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ABSTRACT 

The relationship between social movement activity and 

conventional politics has received little systematic 

attention from the sociological social movements 

literature. In this dissertation I bring together diverse 

literatures (i.e., the social movement literature in 

sociology and the interest group and political party 

literature in Political Science) to broaden our 

conceptualization of social movement activity and to 

understand more adequately the changing nature of that 

activity. 

The central premise of this dissertation is that 

variation in the openness or accessibility of the political 

opportunity structure is shaped, in part, by the strength 

of the political parties. The central proposition is that 

an erosion of political party strength is associated with 

an increase in social movement activity within 

institutionalized politics. without the centrist demands of 

a traditional two-party political system, the system is 

vulnerable to a more diverse set of demands as well as a 

more extreme set of demands. 

A second proposition suggests that the degree to which 

a given party has been in or out of power at the 

presidential level shapes party vulnerability to social 

movement interests. This may reflect a natural tendency for 



parties to become increasingly vulnerable to more radical 

in~erests over their period of dominance. 

11 

To address these questions, an historical analysis of 

party conventions and party platform battles is utilized. 

The analysis is designed to yield an empirical description 

of the tensions between the centrist interests of a 

traditional two-party system and more radical interests 

associated with an erosion of party strength in such a 

system. 

The significance of these arguments rests upon their 

demonstration of a faulty conceptualization of 

institutional versus noninstitutional strategies of 

collective action that permeates much of the sociological 

social movements literature. I argue that the distinction 

should not follow an either/or mentality. Rather, under 

varying historical circumstances the embeddedness of 

movement interests within institutional structures should 

be and is variable as well. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Although it is difficult to delineate with precision 

what Tarrow (1983) describes as a 'cycle of protest', some 

scholars suggest that the social movements of the 1960's in 

the united states represent the beginning of such a cycle 

(Jenkins, 1987:302). By the end of the 1980's we see few 

large-scale social movements, yet there appears to be an 

abundance of social movement activity.1 Collective action 

on issues such as abortion and the environment receives 

almost daily coverage in the media and the passions 

surrounding such issues seem intense. One might conclude 

from this paradox that the form of social movement activity 

in the United states is changing. In this dissertation I 

will argue that social movement activity is increasingly 

likely to become embedded within conventional politics and 

See for example a recent study by Kevin Djo Everett 
(1990) showing increases in the number of groups engaging 
in traditional (i.e. g sit-in, rally, pickets, marches) 
collective action between 1961-1983. Interestingly, 
however, is the fact that the number of traditional 
collective action episodes declined despite the increase in 
the number of groups involved. I will later speculate that 
there is an inverse relationship between an increasingly 
institutional embeddedness of social movement activity and 
the frequency of more traditional forms of social movement 
activity. As well, data from Schlozman's and Tierney's 
(1986) Washington Representatives Survey supports this 
contention. 
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that this gives rise to new forms of social movement 

activity. In addition, I will explore some consequences of 

the changing form of social movement activity. 

Traditional conception of social Movement 
Activity within Sociology 

A central issue in the study of social movements 

concerns the degree to which social movements take on an 

'institutionalized' character. Although current debates 

are often concerned with the effects of bureaucratization, 

formalization and institutionalization of social movement 

organizations (Zald and Ash 1966; Mccarthy and Zald 1977; 

Piven and Cloward 1977; Jenkins and Eckert 1986; 

Staggenborg 1988; Jenkins 1981, 1987), more traditional 

approaches to the study of social movements maintain a 

sharp distinction between social movement analysis and 

organizational analysis. In response to the growing 

influence of resource mobilization theory in the social 

movement literature during the 1980's, Turner and Killian 

(1987) suggested that an extreme organizational 

conceptualization fails to capture the essence of social 

movement activity. They argue that "McCarthy and Zald have 

stretched the term movement organizations too far in 

applying it to interest group organizations that simply 

solicit contributions through mass mailings in much the way 

that organized charities do and require nothing more of 
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their adherents ..... and that "although they began as social 

movements, established labor organizations, religious 

denominations, political parties, and similar 

institutionalized enterprises are no longer instances of 

collective behavior" (1987:229-230). 

McCarthy and Zald's (1977) formulation of resource 

mobilization theory challenged an anti-institutional and 

anti-organizational bias in the study of social movements. 

They argued that .. the general upsurge of social protest 

during the 1960's and early 1970's was due to the rise of a 

new form of social movement organization. In contrast 

with 'classical' or mass-based SMOs, professional SMOs had 

outside leaders, full-time paid staff, non-existent or 

'paper' memberships, mobilized their resources from 

external or 'conscience' constituencies, and attempted to 

'speak for' rather than mobilize direct beneficiaries" 

(Jenkins and Eckert, 1986:812). Similarly, Jenkins (1981, 

1987) describes the decline of mass movements as they are 

replaced by the dramatic rise of nonprofit political 

advocacy organizations, some of which "are actually social 

movement organizations in the sense that they are routinely 

outside or excluded from centers of political decision 

making" (1987:298). Recent research (McCarthy, Britt and 

Wolfson, 1991) has examined the effects of the 
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institutional channeling of social movement activity by the 

state. 

The changing conception of social movement activity, I 

believe, provides a necessary corrective to the anti-

institutional, anti-organizational bias alluded to earlier. 

It does so, not only because of the anti-organizational 

bias, but also because of fundamental changes in the nature 

of institutionalized politics which have taken place over 

the past thirty years in the United states. These changes, 

which I will describe in detail in a later section, make it 

necessary for a reconceptualization of social movement 

activity. 

A Broader Conceptualization of 
Social Movement Activity 

Many scholars have written about the changing nature 

of social movement tactics and strategies (see for example, 

Tilly 1978; McAdam, 1983). The central idea is that the 

vehicles through which social movements make demands upon 

the state are not static entities. social movement tactics 

and strategies can and often do shift depending upon the 

social circumstances in which movements find themselves. 

It seems reasonable to argue, then, that definitions of 

what is and what is not social movement activity must be 

equally fluid or sufficiently broad. I make this point not 

only for technical refinement but, as well, to enable me to 



draw upon other literatures which are relevant to 

understanding current social movement activity. Let me 

explain. 
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One of the central points to be made in this 

dissertation is that social movement activity is 

increasingly likely to become embedded within 

institutionalized politics. A question thus arises as to 

whether or not current definitions of social movement 

activity adequately deals with this shift. For Turner and 

Killian (1987) it seems clear that participation in 

institutionalized politics does not necessarily constitute 

social movement activity. McCarthy and Zald (1977), 

however, utilize a broad definition of social movements to 

build their classic statement on resource mobilization. 

They suggest that "social movements are nothing more than 

preference structures directed toward social change, very 

similar to what political sociologists term interest 

aggregation" (1977:1218). In turn, they define a social 

movement organization (i.e., SMO) as "a complex, or formal, 

organization which identifies its goals with the preference 

of a social movement or a countermovement and attempts to 

implement these goals" (1977:1218). These definitions fit 

easily with a pro-organizational viewpoint in that they 

broaden the array of tactics, issues, causes, and 

organizations that should be studied. After all, on what 
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basis or at what cutting point can we delineate a threshold 

at which an issue cleavage does or does not become a social 

movement? 

I believe, however, that Mccarthy and Zald's general 

conceptualization of social movement activity is overly 

restrictive. They are concerned with the "margins of the 

political system rather than with the existing party 

structures" (1977:1218). Like Jenkins (1981, 1987) they 

carefully distinguish between interest groups and SMOs. 

For both, any organization which has routine, stable, or 

institutionalized linkages to political or economic elites 

fails to meet the defining criteria of an SMO. The sharp 

distinction between interest groups and SMOs may have been 

useful at one time, but in view of some important shifts in 

the nature of conventional politics, it may be that this 

distinction lacks empirical validity. For example, I will 

argue later that some SMOs are simply interest groups or 

alternative organizations which have arisen at the expense 

of political parties and that these organizations are not 

necessarily marginal to the political system. They may in 

fact define it. Thus, if I am correct in suggesting that 

institutionalized political action is an important avenue 

for the expression of preference structures, then the 

distinction between SMOs and interest groups becomes fuzzy. 

One could argue, perhaps, that social movements or SMOs 



have become an alternative institution which links some 

citizens to the state. 
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If these arguments are correct then social movement 

scholars must not be solely concerned with the 'margins' of 

the political system. Rather, one must study the nature of 

social movement activity as it is embedded within 

institutionalized politics. To the degree that social 

movement activity parallels or takes the form of interest 

group activity, or the degree to which social movement 

activity utilizes conventional political strategies, calls 

for a broader literature than that which is commonly 

utilized by social movement scholars or, for that matter, 

by sociologists in general. The study of interest groups 

and conventional politics is typically reserved for 

political scientists. If the conceptualization of social 

movement activity offered here is valid, then it seems 

reasonable to suggest that there must be some link~ge 

between the social movement literature in sociology and the 

relevant literature within political science. This is not 

to suggest, however, that political science has offered an 

adequate conceptualization of recent trends in social 

movement activity. Schlozman and Tierney (1986) for 

example, make a similar distinction between social 

movements, interest groups and political parties. In their 

research on organized interests in the united states they 



suggest that social movements do not fall under their 

purview. They write that: 

Organized interests differ from social movements 
in the degree to which their activities are 
coordinated, although, of course, social 
movements often include an interest group 
component ••. Finally, they differ from political 
parties in that they do not nominate candidates 
for office. Here again, there are affinities 
between the two categories of nongovernmental 
institutions (1986:11). 

On the other hand, Epstein (1967) implicitly 

recognizes the potential intimate link between social 

movement activity and political parties. He argues that: 

Social movements are said to be integrated by a 
set of constitutive ideas, or ideology, which a 
political party may not always have. Thus, a 
social movement may become a party or adopt a 
party as its instrument, and when it does so, it 
marks the party with a distinctive ideology. But 
not every party is so marked by a social 
movement, and not every social movement takes the 
form of a party. A party is no more or less a 
legitimate party because it is also a social 
movement (1967:13). 

19 

Other scholars who recognize an intimate link between 

party politics and social movement activity focus primarily 

upon third party activity as the major conduit for the 

intersection of those interests. Thus, Pomper (1992) 

argues: 

As ideological communities and as social 
movements, parties use the expressive mode and 
pursue collective goals ••• Americans, too, have 
been inspired by this ideal, typically when they 
have been involved in expressive third parties 
(1992:52). 



