another 26 percent said it was above average, 28 percent said it was merely average, and 29 percent (almost three in ten) said it was belowaverage. In the same poll, 61 percent of Americans agreed that “significant changes” are needed in the fundamental “design and structure” of American government, a high openness to change.70 The public’s understanding of the problem is shifting: It’s the institutions that need reform, not (just) the character of the politicians.

To restate a theme of this book: institutions matter. We must make the connection between the toxic politics that threatens the foundations of our democracy and the institutional incentives that propel the toxic politics. And if we want to blame politicians, we should blame them for not changing these incentives.

Why politicians should support reform.

Finally, we confront the hardest piece of reform, which is the politicians who must ultimately approve a change. Why would politicians change the system under which they got elected? The historical answer is that politicians change the system when (a) they are under intense pressure to do so, (b) they think change is necessary for their political survival, and (c) they think an alternative system is superior.

Here’s why I’m optimistic: Like the people they represent, elected officials today are also sick and tired of the status quo. They bellyache constantly about the partisan rancor. They don’t like how the centralization of power in Congress that flows from toxic politics has rendered many of them marginal players. Almost every retiring member of Congress complains about how bad it is to be an elected official these days, how the partisanship has gotten so much worse, and how this was not what they thought they were signing up for when they eagerly first came to Washington.

Large-scale electoral reform should stand as a genuine peace treaty between the two warring teams in Washington. It will not benefit either side. It will fundamentally shake up partisanship and create space for a new, healthier democracy. But it will upend the existing power structure, and so those who are currently atop both parties will have a strong incentive to characterize it as either harmful to their side or fundamentally destabilizing. These are familiar arguments for enemies of reform.

So here’s what I’d say to any lawmakers considering reform: The current system is unsustainable. You know this better than anyone else. You know Congress is broken, because you are there. It’s broken because campaigning has taken over governing and made compromise impossible. But campaigning all the time is no fun. You got into politics to solve big problems. Well, here’s the biggest problem to solve: making our democracy work. A new electoral system will unshackle the creative problem-solving potential of Congress, allowing it to work on all the other pressing challenges our country faces. It will make being a member of Congress more fun and more rewarding. It will allow you to accomplish what you came to Washington to do: to make a difference.

The good news is that a few lawmakers understand this already. In 2017, Rep. Don Beyer, a Virginia Democrat, introduced the Fair Representation Act, which would mandate multi-member districts with ranked-choice voting for House elections. The bill secured five co-sponsors. A small start, sure. But a start nonetheless.

Conclusion: Electoral reform is hard. But it is possible.

Electoral reforms can happen. They have happened repeatedly. They happen when the public demands them, and when politicians decide they’re better off riding a wave of reform than fighting the tide. Electoral reforms happen when a clear problem finds a clear solution and politicians see the upside in reform, often due to public pressure.

Today, the problem is clear. Nobody doubts American politics is broken. Trust in institutions is dropping to dangerous historic lows, and Americans are deeply frustrated with the status quo. Poll after poll confirms a deeply discontented electorate.

But there is less agreement about a solution. Americans seem to agree they want more parties. In one recent poll, two-thirds of Americans say they want a third party. But few Americans understand the institutional reasons why more parties don’t emerge: the antiquated single-winner plurality electoral system. Absent this understanding, Americans are unlikely to demand electoral reform. Instead, they will keep blaming politicians for responding to the incentives the political system generates, and they will continue to be disappointed. So it’s urgent we make the connection between electoral reform and more parties.

The encouraging news is that Americans are more and more open to institutional reforms. Politicians may also be open to reform. They don’t like the system either. But like everybody else caught up in the currents, they’re just trying to keep their heads above water. It’s hard to think beyond the moment when it feels like survival demands immediate attention.

Yet this big thinking is precisely what this moment demands. We must rise above the immediate fights and escalations and break the cycle. We must end the winner-take-all system of elections that is powering the two-party doom loop. The future of American democracy depends on it.
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It has now been five years since America transformed its electoral system, and the 2030 midterms are the latest sign the Save American Democracy Act of 2025, which brought multiparty democracy to America, has lived up to its name.

