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Political Realignment
Cathy Johnson
	From 1955 to 1973, theories of critical realignments provided an influential framework for organizing political history.  Political scientists, such as V.O. Key (1955), E.E. Schattschneider (1960), James Sundquist (1973), and Walter Burnham (1973), described major and enduring shifts in elections that occurred approximately every thirty years.  David Mahew challenged the theory of critical realignments, arguing that (with the exception of 1932) the theory has become an impediment to understanding critical realignment (Schofield et al 2003).  
	Mayhew believes that periodic shifts in party coalitions occur rarely and that focusing on new realignment predictions distracts from understanding the actual, gradual shifts in the American political process (Mahew 2002).  Schofield et al propose an empirical theory that describes elections as a complicated ‘game’ to maximize the number voters (Schofield et al). Like Mayhew, contemporary scholars try to clarify the concept of realignment but they disagree as to which ones have actually occurred.  
	In general, 1860 (Civil War), 1896 (Populism), 1932 (New Deal) and 1968 (Civil Rights and Vietnam War) are considered defining shifts.  For this seminar, two frameworks—the transformation From the New Deal (1934-1970) through Neoliberalism (1968-2008)—may help us understand the policies that culminated in the election of our current populist president (Pew2024).  	 
	The Cold War dominated New Deal policies from 1964 to 1972 until stagflation and civil rights legislation became a cleavage and may be regarded a realigning shift.  (Shoefield et al 2003).  Throughout the New Deal era, the 1940s-1970s, U.S. policy focused on ensuring strong unions, high taxes for public projects and a social safety net.  Inequality shrank and the economy boomed as the U.S. maintained global hegemony. (Karma 2023). 	
	By the 1980s, as the economy faltered and voters turned against the New Deal consensus towards Ronald Reagan’s promise to restore growth through free-market policies. He slashed progressive taxes, dismantled unions, eliminated the Fairness Doctrine, business regulations and antitrust laws as he adopted NAFTA, increased military spending and viewed high taxes and social programs as being funneled to “welfare queens.” (Karma 2023).
	Although the New Liberals (Clinton 1993), initially coalesced around an industrial policy, the lack of a mandate killed the agenda.  The Democratic party then shifted from an industrial working-class base to a college-educated one, particularly in economic sectors.  Choosing deficit reduction and GATT over national investment, the Democratic Party experienced a neoliberal transformation that that exists today (Harmel, Mjelde, Svåsand 2024)
	Obama's Affordable Care Act, Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act and the CHIPS Act (stymied by bureaucratic backlog) failed to obtain support for the economic agenda needed to retain working-class support.  Consequently, as working-class voters felt ignored economically and culturally, Trump's eagerness to voice their grievances and his outsider status, made him the perfect candidate for MAGA rage (Robert Harmel, Lars Svåsand, Hilmar Mjelde).  
	Data collected from the 2024 election shows a significant shift in voting patterns—which could have the potential of becoming a critical election—if current voting patterns persist for a significant period in both Congress and the White House (Shoefield, Miller, Martin 2003).  Trump won 62 percent of the white working-class vote by talking about jobs and trade ten times more than social issues or immigration—and he reused the 2016 platform.  Trump also won with a voter coalition that was more racially and ethnically diverse than in 2020 or 2016 (Pew Research Center 2024). 
	Since the 1970s, both Democrat and Republican parties have become organizationally weak and have been undermined by unaccountable groups and individuals, such as cable news, social media, single-issue coalitions, and semi-independent super PACS dedicated to fundraising and billionaire donors (Matthews 2024 Foreign Affairs).  
	According to Rosenfeld and Schlozman, both parties lost structural control of their party by adopting nominating processes that were implemented in the 1970s.  By transferring candidate selection from experienced party delegates to mass voters, the parties lost their most valuable asset—control over the nomination process. This institutional weakness led to Trump's personalized takeover of the GOP (Everson). 
Suggested Questions:
· Are political parties weak or have they adapted to new political conditions and become stronger by being more imaginative?
· What should be the purpose of political parties?  Do they reform?  How?
· Due to the growing disfunction and polarization of political parties, confidence in government and has fallen in half from the Reagan years and trust in political institutions is now less than ten percent.  How can political parties win back the trust of the people?  
· How can Democrats win back middle-income voters without abandoning their suburban coalition?
· How would you describe the new coalitions that are emerging, and what do they mean for the future of American governance?
Suggested Readings:
2004 Pew Research Studies
How Changes in Turn Out and Vote Choice Powered Trump’s Victory in 2024. June 26, 2025
Hartig, Hannah Harti, Scott Keeter, Andrew Daniller, Nick Zanetti, Allissa Scheller, and Reem Nadeem..  
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/feature/how-changes-in-turnout-and-vote-choice-powered-trumps-victory-in-2024/ 
Changing Partisan Coalitions in a Politically Divided Nation
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/04/09/changing-partisan-coalitions-in-a-politically-divided-nation/

Nate Cohn, Nate. March 23, 2024 Are We in the Midst of a Political Realignment?  New York Times.  https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/23/upshot/trump-biden-political-realignment.html 

M. J. Henry.  The Rise and Fall of the New Liberals: How the Democrats Lost Their Majority.  American Affairs Journal. Volume IX. https://americanaffairsjournal.org/2025/02/the-rise-and-fall-of-the-new-liberals-how-the-democrats-lost-their-majority/
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