20 

I will argue that with the erosion of political party 

strength, the major parties themselves may be increasingly 

vulnerable to the expression of movement interests. Thus, a 

central argument to be developed in the second chapter is 

that the relationship between social movements and 

institutionalized politics, in this case political parties, 

is variable, and that the failure to link relevant 

literature diminishes the ability to understand the 

importance of that variability. 

For social movement theorists it would appear 

necessary to begin examining the relationship between 

social movement activity and conventional politics, given 

major changes in the way politics is structured. Failure 

to do so may lead us to miss a significant slice of social 

movement activity. In moving toward that goal, I believe 

that it is necessary to begin bridging the relevant 

literatures in sociology and political science. Research 

on interest groups, political parties and the like, which 

have traditionally not been areas of sociological research, 

might inform sociological conceptions of social movement 

activity in light of these trends. As such, rigid 

conceptualizations of social movement activity within the 

domain of sociology reinforces an arbitrary barrier between 

two relevant disciplines and, more importantly, constrains 

the development of a framework for interpreting such 



activity under changing conditions. James Coleman (1987) 

acknowledges these issues when he writes that: 

Those who use the tools most common on the 
sociology side of the boundary seldom study 
problems seen to be on the political side; and 
those occupied with problems on the political 
science side have forged their tools for studying 
actors and actions that are clearly on their side 
of the boundary. Yet social reality does not 
respect disciplinary boundaries; and, 
occasionally, social scientists are sufficiently 
attendant to social reality to ignore them as 
well (1987:xiv). 
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Although I am suggesting that the utilization of 

institutional politics should not be the criterion by which 

collective action is conceptualized as social movement 

activity, there remains a question as to the possibility of 

distinguishing between such varied interest groups as the 

American Medical Association (i.e., AMA) and more 

traditional social movement interests. There are at least 

three dimensions upon which these interest groups might be 

distinguished. First, social movement groups typically 

employ a wider range of tactics, both institutional and 

non-institutional, to assert their interests. Second, 

social movements generally tend to seek a mass base of 

appeal and represent large voting blocs, while interest 

groups, such as the AMA, represent a more narrow or formal 

constituency. Third, interest groups, such as the AMA, do 

not present themselves as social movements. In other 



words, they tend to work in the more quiet arena of 

institutional politics. 
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One final dimension upon which social movements and 

traditional interest groups (i.e., the A.M.A.) may be 

distinguished concerns the degree to which those interests 

are dependent upon a widening of the political opportunity 

structure to make demands within institutional politics. I 

will argue that social movement interests are more likely 

to become embedded within institutional politics during 

periods of a more open political opportunity structure. 

Can the same be said for more traditional interest groups? 

Although it is plausible to suggest that the influence of 

those interests is variable, it is likely that 

organizations, such as the AMA, are much less dependent 

upon variation of the political opportunity structure. I 

do not, however, want to carry these distinctions too far. 

For example, the AMA often resembles a social movement in 

its attempt to mobilize public opinion. similarly, social 

movement groups have increasingly utilized the 

institutional tactics of more traditional interest groups. 

From my view, the distinctions between such interests are 

increasingly fuzzy and, as such, rigid distinctions become 

less fruitful. 

In short, I will utilize a broad conceptualization of 

social movement activity since the vehicles through which 
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collective action occurs are not static and since the 

degree of institutionalization is simply a dimension upon 

which collective action may vary. As such, embeddedness 

within institutionalized politics, a cutting point between 

sociology and political science, should not be the 

criterion by which collective action is or is not 

conceptualized as social movement activity. This is not to 

argue, however, that the degree of institutionalization of 

social movement activity is not a central variable in its 

own right in terms of facilitating or hindering collective 

action. There exists a vast literature on this issue and 

recent trends in social movement activity makes this issue 

particularly salient. 

Elite and Pluralist conceptions of Power 

Before directly addressing the central arguments of 

this dissertation, I believe that it is necessary to deal 

with a central issue which arises when one considers the 

degree of embeddedness of political action or social 

movement activity within institutionalized politics. There 

exists a vast literature on the degree of openness of the 

American political system as well as upon the consequences 

of working within that system. From a pluralist vision 

within the political science/interest group literature, 

Robert Dahl (1967) argued that power in American democracy 

is sufficiently dispersed such that all groups, including 
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minorities, would be able to utilize the system to achieve 

benefits. More recently, in response to the dramatic 

growth of interest groups politics in the last two decades, 

some interest group theorists "describe public interest 

group tactics, organization, and resource mobilization in 

ways that tend to confirm pluralist claims about the broad 

dispersion of influence and responsiveness to emerging 

interests that characterize the American political process" 

(McCann 1988:375). Within Sociology, David Riesman's 

classic work The Lonely Crowd (1961) portrayed political 

power as shifting across groups depending upon the issue. 

Thus, the American political process could be seen as an 

array of interest groups or veto groups which struggle for 

power on some but not all issues. No one single group 

dominated or controlled the political process from this 

view. 

A very diffezent conception of power and the American 

political system emerges from an elite conception of power. 

within the political science/interest groups literature 

writers such as E.E. Schattschneider and Theodore Lowi 

criticized the interest group pluralism model. They argued 

that: 

as interest groups usurp public authority, the 
boundaries between public and private spheres 
erode and that the resultant exercise of private 
power can be just as coercive-and much less 
accountable-than the exercise of public power. 
In addition ••• the pressure is not universal: all 



interests are not equally well represented by 
organizations. In particular, two sorts of 
interests are less likely to receive sustained 
and vigorous representation: those of the 
disadvantaged-for example, welfare recipients, 
blacks, or the unemployed; and those of diffuse 
publics having no narrow stake in a controversy
for example, environmentalists, consumers, or 
taxpayers. Government policies ••• reflect this 
imbalance in the kinds of interests represented 
(Schlozman and Tierney 1986:xi). 

From this view, then, some organized interest groups 
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become "privileged clients of key state administrative 

agencies and officials, thus squeezing out effective 

pluralistic interaction and policy innovation in important 

public sectors" (McCann 1988:376). 

Lending credibility to such arguments is a body of 

evidence which suggests that those lower in socioeconomic 

status are less likely to be represented in all forms of 

political activity (See for example, Verba and Nie 1972; 

Lipset 1959). Schlozman and Tierney (1986) suggest that 

"the socioeconomic skew exists for ••• voting, campai9ning, 

writing letters to public officials, and so on-not just for 

membership in organizations. Membership in organizations, 

however, makes special demands of a material nature that 

many other forms of political participation do not. These 

demands might pose a particular barrier to lower-status 

citizens" (1986:61-62). In their major study of interest 

groups, Thomas and Hrebenar (1990) conclude that the 

major problem is that they do not represent 
all segments of the populations equally. 
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Their bias is towards the better educated, 
higher income, and white and male segments of 
the population; therefore, nonwhites, minorities 
(including women), the less well educated, and 
lower-income segments are underrepresented in the 
political process by interest groups (1990:126). 

within sociology there also exists a large literature 

from an elite perspective concerning the nature of power 

and influence within the American political system. c. 

Wright Mills' (1956) classic statement in The Power Elite 

characterized the united states as being dominated by a 

small group of powerful individuals. In sharp contrast 

with Dahl, Riesman and the others, Mills saw the vast web 

of interest group activity as defining a middle level of 

power where "these middle-level interests are concerned 

merely with their particular cut, with their particular 

area of vested interest, and often these are of no decisive 

political importance, although many are of enormous 

detrimental value to welfare" (1956:266). This vision of 

interest group activity is similar to elite models within 

political science. 

As I am moving toward a less restrictive 

conceptualization of social movement activity, one in which 

the distinction between social movement activity and 

interest group activity becomes more blurred, it is 

necessary to ask how social movement researchers within 

sociology might react to what I consider an increasing 

embeddedness of social movement activity within 
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institutionalized politics. For many social movement 

scholars, such changes in the nature of social movement 

activity or in the conceptualization of that activity would 

not be viewed with optimism. In their critique of resource 

mobilization theory, Turner and Killian (1987) challenged a 

conception of social movement activity which seemed to blur 

the distinction between social movements and 

institutionalized politics. They argue that: 

Resource mobilization theory focuses on the 
passage of legislation, changed patterns of 
enforcement, and transfers of political power as 
the significant effects of social movements. 
Often, though, legislation remains unenforced and 
legislated programs underfunded, heightened 
enforcement lapses after the immediate pressure 
declines, and even transfers of power do little 
to bring about promised benefits. Furthermore, 
the great social movements like the woman's 
movement, the environmental movement, civil 
rights movements, and ethnic nationalisms are as 
much involved in altering public conceptions and 
attitudes as they are in achieving legislative 
changes. 2 The most profound effects of great 
movements are the personal transformations that 
take place among their adherents and 
sympathizers. These effects are slighted by 
resource mobilization theory, as is the admixture 
of personal transformation with societal 

2It is perhaps worth noting here that for this very 
reason it may be useful to pay attention to social movement 
activity as it utilizes institutionalized politics to 
achieve goals since some of the payoff of political 
participation is symbolic. Although some scholars would 
argue that the payoff for the content of party platform 
debates are largely symbolic, the intensity and bitterness 
of such battles belies the worthlessness of such symbolic 
gains. This type of evidence will playa prominent role 
later in this dissertation. See Gusfield (1963: pp. 180-
183) and Pomper and Lederman (1980) for a more detailed 
analysis. 



manipulation in major movements. For this 
reason, the more extreme versions of resource 
mobilization theory may be more suitable for 
explaining the routine power adjustments among 
established interest groups that area continuous 
feature of life in a dynamic society than they 
are for explainingsocial movements (1987:236). 

Some scholars have pointed to the negative 

ramifications of elite patronage (McAdam 1982; Edelman 

1964; Jenkins 1987; Piven and Cloward 1977; Gamson 1975; 
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McCarthy, Britt and Wolfson 1991) and have argued that the 

institutionalization of social movement activity can 

engender cooptation by elites or the state. Piven and 

Cloward (1977), for example, argue that elite response to 

formal movement organizations are largely symbolic and 

"give the appearance of influence to formal organizations 

composed of lower-class people", and that 

elites are not actually responding to the 
organizations; they are responding to 
the underlying force of insurgency. But insurgency is 
always short-lived. Once it subsides and the people 
leave the streets, most of the organizations which it 
temporarily threw up and which elites helped to 
nurture simply fade away. As for the organizations 
which survive, it is because they become more useful 
to those who control the resources on which they 
depend than to the lower-class groups which the 
organizations claim to represent. organizations 
endure, in short, by abandoning their oppositional 
politics (1977:xxi). 