Voter turnout hit 72 percent, a new record for a midterm election. For the first time in almost seventy years, a narrow plurality of Americans now trust the government in Washington to do what’s right all or most of the time. Even congressional approval ratings have been inching up into the low 40s after decades in the mid-teens. Seventy percent of Americans say they are satisfied with the way democracy is working. And, perhaps most significantly, election-related violence fell to a ten-year low—not a single person was killed.

Given how peaceful this past election was, it’s easy to forget just how dangerously violent things had become in 2024, when 205 people were killed and as many as five thousand were injured in election-related riots.

After the contested election of 2020, several national task forces went out in search of solutions. They all pointed to the two-party system and the zero-sum winner-take-all elections as the core force breaking American politics and thus recommended electoral system reforms.

The most prominent commission was the joint 2021 House-Senate Committee on the Future of American Democracy, which strongly recommended ranked-choice voting for both the Senate and House, with multi-member districts for the House. It also recommended increasing the House to seven hundred members, getting rid of congressional primaries, and presidents institutionalizing “unity” cabinets with representatives from both parties. The House passed a bill with these recommendations in both 2022 and 2023, but it went nowhere in the Senate.

States acted. In 2022, eight states changed their electoral laws to adopt multi-winner ranked-choice voting for their state legislatures, and two more states adopted a mixed-member proportional system, all by ballot initiative. The reforms were popular, and new state-level parties began forming. But no state changed the rules for electing members to Congress (a 1967 law mandating single-member districts for Congress was still in place then).

In 2023, widespread droughts and floods coincided with an extended global recession, and unemployment rates hit 14 percent. Many wrote obituaries for American democracy when partisan fighting shut down the federal government for four months.

The election of 2024 hit a new low in fear-based culture-war politics. Few were surprised by the violence after leaders on both sides repeatedly said America as they knew it would be over if they lost. Something had to change.

With a narrowly elected Democrat as president, a narrow Democratic majority in the House, and narrow Republican control of the Senate, 2025 was looking like more zero-sum gridlock. But both sides were shaken by the violence. And so both chambers agreed to a new power-sharing agreement and promised to tone down the rhetoric and do something different this time. The Democratic president appointed some Republicans to key cabinet positions as a gesture of good faith.

Leaders in both parties drew angry protests from their bases for the compromise. They feared that they might not get re-elected under the current system. So they spent the year debating electoral reform.

In December 2025, the Save American Democracy Act passed, with overwhelming support. The bill put in place multi-member districts for the House with ranked-choice voting, and single-winner ranked-choice voting elections for the Senate. It also eliminated congressional primaries and required the House to expand to seven hundred members after the 2030 census.

Ahead of the 2026 election, the Democrats split into two parties, the solidly left Social Democrats and the center-left New Democrats. The Social Democrats emphasized a more expansive twenty-first-century social welfare state to help America out of the continued recession, while the New Democrats put more emphasis on big government investments in transformative environmental technology and a universal basic income, funded by a carbon tax.

The Republicans split in three: The center-right Reform Conservatives put forward a growth and investment agenda somewhat similar to the New Democrats, but with more tax benefits aimed at families and generous subsidies for community-based nonprofit service organizations. The consistently conservative Christian Republicans emphasized the role of faith and free markets in public life. And the nativist America First Party tried to carry forth the culture-war politics.

In the 2026 House election, the Social Democrats did best, winning 24 percent of the House seats, followed by America First (22 percent), the Christian Republicans (18 percent), the New Democrats (18 percent), the Reform Conservatives (13 percent), Centrist-Independents (3 percent), and Libertarians (2 percent).

In the Senate, members up for election that year adopted new labels, and of the 34 seats up for election, New Democrats won 8 seats, Social Democrats 5, Reform Conservatives 8, Christian Republicans 6, and America Firsters 5. Two independents were also elected. The remaining 66 seats were split with 36 Democrats and 30 Republicans, giving both old parties 49 seats, with two independents holding what seemed like the balance of power.