Jenkins (1987) is less clear about the motivation and 

effectiveness of nonprofit advocacy groups which have grown 

dramatically in numbers during the last two decades. He 

suggests that "a far stronger case can be made that the 



nonprofit advocates are biased toward the views and 

interests of non-elite groups" (1987:311). On the other 

hand, however, he suggests that: 

the political power of the nonprofit depends 
largely on their political context, especially 
the existence of mass movements and supportive 
elites. Although professional advocacy repre
sents increased formal access, if this comes at 
the cost of greater organizational dependence on 
elites and diminished mass support, then the 
gain is probably negative. The best hope for 
strengthened nonprofit advocacy would appear 
to be a broad popular upsurge in political 
participation similar to that which emerged 
in the 1960's (1987:314). 

Mccarthy, Britt and Wolfson (1991) argue that the 
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goals, tactics, and structures of SMOs have been 

increasingly institutionalized by the state during the past 

three decades through various incentives flowing from 

federal and local guidelines and tax laws. This 

institutional channeling of social movement activity 

functions as a mechanism of social control by the state 

since "the severe restrictions on partisan political 

activity divorce quite a bit of emergent collective action 

from the formal electoral system" (1991:70). This argument 

fits into a literature which suggests that "emerging 

clientelistic tendencies among public interest groups were 

part of a gradual evolution toward yet more formal and 

formalized corporatist structures of integrated interest 

intermediation by the state" (McCann 1988:376). Joel 

Handler (1978), for example, in his analysis of the 
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emergence of law reform activity by social-reform groups 

takes a grim view of an emerging societal corporatism. He 

concludes that: 

Social-reform groups have turned to law 
reformers and the legal system because 
they are weak. The powerful rarely need 
the courts; they can assert their influence 
in politics, administration, and the private 
market ••• In their state of powerlessness, they 
have been able to accomplish direct, tangible 
results for their numbers ••• But at its core, 
by turning to the legal system, social reform 
groups have appealed to traditional institu
tions, and their claims for social justice 
have been based on traditional American 
constitutional values. It should come as 
no surprise, then, that law-reform activity 
by social-reform groups will not result in 
any great transformation of American society. 
Instead, it is, at its most successful level, 
incremental, gradualist, and moderate. It 
will not disturb the basic political and economic 
organization of modern American 
society (1978:232-233). 

Many of these scholars have also argued that the 

increasing formalization and professionalization of social 

movement activity contributes to a decline in membership 

intensity which, in turn, reduces the overall effectiveness 

of an SMO/interest group. 

Some researchers have argued that the degree of elite 

patronage determines the amount of social movement activity 

in the American political system. McCarthy and Zald 

(1977), Jenkins (1987) and Walker (1983) point to the 

importance of elite support for the emergence of political 

advocacy groups. There is some evidence to support this 
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view. Ferguson and Rogers (1986) and Jenkins (1987) find 

the emergence of both left-wing and right-wing political 

organizations to be associated with elite support. Hunter 

(1980), Blumenthal (1988), Saloma (1984), Ferguson and 

Rogers (1986), and Jenkins (1987) argue that the dramatic 

growth of a right-wing organizational infrastructure during 

the 1970's and 1980's is in part attributable to elite 

support. 

Viewed from an elite conception of power in both the 

sociological and interest group/political science 

literature, the pluralist vision of power and American 

politics is simply a distortion of reality. Gamson (1975) 

frames the debate well when he suggests that pluralist 

theory "is a portrait of the inside of the political arena. 

There one sees a more or less orderly contest, carried out 

by the classic pluralist rules of bargaining, lobbying, 

logrolling, coalition formation, negotiation, and 

compromise. The issue of how one gets into the pressure 

system is not treated as a central problem ••• Since no 

fundamental distinction is made between insiders and 

outsiders, there is little sensitivity to the differences 

in their political imperatives" (1975:141). Thus, for 

Gamson, the use of violence by some groups is not 

necessarily irrational and while "a member of the polity 

may need to wheel and deal ••• a challenger should be 
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prepared to stand and fight" (1975:142). The issue of 

radicalization has often led to battles over tactics and 

strategy within social movements. Costa in and costa in 

(1983) for example, describe the fracturing of the women's 

movement during the mid 1970's as resulting in part from 

internal conflicts over strategy. More militant younger 

members of the movement opposed the highly centralized 

organizational form of movement leadership as well as the 

increased emphasis upon legislative changes and lobbying 

activity. For these members, "lobbying was seen as just 

one manifestation of the deviation from the radical 

direction of the movement. NOW continued lobbying 

actively, setting the stage for a major shake-up in the 

organization ••• The Board supported the existing centralized 

structure of NOW, while the 'walk-outs' wanted to 

restructure NOW around state chapters, decentralizing and 

'radicalizing' the organization" (1983:200-201). There is 

then, a vast literature, both theoretical and empirical, 

which warns of the futility of utilizing institutionalized 

means to affect real change. 

A central premise of this dissertation is that 

political systems are not static entities and that the 

permeability or openness of such systems varies over time. 

r will argue later that the political opportunity structure 

has widened at least temporarily in the past 30 years so 
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that a vast array of groups become increasingly likely to 

utilize institutionalized or conventional politics as a 

vehicle through which to assert their demands. As such, it 

would appear that I am proposing a more pluralistic 

conception of power than is commonly accepted among social 

scientists. I want to make clear, however, that this 

argument is not intended to suggest that the United states 

is a 'pluralistic' society. Rather, the elitist-pluralist 

dimension is best conceptualized as a continuum upon which 

societies may vary over time and, in my view, important 

shifts in the nature of institutionalized politics has 

weakened the political structure or at least made it appear 

to be more open. The fact that a system is more open to 

participation does not necessarily mean that such 

permeability translates into increased effectiveness. It 

may be as McCarthy, Britt and Wolfson (1991) argue that an 

institutionalized channeling of social movement activity 

functions as a convenient method of social control by the 

state. As well, it may be that the political opportunity 

structure has widened for some interests but not for 

others. 

There is also a body of evidence to suggest that the 

elite model fails to capture the essence of interest group 

activity in the United states and that such activity is 

less dependent upon or dominated by elites than the elite 
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model of power would suggest. McCann (1988) for example, 

focuses upon the emergence of judicial-legal challenges on 

behalf of liberal public interest groups to develop a 

'radical pluralism' conception of interest group politics. 

To counter the elite financial support arguments discussed 

above, he argues that "the single largest source of funding 

for many groups is in fact the one most discounted by 

scholars, that of voluntary citizen donations and 

membership dues. Indeed, nearly two-thirds of all the 

groups in the mid-1970's depended primarily on constituent 

dues and donations to sustain the reform campaign ••• 

Moreover, the most influential groups ••• have been funded 

almost entirely by private contributions, most of which are 

relatively small in size and come to each group from tens 

and hundreds of thousands of individual citizens" 

(1988:384-385). He concludes that "most liberal public 

interest groups clearly have challenged quasicorporatist 

arrangements where they exist and instead have pushed many 

sectors of American politics toward the pluralist end of 

the spectrum" (1988:379). For McCann the utilization of 

lawsuits within the legalistic sector of American society 

on the behalf of an array of citizen groups during the past 

couple of decades does not reflect a rigid, closed system. 

On the other hand, presidential appointments and Supreme 



Court rulings during the Reagan-Bush years threatened to 

close down this sector as an effective avenue for change. 

The key point here is that the elitist-pluralist 

debates are far from settled with regard to the modern 

American political system. These are empirical questions 

which need to be researched. The movement away from a 

rigid or simplistic classification of the American 

35 

political system as being dominated by either elite or 

pluralistic concerns is, I think, facilitated by looking at 

variation over time. It was C. Wright Mills himself who 

warned pluralist thinkers of the pitfalls of looking at a 

system across a narrow slice of time. He argued that we 

must look closer and over a longer period of time when 

describing the nature of the political system. In his 

criticism of the pluralist model and the theory of balance 

he suggested that: 

When it is generalized into a master model of 
the power system, the theory of balance 
becomes historically unspecific; whereas in fact 
as a model, it should be specified as applicable 
only to certain phases of United states 
development-notably the Jacksonian period and, 
under quite differing circumstances, the early 
and middle New Deal (1956:256). 

Perhaps the same admonition can be lodged against 

current rigid elitist conceptions. From this view, for 

example, one might argue that Gamson's (1975) important 

findings are historically specific in that they might not 

accurately reflect major changes in institutionalized 
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politics. When one looks at the time frame of Gamson's 

sample of social movement groups, 1816-1948, it is perhaps 

not surprising that the use of violence was a more 

effective strategy than the utilization of more 

institutional strategies. From the point of view developed 

in this dissertation, the period 1816-1948 might reflect a 

relatively closed political opportunity structure or 

describe a time when more conventional or institutional 

channels were not available to some challenging groups. 

The key point to be made, however, is that the social

political context within which collective action takes 

place is not static and that the paradigm in which such 

action is interpreted should not be so rigid as to preclude 

analysis of various forms of social movement activity as it 

responds to a varying social-political context. 

Conclusion 

In this introductory chapter, I have made three 

central arguments regarding the conceptualization of social 

movement activity. First, I have argued that traditional 

conceptualizations of social movement activity are overly 

rigid and therefore fail to capture the dynamics and 

implications of shifts in the social-political context as 

they affect change in social movement strategy and tactics. 

I then argued that two often separate literatures need to 

be linked since it appears that social movement activity 
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has increasingly come to resemble, or at least taken the 

direction of, what political science researchers study 

under the rubric of interest group activity. An increasing 

linkage across disciplines should reduce barriers which 

isolate scholars from findings that are relevant for their 

own discipline. 

Finally, I suggested that the overly rigid 

conceptualization of social movement activity stems, in 

part, from the particular vision of the American political 

system to which the researcher adheres and the reluctance 

to examine the possibility that changes in the social 

political environment affect the degree of openness of the 

political opportunity structure. Here I implied that those 

who cling to a rigid vision or conception of power, elite 

or pluralist, are perhaps more likely to dismiss various 

forms of group activity which do not mesh with that 

particular vision. ThUS, interest group activity is often 

easily dismissed by social movement scholars within 

sociology as reflecting institutionalized political 

activity when, in fact, such activity might define a new 

'cycle' of political protest. This is not to argue, 

however, that the effectiveness of protest during such a 

cycle will be effective. It may reflect a cycle of useless 

protest on the part of some groups. Certainly, the elite 

model would offer a strong prediction. There might also be 
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some evidence in support of a more pluralist model. It may 

also be as some recent social movement theory suggests, 

that current movement activity is less oriented toward 

economic interests than it is motivated by issues of 

identity, lifestyle or culture in general. As such, 

traditional conceptions of power may be less relevant. The 

fact remains, however, that there are two empirical 

questions posed here. One asks whether or not there are 

major changes in the way social movement activity takes 

place. The second, asks about the consequences of such 

changes. Failure to broaden traditional conceptions of 

social movement activity can only move social movement 

scholars away from both the questions and their ensuing 

answers. As suggested earlier, I think that Mccarthy and 

Zald's (1977) pioneering work took us in the right 

direction. In the current social-political context, 

however, it may be that they did not go far enough. 
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CHAPTER II 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE ANALYTIC FRAMEWORK 

The central argument developed in this dissertation is 

that the erosion of political party strength has important 

ramifications for the relationship between social movement 

activity and the utilization of institutionalized politics. 

More specifically, it will be argued that an erosion of 

party strength, generally conceived as a decline in the 

major parties ability to control the political process, 

opens or widens the political opportunity structure so that 

social movement activity and/or increasingly extreme 

interest groups are more likely to utilize conventional or 

party politics. This argument is premised, in part, on 

Down's (1957) pioneering work on an economic theory of 

democracy, which offers a 'pragmatic' view of political 

parties. Although this dissertation will focus ultimately 

on the embeddedness of social movement activity within 

party politics, it will also attempt to describe 

empirically the range of avenues that social movement 

interests have utilized as they have engaged 

institutionalized politics. 

The main historical analysis will focus on the 1960-

1992 period. There is a detailed section in Chapter Three 

which justifies the utilization of this period. For now, 



however, I will suggest that the intensification of party 

decline on organizational dimensions during the 1960-1992 

period, in combination with the emergence of social 

movement activity during this period, produces a 

distinctive environment for the relationship between the 

major parties and social movement interests. 
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As I will demonstrate in the following sections, the 

concept of political party erosion is viewed here as a 

central dynamic shaping the relationship between social 

movement activity and institutionalized politics. with the 

emergence of the great movements of the 1960's, however, it 

becomes difficult to postulate a simple causal relationship 

between party erosion and the embeddedness of social 

movement interests within party politics. As I will 

delineate, the relationship between the two is 

bidirectional or iterative so that there is a tension 

between them. As well, the demands of conventional party 

politics produces an almost cyclical relationship between 

social movement interests and party erosion as they respond 

to what I will describe as party domination effects. In 

fact, some scholars might argue that the degree to which a 

political party has been in a dominant position over time 

determines the probability that the party will be 

vulnerable to demands from more radical elements of the 

constituency. 
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Clarification of Key Concepts 

There are several dimensions underlying the concept of 

party erosion. These dimensions are utilized to define the 

degree to which a party can be categorized as weak or 

strong. Among these dimensions are the following: degree of 

partisan identification; party ability to enforce 

legislative solidarity; and the ability of the party to 

control the electoral process. Although these dimensions 

are related and will be discussed in a later section, it 

should be clear at the outset that it is the latter 

dimension which will be highlighted in this dissertation. 

Thus, in the main historical analysis the central goal will 

be to ascertain the degree to which the parties are able to 

control conventions, nominations, delegate selection! 

behavior, and ideology. A 'strong' party should be able to 

purge movement activists from their ranks or diminish their 

influence in the political process for the sake of a 

pragmatic politics. Conversely, a 'weak' party should 

exhibit an inability to control social movement activity 

within the party. In this case the party should witness a 

diminishing degree of power exercised by the traditional 

party hierarchy. In general, I am concerned about the 

degree to which the major parties as organizational 

entities can enforce a pragmatic agenda under conditions of 



increasing pressure from ideological interests. 3 The 

study of political conventions is a viable method of 

ascertaining the relationship between party strength and 
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social movement activity, as it is within that context that 

the conflicts between pragmatic interests and issue 

activists emerge and are resolved. 

The concept of social movement embeddedness appears 

throughout this dissertation and is utilized to 

characterize the degree to which institutional politics and 

social movement interests intersect. Embeddedness is, 

however, a fuzzy term which, like party erosion, can be 

captured on several dimensions. For example, social 

movement embeddedness within institutionalized politics 

might be described by the level of social movement 

participation in PACs, lobbying, litigation, general 

interest group activity, direct democracy, or party 

politics. 

This dissertation has two central goals. First, I want 

to describe empirically the emergence of social movement 

3This is not to argue that the other dimensions of 
party erosion are not relevant. For example, I will argue 
that the erosion of party strength has consequences at both 
an individual and cultural level. It does so primarily by 
increasing the importance of ideology to both the 
individual voter and within the general political culture. 
At both levels, the increasing importance of ideology 
provides an environment that is conducive to social 
movement interests. However, these dimensions will not be 
the focus of this dissertation. 
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interests within institutionalized politics and, as such, I 

will describe the level of embeddedness on each of those 

dimensions. The second and major goal is to ascertain the 

relationship between party erosion and social movement 

activity as it affects the degree of participation within 

institutionalized politics. In some cases I will argue that 

party erosion is only indirectly linked to a particular 

dimension cf institutionalized politics. The major 

historical analysis, however, will focus upon the 

relationship between party erosion and movement 

embeddedness within party politics. More specifically, I 

will examine some of the dynamics of party conventions and 

platform activity to describe the level of movement 

embeddedness as well as to ascertain the pattern of that 

embeddedness given the conflicting interests of political 

parties and social movements in a two-party system. 

Finally, as set forth in the first chapter, I believe 

it is necessary to utilize a broad definition of social 

movement activity given the shifting nature of that 

activity between institutional and non-institutional 

avenues. Thus, I propose the following definition: social 

movement activity is relatively organized group activity 

based on some issue cleavage conducted by non-governmental 

interests utilizing whatever means (institutional or non

institutional) possible or necessary. 



The Relative Impact of Political Party Erosion 
and Party Domination: An Initial Assessment 

It may be that organizations or parties which have 

been in power for some length of time find themselves 

besieged by a wider array and increasingly radical set of 

interests. In this sense, political domination itself 

might explain the emergence of social movement activity 

within party politics. Although a central theme in the 

organization literature is one of increasing conservatism 
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and oligarchic leadership over time as organization self

preservation becomes a primary motive, there is at least a 

hint of the possibility of increased radical influence. The 

work of Zald and Ash (1966) and Zald and Berger (1978) 

suggests some conditions under which an internal movement 

might occur within organizations. Thus, for example, Zald 

and Berger (1978) hypothesize that the "more an 

organization recruits members critical of existing 

conditions, the more likely it is to generate internal mass 

movement" (1978:846) and that the emergence of radical 

leadership can produce radical goals (Zald and Ash, 

1966:97). Following this logic, it may be obvious to 

suggest that the greater the penetration of political 

parties by social movement actors, the greater the 

probability of a radical movement within that party. The 

work of Zald and Ash (1966), in fact, argues explicitly 

that the traditional organizational models of Weber and 
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Michels are incomplete and that there does exist the 

possibility of organizational radicalization over time. As 

I will consider in depth the relationship between social 

movement interests and conventional politics, for now I 

would simply suggest that it is easy to envision how 

political parties might shift from a centrist mode to a 

more radical one over time. For example, the possibility 

of victory for a party that has been out of power might 

provide the necessary inducement for the party to purge 

itself of more radical elements, or for the various radical 

elements to practice self-restraint for the sake of a 

winning centrist position in a two-party system. 

It seems reasonable to argue that the major political 

parties might experience increased radicalism or, for my 

purposes, an increase in social movement influence over the 

period when that party is in power. Haines' (1988) work on 

'radical flank effects' points to the generality of schisms 

between radicals and moderates, or between 'extremists' 

and 'responsible leaders' within social movements. within 

the political party literature, however, there is very 

little writing on this issue. What writing there is 

arrives at an opposite conclusion. 4 Thus, McKean (1949) 

4David, Goldman and Bain (1960), for example, argue 
that interest groups and minority factions have greater 
influence in parties that are out of power. This is because 
"leadership is more dispersed and less able to present a 

(continued .•. ) 
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argued that the tendency for opposition "to build up may be 

observed in the evolution of parties. When a party has been 

in power for a decade, it has inevitably failed to please 

some groups and interests. These may go over to the other 

party or may form a minor party. Any party in power will, 

of course, seek to make such adherents among these groups 

as it can" (1949:406). 

As an explanation for the emergence of social movement 

activity within party politics, the political domination 

approach has a certain intuitive appeal. For one thing, it 

makes sense of a potentially cyclical phenomenon by 

postulating a natural inclination toward radical activity 

within political parties over time. S In a sense then, the 

parties themselves breed the seeds of their own destruction 

as politically viable centrist entities. As well, there is 

some empirical validity for this argument. If one 

considers the periods 1932 through 1968, and 1968 t~rough 

4( ••• continued) 
united front; and the out-party leaders are more accessible 
to those seeking to influence them" (1960:99). 

sSome scholars argue that cyclical phenomena 
represents an irrational dynamic given its systemic nature. 
From my view, however, the cyclical nature of the 
relationship between more extreme interest groups and 
political parties may, in fact, emerge from highly rational 
behavior on the part of both the parties and interest 
groups. Thus, it would be rational for movement interests 
to practice self-restraint until their party is in power 
since a failure to do so can cause the party to lose. This 
dilemma may account for what I describe as party domination 
effects. 
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1992 as periods of Democratic and Republican dominance 

respectively, it is tempting to see the end of each period 

as reflecting the increasing embeddedness of radical 

elements within the party structure culminating in the 

downfall of the particular party in power. Reichely 

(1992:343-345), for example, ci'ces Wilson's classic study 

of 'club movements' to argue that by the 1960's numerous 

organizations arose to take control of the Democratic party 

back from the professional politicians and the 

'hierarchically structured politics' maintained by the 

bosses. They succeeded with the creation of the McGovern

Frazier Commission which dramatically altered the rules of 

delegate selection. As I will demonstrate in the 

historical analysis, the Democratic National Conventions of 

1968 and 1972 led to the downfall of the Democratic Party 

as a politically viable centrist organization. Similarly, 

if one considers the years 1968 through 1992 as a period of 

general Republican dominance, there appears to be an 

increasing influence of radical elements within the party 

culminating in a remarkably fractious convention and the 

election of a Democrat in 1992. Scott and Hrebenar (1984) 

argue that there was conservative disenchantment within the 

Republican Party in the early 1970's but that even with the 

election of Reagan in 1980 those conservatives still found 



the party to be dominated by more moderate elements. As 

suggested, however, by 1992, this was no longer the case. 
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The political domination argument is, therefore, quite 

tempting. It meshes well with the framework considered in 

this dissertation. This framework sees the ultimate irony 

of the increasing vulnerability of the political parties as 

creating the very conditions for the downfall of the party 

itself. Thus, the ultimate price for increasing access 

may, in fact, be the loss of control. Similarly, this 

emphasis points to natural tensions between center and 

periphery as parties move in and out of power and that such 

tensions may in fact be a central force in that movement. 