Commentators cheered the election as more of a contest of ideas than any election in recent memory. The America First Party had tried to make the election about culture and national identity, and while it did well in the Deep South and among older Americans, it performed poorly elsewhere. Right-of-center voters were tired of grievance politics, and now they had more choices.

In the House, Social Democrats quickly joined up with New Democrats (essentially reuniting the Democratic Party), but that only took them to 42 percent. For two months, the Social Democrats and New Democrats were in coalition talks with Reform Conservatives, and many observers wondered whether America had made a huge mistake in changing the system. But eventually the three parties worked out a shared governing agreement to run the House together. They split up committee assignments and shared leadership roles to work out compromises and ensure that all of their proposals could get floor votes.

In the Senate, the two independents used their leverage to demand a power-sharing agreement. Committee chairmanships were split equally between the party coalitions, and coalitions traded off weeks with their leader as majority leader. A decentralized, committee-driven lawmaking process soon emerged and became the norm in the Senate. Subsequent Congresses have kept the practice of balancing committee chairmanships and rotating leadership of the committees every two months to encourage more compromise legislating.

After a slow start, the 119th Congress passed a major carbon tax to fund a big stimulus to respond to the recession. The proceeds went to three main areas: a public subsidy to incentivize businesses and communities to switch to renewable sources of energy and retrofit old buildings, a generous child tax credit, and a new public works program that put local governments in charge. The program was extremely popular, polling at 70 percent support. Congress also passed a major new antitrust enforcement act, empowering the Justice Department to tackle corporate consolidation, which was also supported by about 70 percent of the people.

Finally, the 119th Congress passed a big democracy reform bill, making Election Day a national holiday and creating a small-donor public financing system, where candidates and parties that raised all campaign contributions under $200 would get a 10-to-1 match for their contributions. To ensure everybody would be able to participate, Congress also initiated a public voucher system, giving everybody $25 in “democracy dollars” usable for contributions to candidates, parties, or qualified small-donor political action committees. This was also popular. Voters had long been clamoring to “get big money out of politics.”

In the 2028 election, Democrats and Republicans remained the two major coalitions running candidates for president, and Republicans won by running a Reform Conservative candidate who appealed broadly, promising to continue the tradition of a “unity cabinet.” The balance of power in both chambers stayed roughly the same, with Reform Conservatives doing a little better and Christian Republicans’ and America First support declining slightly. Most attributed this to the Reform Conservatives’ charismatic presidential candidate, who did particularly well among younger voters.

In 2029, America finally reformed its immigration system, putting in place a program to allow those who had entered the country illegally to become citizens while also limiting the number of new immigrants, moving to a skills-based system, and finally modernizing border security after a decade of highly contentious immigration politics. Initially, this proposal was controversial, but it had wide cross-party support, and leaders made a compelling case, boosting public approval for the new immigration policy above 50 percent.

With the immigration issue resolved, the America First Party lost even more support. Congress also passed large-scale tax reform, expanding the earned income tax credit considerably and phasing in a much more progressive tax code over the next several years. The bill also abolished the IRS and replaced it with the new Tax Fairness Agency, with a large enforcement budget and a strong mandate to crack down on white-collar tax fraud, which had grown rampant. The reform was very popular, with support approaching 80 percent.

When the 121st Congress kicks off in 2031, Reform Conservatives will have their turn to lead. In the House, the Reform Conservatives won the 2030 election with 29 percent of seats, closely followed by the Social Democrats at 26 percent, and the New Democrats at 22 percent. The three parties will continue to govern together as an unlikely supermajority coalition, but this time with Reform Conservatives as the lead coalition partner.

Reform Conservatives’ gains came largely at the expense of the America First Party, whose support dropped to 10 percent. The Christian Republicans also declined, to just 8 percent. In the Senate, Reform Conservatives also picked up seats and will lead the same coalition.

Of course, American politics is still full of conflict. The politics of digital privacy has been especially contentious in recent years, raising thorny issues around civil liberties and free speech. But partisan conflict doesn’t feel existential as it once did. And it is certainly not zero-sum. These issues now cut across party lines in new ways, with policy emerging out of multidimensional bargaining.