There are several reasons to argue, however, that an 

emphasis solely upon party domination may detract from 

seeing the broader importance of political party erosion. 

The first reason relates to the difficulty in defining what 

is or is not political party dominance. Thus far I assumed 

that the years 1932 through 1968 and 1968 through 1992 

could be conceptualized as periods of Democratic and 

Republic dominance. Is this conceptualization valid? One 

might argue, for example, that when one considers the 

United states Senate and House of Representatives there is 

in fact no clear pattern of political dominance. Not only 

do two terms of Eisenhower interrupt the Democratic 

presidential domination, but perhaps more confusing is the 
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fact that between 1945 and 1992 the united states 

government has been divided for thirty-two years (see scott 

and Hrebenar, 1984:17-18). Although it can be argued 

reasonably that a focus upon presidential politics is 

valid6 , there still exists no clear trend. Thus, for 

example, Scott and Hrebenar (1984) have great difficulty in 

describing patterns of political dominance and realignments 

over time. Their least radical scenario suggests that 

major political shifts may have evolved from thirty-two or 

thirty-six year cycles to eight year cycles with the 

possibility of moving to four year cycles. The Carter-Bush 

presidencies makes this argument compelling. The more 

radical view offered by Kevin Phillips (1975) of an 

emerging Republican majority is now quite debatable. As 

such, from a conceptual view, a focus upon party domination 

may in fact be quite difficult. As well, shorter cycles of 

domination may in fact be due to party erosion itself. 

6s ince I am concerned with social movement activity 
across the country at large, it seems reasonable to suggest 
that presidential-level politics would be closely related 
to national-level social movement activity. Thus, Epstein 
(1986) argues that "the presidential party is a more 
coherent national phenomenon than is any other kind of 
American party. Congressional parties are national too, but 
each is so diverse given the considerable independence of 
its members in relating to their specific constituencies, 
that it unites only for limited purposes" (1986:85). It 
should be noted, however, that some movements have 
developed state-by-state strategies. For example, the New 
Christian Right is currently working at both a presidential 
and local level of politics. 
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A second line of reasoning for retaining an emphasis 

on party erosion concerns the timing of party infiltration 

by issue activists. If both parties experience demands 

from more extreme elements of their constituency at roughly 

the same time, then this might suggest that something other 

than party domination is at work. There is some evidence 

to support this contention. Shafer (1988), for example, 

suggests that the 1972 Democratic Convention was deeply 

divided while the Republican Convention was not. However, 

"only four years later, it was the Republican Convention 

which manifested the major candidate conflict, along with 

exacerbating issue divisions, while the Democratic 

Convention escaped candidate splits entirely and 

experienced only minor issue conflicts to fuel its limited 

struggles. As a result, this second pair of conventions 

confirmed both the reformed structure of convention 

politics and the fact that such politics had arrived on 

both sides of the political aisle" (1985:150). Ware (1987) 

argues that during the 1950's issue oriented liberals had 

become a force in the Democratic Party and that in the 

Republican Party by the early 1960's "conservative 

activists displaced centrists and liberals in local party 

organizations. The liberal wing of the party had virtually 

collapsed by the 1970's. Thus, ideological distinctiveness 

was enhanced in the American party system, through the 
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growth of grass-roots activism by political conservatives, 

even as there were pressures for the disappearance of 

parties as electoral intermediaries" (1987:122). In fact, 

Ware (1987) argues that the Democratic Party in the 1980's 

was beginning to look like the Republican Party in terms of 

domination by issue activists. He argues that in both 

parties issue activists prior to the 1950's could be shut 

out but that the "waning patronage resources of the 

machines made it increasingly possible for activists who 

were interested in public issues to participate in the 

party. 

Up to the 1960's this happened most extensively in 

Republican parties, partly because there were fewer 

Republican machines in control of local government ••• by 

the 1980's Democratic Parties had come to resemble 

Republican Parties in that issue-oriented activists were 

the most numerous group of participants" (Ware, 1987:124-

125). The general thrust of these arguments point toward 

an analysis of party erosion as a critical factor, which by 

the 1960's may have interacted with party domination to 

form a pattern of institutional embeddedness of social 

movement activity. Thus, for Reichley (1992) it is during 

the 1960s that both the Democratic and Republican parties 

see the emergence of movement politics as a powerful force 

within the party structure. He writes that: 



The revival of liberalism in the early 1960s, and 
the renewal of the Democrats as the national 
majority party, were accompanied by the 
development of a new kind of politics, more 
devoted to ideology than to party but prepared to 
make a national party its political instrument. 
The conservative version of movement politics, 
zealously promoting right-wing ideology ••• took 
hold in 1964 in the Republican party and won a 
crucial victory at that year's Republican 
national convention. By the summer of 1968, the 
emergence of a counterculture and opposition to 
the Vietnam war had made the liberal version of 
movement politics a powerful force in the 
Democratic party (1992:317). 
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Although Feigart and Conway (1976), among others, have 

noted that parties out of power can become "a focal point 

for dissident groups in society" (1978:35), it must be 

noted that "adverse fortunes may lead to more soul-

searching and organizational tightening on its part than in 

the party in power. The long minority status of the 

Republican Party and of Congressional Republicans in 

particular may well account for the fact that they seem to 

be ahead of the Democrats in the conscious utilization of 

field men, new techniques of communication and research" 

(Bone, 1958:201-202). Perhaps such organizational 

tightening includes the ~ovement of the party back to the 

center, effectively shutting out social movement concerns. 

This tendency will be explored in depth in the main 

historical analysis. 

Finally, taking a broader historical perspective might 

lead one to focus upon party erosion as a critical factor. 



53 

scott and Hrebenar (1984) and others have pointed out that 

the growth of third party activity has often been a 

harbinger of major political realignments as well as a 

central vehicle through which disaffection has been 

channeled. This is not to suggest, however, that the third 

party route has been effective. As Brogan (1954) suggests, 

the fact that, 

in this century, three attempts to launch a new 
party have failed, shows that those who advocated 
and advocate working within the existing system 
have shown prudence, if they have not shown 
sufficient regard for logic. For each attempt to 
launch a new party has failed, and the first 
attempt was more successful than the second, the 
second than the third (1954:68). 

It may be that for much of our history, the major 

parties were simply too strong to function as vehicles for 

disaffection, forcing the third party route for that 

discontent. Thus, David, Goldman and Bain (1960) argue 

that rigidity "within the major party national 

organizations was accompanied by a steady rise in third

party movements from 1876 onward" (1960:38). Rigidity in 

this case is characterized as the unwillingness of the 

major parties to deal with "issues." The major parties 

were so similar that the third party route was the only 

alternative (David, Goldman & Bain, 1960). At the same 

time, however, the major parties had little incentive to 

make life easier for third parties. Thus, Brogan (1954) 

argued 40 years ago that every attempt to keep up an 
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effective national third party has failed and 
that, more and more, the remnants of the third 
parties find themselves driven into the Democratic 
ranks or out of politics. Thus 'Young Bob' La 
Follette made a fatal mistake in 1946 in formally 
returning to the Republican Party and running in 
the Republican primary •••• He was beaten in the 
primary ••• his political career was ended and the 
remnants of the once invincible La Follette 
machine or party were swallowed up ••• (1954:71). 

Also, disaffection was more likely to take the form of 

party faction rather than social movements. Party factions 

are distinct from social movements in that they most often 

revolve around conflicts among members who constitute an 

enduring bloc within the party.7 Such conflicts often 

emerge from personal or regional differences within the 

party. social movements, on the other hand, seek broader 

social change and the political party is simply a tool to 

achieve that change. David, Goldman and Bain (1960) 

suggest that the 1896-1924 period saw a particularly high 

level of factional activity. They argue that internal 

"factional opposition to the party leadership was almost 

always present, and in some cases virulent. It provided 

most of the reforming energy that went into the adoption of 

primary election systems and the movement for the direct 

election of senators" (1960:40). 

Although major parties have tended historically to 

incorporate or co-opt social movement demands, it may be 

7This is not to suggest that social movement interests 
cannot ultimately emerge as party factions. 
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plausible to suggest that it was not until the 1960's that 

the major party structures themselves were directly 

threatened by social movement interests or those which at 

one point may only have had the third party option. If 

this interpretation is correct, then this change cannot be 

accounted for by party domination. Rather, it is more 

likely that the factors which contribute to party erosion 

function to make the major parties themselves enclaves of 

social movement activity.8 Data on third party activity 

tends to support this contention. Rosenstone et ale (1984) 

argued that the 1980's reflect a period of weak political 

parties and intense third party activity. Data on third 

party activity, however, does not really support this 

assertion. Looking at Table 1, there is a clear trend 

reflecting an increase in the number of minor parties/ 

candidates over time. Considering the trend in total 

percentage of the vote received by minor parties, however, 

suggests a different interpretation. These data suggest 

that third party influence has, in fact, declined and one 

would be hard pressed to make the argument that such 

decline is due to decreasing levels of disaffection. 

Perhaps today, given party erosion, the major parties 

8Thus, it should be of no surprise that "it was 
generally the radicals, the spokesmen of discontent, who 
fought for the direct primary" (Brogan, 1954: 66). I will 
argue later that the emergence of the primary system was a 
central factor contributing to party erosion. 
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themselves represent a more viable option. Epstein (1986), 

for example, argues that in addition to contributing to 

party erosion, the emergence of the primary system also 

hindered the growth of third parties because it opened the 

two major parties to competition. He suggests that the 

"early abandonment of evidently failing 3rd parties may be 

encouraged by the same intraparty electoral opportunity 

that appears to make 3rd parties less useful in the first 

place" (1986:132). Thus, assuming that the inhabitation of 

already existing major parties is more beneficial and 

easier to achieve than the creation of new or third 

parties, then it can be argued that political party erosion 

contributes directly to the viability of social movement 

interests utilizing party politics. 

I am not arguing that party domination plays no role. 

Rather it may best be conceived as an interaction effect 

along with the social movements of the 1960's which, in 

conjunction with party erosion, contributes to a pattern of 

social movement embeddedness within party politics 

beginning in the 1960·s. For example, the historical 

analysis will suggest that party erosion is not some 

inevitable linear process and that parties might, as in the 

case of the Democratic Party during the 1980's, 

increasingly assert some centrist control. This may indeed 

reflect a kind of organizational tightening on the part of 



TABLE 1. NUMBER OF MINOR PARTY/CANDIDATES AND THEIR 
PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL VOTE, 1840-1992 

Year 
1840 
1844 
1848 
1852 
1856 
1860 
1864 
1868 
1872 
1876 
1880 
1884 
1888 
1892 
1896 
1900 
1904 
1908 
1912 
1916 
1920 
1924 
1928 
1932 
1936 
1940 
1944 
1948 
1952 
1956 
1960 
1964 
1968 
1972 
1976 
1980 
1984 
1988 
1992 

Number of Minor Parties/ 
Candidates 

1 
1 
1 
2 
1 
2 

2 
3 
3 
2 
4 
3 
4 
6 
4 
6 
4 
4 
5 
6 
5 
7 
5 
4 
4 
6 
5 
5 
3 
4 
8 
9 

11 
11 
13 
19 
NA 

Percentage of Presidential 
Popular Vote 

.28 
2.30 

10.12 
4.99 

21.53 
30.7 

.34 

.99 
3.44 
3.21 
3.4 

10.93 
2.26 
2.81 
5.98 
5.35 

34.96 
4.64 
5.24 

17.07 
1.02 
2.93 
2.65 

.48 

.41 
5.37 

.45 

.32 

.19 

.15 
13.79 
1.69 
1.88 
8.14 

.60 
1.00 

19.54 

Sources: Data compiled from Rosenstone, Steven J. Behr, Roy L. and 
Lazarus, Edward H. 1984. Third Parties in America. Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press. Pages 231-235. congressional 
Quarterly. 1989. Congressional Quarterly's Guide to the Presidency. 
Michael Nelson (editor). Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly 
Inc. New York Times, November 5, 1992, Page B4. 
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the party out of power. The key issue from my view is a 

question of emphasis. It might be best to focus initially 

on the central dynamic of party erosion with attention 

given to factors such as party domination as they interact 

with party strength. within the next few pages, I will 

propose that political party domination is most important 

relative to the time frame of social movement embeddedness 

within party politics and helps to explain variation in the 

level of embeddedness over time. 

central to this dissertation is the notion that 

political party strength is relevant to the utility of 

social movement interests working within institutionalized 

politics. From an historical point of view it can be 

argued that when the major parties have an ability to 

control the political process, those interests which might 

be described as social movements have very little leverage 

to work within the system. However, it is not simply the 

strength of political parties which shapes the emergence of 

social movement within institutionalized politics. As I 

have already stated and will explore in depth in a 

following section, the social movements of the 1960's have 

a dynamic relationship with the major parties. On the one 

hand, those movements have contributed to party erosion 

while, on the other hand, party erosion has contributed to 

the emergence of movement activity within conventional 
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politics. For now, however, the point I want to make is 

that the period of the 1960's through the current political 

scene represents a distinctive time frame worthy of 

analysis. Prior to the 1960's, it can be argued that 

despite a gradual process of party erosion, more extreme 

social movement interests were less likely to utilize 

conventional politics as there was little cultural 

legitimacy for doing so. Thus, not only were the major 

parties strong enough to control or deny social movement 

interests even at a grass-roots level, but there also 

existed little cultural support. As McAdam (1982; 1988) 

reminds us, lithe Red Scare following World War I, and the 

political witch-hunts of the early Fifties" (1988:236) 

dampened public activism from the left. An increasing 

legitimacy for such activism during the 1960's, combined 

with additional factors that helped to erode party 

strength, made the major parti~s more vulnerable to and a 

more effective vehicle for the expression of social 

movement interests. From a theoretical standpoint, this 

process should hold for movements of both the left and 

right as they utilize the Democratic and Republican parties 

respectively. 

The relevance of party domination comes into playas a 

constraint upon when such interests are most likely to 

establish a major influence within the parties themselves. 
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Thus, for example, it will be argued that in a two-party 

system, those parties out of power at the presidential 

level will, through necessity, attempt to reassert some 

centrist orientation thereby diminishing the influence of 

more extreme social movement demands. Their ability to do 

so is, of course, an empirical question which I will 

attempt to shed some light upon. Given a trend toward 

party erosion, one might predict that it will become 

increasingly difficult for parties to reassert a more 

moderate position. In this sense, it may not be far

fetched to speculate that the distinction between social 

movements and political parties will become blurred so that 

social movements themselves as opposed to the political 

parties become the central institution by which individuals 

are attached to the political order. 

Central Propositions 

The premise of this dissertation is that variation in 

the openness or accessibility of the political opportunity 

structure is shaped, in part, by the strength of political 

parties. I will argue, not only has there been variation 

in party strength over time in the united states, but 

periods of party weakness have contributed to a more open 

political opportunity structure. Extending the logic of 

Downs' (1959), it can be argued that during periods 
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characterized by weak political parties, institutionalized 

politics present a more alluring and, perhaps, a more 

viable vehicle for the pursuit of social movement demands 

as well as a more extreme set of demands. Thus, the base 

proposition is as follows. 

proposition One: An Erosion of political party strength 

is associated with an increase in 

social movement activity within 

institutionalized politics. 

I will argue that the relationship between party 

erosion and social movement activity is, in part, bi

directional or iterative such that the 1960's begins a 

distinct period concerning that relationship. Thus, while 

it is the case that the social movement activity of the 

1960's helped to erode the parties control over the 

political process, it is also the case that a weakening of 

the parties widened the political opportunity structure for 

right-wing social movement activity in the Republican party 

during the 1980's. As well, I suggested that party 

domination becomes relevant in terms of shaping the time 

frame in which social movement interests become central 

players in the party structure and may, in fact, define a 

cyclical process. Therefore, the second proposition is 

oriented toward precision as it attempts to deal with the 
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relationship between social movement activity and 

conventional politics during the 1960 - 1992 period. 

Proposition Two: Given a dynamic and bi-directional 

relationship between political parties 

and social movement interests, the 

embeddedness and influence of social 

movement interests within the party 

structure will increase over the period 

that the associated party is in power. 

conversely, the embeddedness and 

influence of social movement interests 

will decrease over the period that the 

associated party is out of power at the 

presidential level. 

Thus, it may be that those parties which have been in 

power for some length of time will find themselves 

increasingly vulnerable to the influence of social movement 

interests. The mechanisms of this process will be 

discussed in the historical analysis. As well, the 

centrist demands of a victorious electoral strategy make it 

particularly difficult for more extreme interests to assert 

demands as that party moves toward a position of power. In 

general, it might be useful to envision a fundamental 

tension between ideological interests and party concerns 

beginning during the 1960s resulting in an almost cyclical 
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pattern of movement embeddedness within party politics. 

The variation itself results from the clash of goals 

between the ideological interests and the party hierarchy 

as they operate within the demands of a two party system. 

Pomper (1992) recognizes this tension as emerging from the 

1960s. He ~Tites: 

In the 1960s American politics became more 
conflictual, and the major parties came under the 
increased influence of ideological activists ••• 
An inherent tension exists between the goals of 
winning elections and achieving preferred public 
policy, paralleled by conflict between 
professional party leaders and ideological 
purists (1992:62). 

Similarly, Polsby and Wildavsky (1984) write about the 

different interests associated with the ideological purists 

and the 'pragmatic' interests. 

What party leaders ordinarily care about most is 
getting their candidates into office and keeping 
them there. Other considerations are usually 
secondary ••• Where parties are purist, however, 
activists control candidates. Their purpose is 
to espouse policies of which they approve. If 
they can do that and win, so much the better for 
them; if the price of purism is defeat, so much 
the worse for the candidate. If a choice has to 
be made by purist activists, purists outside 
office is better than power in government 
(1984:38). 

The phenomenon of political party erosion is best 

viewed in a context of numerous major changes in the nature 

of institutionalized politics. A goal of this dissertation 

is to develop an empirical characterization of an 

increasing embeddedness of social movement activity within 
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institutionalized politics and, in the process, it may be 

possible to begin separating out which of the alternative 

avenues into the political arena are related to party 

erosion. In other words, political party erosion is viewed 

here as a central feature of a widening political 

opportunity structure but it is also recognized that it is 

not the only dynamic. Thus, assuming that the utilization 

of institutional political strategies has important 

ramifications for social movement interests, it is 

necessary to describe the emergence of those interests 

across the range of institutional venues, irrespective of 

how strongly related party erosion and the particular venue 

might be. In a sense then, my initial goal is to develop a 

general empirical picture of how social movement interests 

utilize a more open political opportunity structure. Those 

avenues do not necessarily involve the habitation of 

political parties. 

Conclusion 

In this dissertation I bring together diverse 

literatures (i.e., the social movement literature in 

Sociology and the interest group and political party 

literature in Political Science) to develop a framework for 

understanding the relationship between social movement 

activity and institutionalized politics. The intended 



payoff for this effort is the recognition that the 

embeddedness of social movement activity within 

institutionalzed politics varies according to particular 

dynamics of the political opportunity structure. 
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CHAPTER III 

CHANGES IN INSTITUTIONALIZED POLITICS IN THE UNITED 
STATES: THE RELEVANCE OF POLITICAL PARTY EROSION 

AND THE DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE 1960-1992 PERIOD 
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The goals of this dissertation are three-fold. First, 

I want to build a theoretical and empirical framework which 

suggests the relevance of political party strength for the 

emergence of social movement activity within conventional 

politics. Secondly, I want to develop an empirical 

description of the emergence of social movement interests 

within institutionalized political avenues in general. 