Americans still have heated debates, but they no longer threaten to cut off friendships or family ties or say they don’t want their children to marry people of the other party. Partisan identities have become more fluid.

By almost all indications, American democracy feels more stable and healthy. America is back at or near the top of democracies in various expert surveys. The economy is growing, inequality is decreasing, and faith in democratic institutions is rising. Americans are voting at higher rates and are less anxious about national politics. They are connecting more to their communities, which are now recovering from the recession thanks to large-scale federal investments.

***

Could it really happen like this? As the old saying goes, it’s tough to make predictions, especially about the future.

But here’s one prediction that seems highly likely to me. If we don’t change our electoral system, we’re in big trouble. We know how democracies die.1 They die when the country splits apart into two sides that distrust and fear each other so much that one side blows up norms of fair play to keep the other side out of power. Once that happens, it’s hard to build back stability. Unfortunately, this is where America’s doom loop of toxic two-party politics is headed.

Electoral reform is the solution. Modest proportional representation with ranked-choice voting can diffuse the winner-take-all pressures poisoning our politics. A new electoral system can create space for entrepreneurial politicians to find new solutions to hard public problems. A new electoral system can reorient partisan identities so that we can have the healthy kind of identity politics again where identities cross-cut each other instead of cumulating into divisive us-versus-them partisanship.

Multiparty democracy is a proven solution. It has produced stable and productive governance in many countries—including the United States. When American democracy operated more like a multiparty system, it was more stable. But now that the party coalitions have collapsed into two distinct national teams, American democracy has become a true two-party system. And it’s a disaster.

Certainly, electoral reform will not solve all of America’s problems, and it will be an uphill fight to achieve. But here’s why I’m ultimately an optimist: When I look around today, I see a country brimming with people who value living in a thriving democracy. I look at polling and see Americans broadly committed to democracy and extremely worried about the threats to democracy.2

The defect I see is in our political institutions. I see a winner-take-all electoral system that has turned America into two one-party countries that see each other not as political opponents but as enemies. I see a breakdown of shared agreements over what’s fair, and I see rising electoral stakes justifying increasingly radical actions.

I think a lot about James Madison in the spring of 1787, working through possible governing arrangements to keep the country together. The crisis was different then, though there were some important similarities. It was not a crisis of toxic partisanship but it was one of a supine Congress and political fracture. Now, as then, the problem is not the character of the American people. The problem is the design of the government.

The Framers solved their problem through better institutions—better, but far from perfect. They were working with the knowledge and traditions of their day, not ours. They understood that the key to stable government is to incentivize broad compromise, and so they designed three branches of government around the principle. The Framers understood that the true danger to democracies comes when all political conflict collapses into a single, irreconcilable binary. But they thought they could avoid this problem by decentralizing power, thus creating too many obstacles to would-be majority parties.

Today we know better. We now know modest multiparty democracy works best to support diverse representation and political compromise. Better yet, we now know how to design an electoral system to achieve it. The changes we must make are targeted and profound. We can hold elections so that they work with Madison’s vision of fluid and flexible coalitions of diverse representation, capable of adjusting to represent popular majorities on an issue-by-issue basis, rather than dividing us into two distinct teams fighting a zero-sum battle for what feels like the fate of the nation.

And as much as I hate to reduce the world to a simple binary, sometimes two alternatives are clear: Do we continue to build on the legacy of the Framers and break the two-party doom loop by aligning our electoral institutions with our political institutions? Or do we let the two-party doom loop destroy American democracy precisely in the way the Framers feared it would?

Big reform is never easy. It will take a mass movement of active citizens who understand that the status quo is not an option and a cadre of entrepreneurial reform politicians and writers and public figures leading the way. But the case should be clear. America is trapped in a two-party doom loop of toxic politics. Time is precious. Small adjustments at the margins are pointless. The levees have broken. We cannot take buckets to the flood anymore. We need to fix the system.
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