Finally, I seek a more precise conceptual framework to 

better understand the timing and pattern of the emergence 

of those interests within conventional or party politics. 

In this chapter I will discuss the relevance of 

political party strength as a part of the political 

environment within which social movement activity is 

embedded. As well, I will place party erosion in a global 

context. I will then attempt to capture the 

distinctiveness of the 1960-1992 period by addressing those 

factors which have intensified party erosion in that 

period. I will also attempt to ascertain the role of 

social movements and the cultural climate as a part of that 

political environment. In the process, I will draw on a 



variety of empirical sources. As such, it is best that I 

discuss methodological issues at this point. 

Data and Methods 
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This dissertation does not rely upon the collection of 

original data. Rather, I rely upon existing data sources, 

including historical accounts, of political activity to 

build a plausible historical analysis. In the process I 

interpret and re-interpret existing data and historical 

accounts with the goal of constructing a new analytic 

framework for understanding social movement activity. 

Although some scholars might argue that the 

utilization of secondary sources for an historical analysis 

is to be avoided, others are less dogmatic. Skocpol 

(1984), for example, argues that "if excellent studies by 

specialists are already available in some profusion -

secondary sources are appropriate as the basic source of 

evidence for a given study. Using them is not different 

from survey analysts reworking the results of previous 

surveys rather than asking all questions anew ••• " 

(1984:382). Thus, a major portion of the historical 

analysis will entail a review of literature on political 

conventions and party platforms in order to ascertain the 

degree to which the outcome of such activity can be 

classified as centrist or extreme. Although the data may 

not be primary, the way in which it is utilized is, in 
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fact, new. As well, I will rely upon existing data sources 

in an attempt to develop a characterization of the nature 

of the delegates at those conventions. The goal in this 

case will be to determine whether such delegates can be 

described as either party officials, movement activists or 

extremists. 9 These data will shed light on the degree to 

which a given party is susceptible to more extreme demands. 

The utilization of secondary sources about party 

conventions will therefore form a central part of the 

historical analysis as I attempt to ascertain the degree to 

which social movement interests have become embedded within 

party politics. 

The Relevance of Party Platforms 

A central dimension of party conventions is, of 

course, the process of platform construction. The history 

of party conventions is rife with great conflicts over the 

content of the party platform and those conflicts might 

provide a reasonable measure of the power struggles between 

social movement interests and party interests as they 

attempt to control the process. Although the content of 

9Although it is certainly the case that movement 
activists are not necessarily extremists and vice-versa, 
the fact that social movement interests often diverge from 
the pragmatic center in party politics makes these two 
groups virtually identical for my purposes. As such, I 
would argue that I am also developing a theory of 
extremism. 
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the formal platform is relevant to determining the outcome 

of such conflicts, it is not the content per se that 

interests me. Rather, it is the power struggles and the 

disposition of those struggles that is of concern. Thus, 

for example, one major question centers around the ability 

of social movement interests to wrestle control of the 

platform from more traditional and centrist party 

officials. 

Some scholars, however, argue that a focus on platform 

activity is unwarranted. They suggest that party platforms 

reflect meaningless political activity designed solely for 

a temporary heightening of enthusiasm among the electorate. 

Porter and Johnson (1970) describe this sentiment about 

party platforms. 

They are often silent on matters of vital concern 
to the nation, not binding on the candidates, and 
forgotten by the party leaders. It has been 
charged that there is little significant 
difference between the platforms of the 
Republican and Democratic parties, and that the 
resolutions included are mere "catch-aIls" to 
obtain the widest possible support. 10 From time 
to time, certain presidential candidates have 
repudiated specific planks in the party 
platforms, and nearly all candidates have been 
forced to ignore some portions of the platforms 
which were made before the nominees were chosen 
(1970:VI) • 

10It might be noted here that this description itself 
assumes that platforms tend to be ideologically centrist. 
A central premise of this dissertation is that there is 
variation on this dimension over time. 



Recalling that I am not so much interested in the 

content of party platforms per se, a case can be made, 

however, that the platforms do have some impact. First, 

and perhaps most obvious, is the fact that convention 

activity and platform construction to some extent define 

the reality of the party. These are perhaps the most 
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visible aspects of party dynamics and to ignore them is to 

miss that dynamic. 

A second justification for looking at platform 

activity is the possibility that the platforms themselves 

are not as meaningless or unimportant as some scholars 

suppose. For example, the fact that there has been a 

greater number of platform battles within the major parties 

during the twentieth century than in the nineteenth century 

(Chester, 1977:39) might reflect an increasing 

vulnerability or widening of the political opportunity 

structure. As well, the platforms themselves may not be so 

meaningless. Thus, research by Gerald Pomper and his 

associates has shown a trend toward the fulfillment of 

platform pledges. As cited in David (1977), Pomper has 

found that: 

Bipartisan pledges, those found in the platforms 
of both major parties in the same year, have had 
an 85 percent rate of fulfillment. Pledges by 
the party winning the election for president have 
been fulfilled about 79 percent of the time; 
those by the losing party, 53 percent. The 
record, moreover, has been an improving one. It 
was better during the Eisenhower, Kennedy, and 



Johnson administrations than it had been during 
the Truman administration, although probably 
there was some relapse during the Nixon 
administration, for which the statistical record 
is less adequate (1977:8). 

The degree to which party platforms are largely 
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symbolic is not necessarily a reasonable justification for 

giving less attention to the platforms. Attention given to 

the ideological and rhetorical dimension of political 

action achieves a payoff to the degree that such factors 

function as a mobilizing tool and help define the cultural 

environment within which social movements must operate. 

For Gusfield (1963), we "live in a human environment in 

which symbolic gestures have great relevance to our sense 

of pride, mortification, and honor. Social conflicts and 

tensions are manifested in a disarray of the symbolic order 

as well as in other areas of action" (1963:183). As well, 

if I am correct in arguing that an erosion of political 

parties breaks down traditional ties or incentives for 

political action then it stands to reason that ideological 

incentives should become increasingly important. utilizing 

Kanters' (1972) scheme, it might be argued that a reduction 

in cohesion commitment increases the importance of control 

commitment. In this sense it may be argued that the 

platforms have an increasing relevance. 

The conflicts surrounding the construction of party 

platforms are a reasonable reflection of the power 
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struggles between various factions within the party. 

Assuming an increasing linkage between social movement 

interests and party politics, one measure of movement 

success within the parties will be the degree to which such 

interests find their way into the platform. Thus David, 

Goldman, and Bain (1960) suggest that most "of the 

organized interest groups come before the platform 

committee and make specific proposals" ••• and that 

"struggles over party policies reach a high level of 

intensity in the platform committees" (1960:408). Although 

such victories may in the end have only symbolic value, 

from a different view, the emergence of a new or different 

ideological theme on the political map may constitute an 

ideological breakthrough or a breakdown of perhaps an older 

or dominant mode of thought. It is this very dimension, 

the overcoming of ideological barriers, that so many social 

movement scholars view as a necessary condition for 

collective action. 

As well, it is also worth noting that the amendments, 

or concessions to more extreme interest groups that often 

accompany the party platform, may serve a vital function in 

the fall presidential campaigns. Given that grassroots 

issue activists are increasingly important as campaign 

volunteers in the aftermath of party decline and campaign 

reform, such concessions to issue activists heightens 
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enthusiasm and, as such, provides a mobilizing function. 

Although the presidential contenders may not emphasize the 

more extreme planks in the fall campaign, the fact that the 

issues were addressed still serves an important function 

(see Malbin, 1980:138). Thus, agreeing with Pomper's view, 

"the fact that people fight over platforms and that their 

pledges generally are fulfilled should be enough to dispel 

the myth that they are unimportant" (1980:139). Malbin 

(1980) writes: 

These observations help explain why groups are 
willing to fight for platform planks opposed by 
the candidate. Having such planks can help a 
group achieve its policy objectives in at least 
two different ways. If the group's presence at a 
convention, and therefore its ability to win 
concessions, is based on its campaign activities, 
those same activities in the fall may result in 
some administration appointments. If the 
candidate's reluctance to endorse the group's 
plank is based on electoral tactics rather than 
substance, an appointment might settle the issue. 
If the group fails to gain such power through 
appointments, however, or if the president 
remains dubious for sUbstantive reasons, the 
platform's promises still retain some influence. 
Virtually every group able to win a plank will 
have congressional allies .•• Platforms thus are a 
good deal more than empty rhetorical straws 
tossed out randomly to catch the currents of a 
passing political wind (1980:140-141). 

As suggested earlier much of what this dissertation 

entails is the merger of traditionally separate spheres of 

research. If I am correct in arguing that research in the 

areas of interest group activity and political parties is 

relevant for the understanding of social movement activity, 



it may be valid to argue that the data utilized in such 

research is also directly relevant. In other words, if 

these areas of research are to some degree discussing a 

similar phenomena, it follows that the data is either 

redundant or more precisely, applicable to each separate 

sphere. Thus, given a reconception of social movement 

activity, it may be that data shedding light on extremism 

in political parties are also relevant to data on social 

movement activity within conventional politics. 

74 

More specifically, one major data source will be the 

Schlozman and Tierney (1986) study of interest group 

activity. I will utilize this study to demonstrate an 

increasing embeddedness of social movement activity within 

institutionalized politics, even though Schlozman and 

Tierney do not view their research as a study of social 

movement activity. As suggested earlier, this is not so 

much due to a natural incongruence between interes~groups 

and social movement research as it reflects the artificial 

nature of traditional disciplinary boundaries. 

In order to narrow this gap it is necessary to combine 

or bridge definitions if and when it is possible. While 

caution has to be exercised in making inferences about 

social movement activity from interest group data as found 

in the Schlozman and Tierney (1986) Washington 

Representatives Survey, I do so by utilizing the interest 
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group category which is most closely associated with what 

sociologists appear to conceptualize as social movement 

groups. Schlozman and Tierney have a category called 

citizens Groups. citizen groups are defined as 

organizations which "try to advance government policies and 

procedures that will benefit the public at large ••• 

citizens groups pursue a wide variety of goals in politics 

••• Environmental Groups ••• Other citizens' groups that we 

call advocacy groups seek selective benefits on behalf of 

groups of persons who are in some way incapacitated or are 

otherwise unable to represent their own interests" 

(1986:45-46). Also considered under the category of 

citizen's groups are what they describe as 'cause groups' 

whose members "care intensely about a single issue or small 

groups of issues ••• National Right to Life Committee 

National Abortion Rights ••• Action League" (1986:46). From 

my view, this definition captures much of the essence of 

what sociologists conceptualize as social movement 

activity. Further, as suggested in the first chapter, the 

gap between relevant disciplines as well as the changing 

nature of social movement activity itself might provide for 

some definitional flexibility. 

These are not the only data sources utilized in this 

dissertation. In the second chapter, for example, I 

utilized data on third party activity in the united states 
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to examine the relative importance of political party 

erosion and party domination for the linkage between social 

movement activity and political parties. Additionally, I 

rely heavily upon scholarly accounts of political activity 

to construct my arguments. 

The Relevance of Political Party strength 

McCarthy and Zald (1977) argue that "society provides 

the infrastructure which social movement industries and 

other industries utilize. The aspects utilized include 

communication media and expense, levels of affluence, 

degree of access to institutional centers, preexisting 

networks, and occupational structure and growth" 

(1977:1217). The political system is a salient component 

of that infrastructure, and access to and influence within 

that system vary over time. Although some political 

process theorists such as McAdam (1982) and Tarrow (1983) 

point to the importance of the structure of political 

opportunities in shaping the emergence and course of social 

movement activity, for reasons discussed earlier, 

relatively little attention, or at least a narrow framework 

of attention, has been given to the relationship between 

social movement activity and institutionalized politics. 

If it can be demonstrated that major changes have occurred 

in the nature of institutionalized politics in the united 

states, it would appear essential that social movement 



scholars remind themselves of the possible centrality of 

variation in the political opportunity structure with 

respect to access and influence within that system. 

There is a vast literature concerning changes in the 

nature of institutionalized politics in the united states 

since the 1960's. An array of changes and an array of 

factors contributing to such changes have been noted. I 

intend to focus upon political party erosion as it is 

related to the political opportunity structure of social 

movements. Political parties, however, are not the only 

vehicle through which various groups can utilize 

institutionalized politics. Legal or judicial channels, 

for example, have increasingly been utilized by outsiders 

to effect change within the system. I will discuss these 

and other potential avenues of access in addition to the 

political party avenue. 
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There are several reasons for focusing upon political 

party erosion. First, there is abundant evidence that 

political party strength is related to dimensions of direct 

democracy (i.e., interest group activity and power; 

initiative and referendum activity, etc.) which I believe 

can be linked with social movement concerns within 

sociology. I will review some of this evidence in the 

following chapter. Secondly, among sociologists little 

attention has been given to party erosion as an important 
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variable. Some attention has been given to political 

realignment as a central variable (see for example McAdam 

1982; Tarrow 1983). Jenkins (1987) argues that events 

during the 1960's facilitated the proliferation of 

nonprofit advocacy groups which took "over the role 

traditionally occupied by the political parties" (1987:302) , 

but little attention is given to political party erosion 

itself. Finally, political parties have functioned as the 

dominant apparatus through which political behavior has 

traditionally occurred in the united States, but their role 

in mediating between public sentiment and public policy 

appears to be declining or on the downside of a cyclical 

phenomenon. This is an important distinction and one that 

will be explored in a later section. For now, it is 

important to suggest that avenues which historically may 

have been closed to social movement activity, or at least 

counterproductive to it, might now, given party erosion, be 

structured so that they may be more accessible or at least 

more seductive as a potential strategy. The receptiveness 

and importance of political institutions varies over time 

and I will attempt to demonstrate how political par~y 

erosion widens the political opportunity structure for 

social movement activity within the parties themselves. 

Perhaps social movements are increasingly likely to become 
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the central institutions by which the citizen is linked to 

the state. 

Political Party Erosion as a Global Phenomenon 

Some scholars have argued that political party erosion 

is a global phenomenon. Lawson and Merkl (1988) argue that 

lithe phenomenon of major party decline, often remarked in 

the context of the American political system, is becoming 

increasingly apparent in other political systems as well. 

Allover the world, single-issue movements are forming, 

special interest groups are assuming party-like status, and 

minor parties are winning startling overnight victories as 

hitherto dominant parties loose the confidence of their 

electorate" (1988:3). Other scholars are a bit more 

restrained but recognize a similar pattern in their 

analysis of party erosion on a global scale. Wolinetz 

(1988) argues that compared to the mid 1960's the party 

systems in western Europe are clearly less static. He 

suggests that "electorates have become more volatile and 

party strengths are no longer as constant as they were in 

the past. In many instances, party positions have shifted 

and new parties have wedged themselves in existing party 

configurations" (1988:296). Tracing the beginning of party 

dealignment on a global scale to the 1960's, he writes: 

From the 1960's onward, electorates in many 
countries became more volatile, and new parties 
appeared in countries as diverse as Belgium, the 



Netherlands, Denmark, Norway, the united Kingdom 
and, more recently, Germany. Although some faded 
almost as rapidly as they emerged, others 
survived. Increased volatility ••• rippled through 
political systems, forcing changes at other 
levels (1988:3). 

Hague and Harrop (1987) argue that a reasonable case 

80 

can be made for an examination of party decline on a global 

scale but "that the role of parties is changing rather than 

decaying ••• In liberal democracies and communist states, 

parties will continue to play major roles in recruiting 

political leaders who direct and, increasingly in 

conjunction with interest groups, control society" 

(1987:159). As well, many scholars see a distinctive 

agenda to social movement activity throughout the world and 

suggest that this activity constitutes the 'new politics' 

or 'new social movements' of mass society. Issues 

concerning lifestyle, identity, environment and citizen 

participation cut across national boundaries and represent 

the response of people to the alienating tendencies of 

modern society (see Merkl 1988; Lawson and Merkl 1988; 

Habermas 1981; Melucci 1980, 1986; Touraine 1981; Castells 

1983; Hanigan 1985). 

The degree of linkage between social movement 

activity and the erosion of political parties on a global 

scale is an important empirical question. Although this 

emerging paradigm begs for comparative research, inasmuch 

as the evidence is suggestive of a global cycle of protest, 
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in this dissertation I will focus solely upon the 

relationship between political party erosion and social 

movement activity in the United states. I do so for three 

reasons. First, by limiting the analysis to the united 

states, the project is more manageable. Secondly, very 

little work has been done exploring the linkage between 

social moment activity and political parties and, as such, 

I see this dissertation as somewhat exploratory as it sets 

the stage for a comparative analysis. Finally, although 

the best way to establish distinctiveness is comparatively, 

one might expect that the response to political party 

erosion in the United states may be unique given 

distinctive institutional constraints. Merkl (1988), for 

example, argues that the severe restrictions on 

institutional channels for dissent in Germany following 

World War II has "compelled the dissenters to become a 

national party and to seek election to national office" 

(1988:584). In the united States, however, election laws 

and the great diversity of issues and interest, and 

weakness of the major parties in recent years have thus far 

made the emergence of a third party less likely (Merkl 

1988; Sourauf 1988). Thus, for Ware (1987) one of the 

major distinctions between American and foreign political 

parties is that "no other large country in the Western 

world has such an unqualified two-party system" (1987:117). 
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Writing about the different strategies that various groups 

from different countries utilize in making demands, 

Schlozman and Tierney (1986) conclude that: 

There is, a great deal of variation from country 
to country ••• in their success, in the degree to 
which they have desired and been able to 
penetrate mainstream politics, and in the 
strategies they have adopted for so doing. In 
some cases, citizens' movements - for example, 
the environmentalist, antinuclear movement in 
West Germany that became the basis for the Green 
party - attempt to enter electoral politics on 
their own. In others, the concerns of a 
citizens' movement - for example the feminist 
movement in Sweden - have been addressed by at 
least one of the established parties, obviating 
the need for the formation of a new party. In 
still others, the citizens' movement - for 
example the environmentalists in Italy - either 
by necessity remains entirely outside the realm 
of electoral politics ••• In short, while it is 
more difficult to establish an ongoing 
institutionalized presence in pressure politics 
than it is sometimes assumed to be, it is rather 
easier to do so in the American context than in 
many advanced capitalist democracies (1986:404-
405). 

Merkl (1988) concludes that a continued weakening of 

political parties in the united states "may actually make 

it easier for future third parties or alternative grass-

roots movements, such as the peace movement or antinuclear 

energy organizations, to flourish" (1988:566). That the 

emergence of third parties has often been associated with 

weak political parties is, of course, not new {see for 

example Lowi 1992; Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus 1984}. 

However, as a conceptual scheme for understanding the 

relationship between social movement activity and 
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institutionalized politics, that phenomenon has rarely been 

dramatized within sociology. This issue will be discussed 

in greater depth in a later section 

The Distinctiveness of the 1960-1992 Period 

The historical analysis of party conventions and 

platform battles will cover the years 1960-1992. These 

parameters are not chosen arbitrarily but rather are 

designed to narrowly predate the emergence of the great 

movements of the 1960's within institutionalized politics 

and conclude with the domination of the Republican party by 

"activists" during the 1992 election year. This slice of 

time should permit the analysis to take into account the 

confluence of factors, (i.e., social movements, party 

erosion, and party domination), which shape the degree to 

which social movement interests have become embedded within 

conventional politics. Although the phenomenon of party 

erosion begins well before the 1960's, it seems reasonable 

to suggest that in conjunction with those other factors the 

effect becomes intensified. Thus, for example, when 

looking at platform battles between 1928 to 1956, it is the 

case that except for some rancor over the civil rights 

issue at the 1948 and 1956 Democratic conventions, "there 

were few serious minority reports or noteworthy attempts to 

amend" (David, Goldman and Bain; 1960:408). 
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I argued in chapter two that political party erosion 

can be conceptualized on several dimensions. However, it 

is no simple task to develop a picture of political party 

erosion in the united states as there is no precise method 

or cutting point for defining when political party erosion 

occurs or when political parties are weak. For example, 

individual level data shows decreasing levels of partisan 

identification and loyalty since the early 1900s (McGerr 

1986; Nie et. al. 1976, 1979; Wattenberg 1991), but on key 

organizational dimensions such as the ability to control 

political campaigns, it is only in the 1960s and 1970s that 

the major parties were "virtually usurped •.• by political 

consultants" (McGerr 1986:213; See also Crawford 1980; 

Blumenthal 1986; Wolinetz 1988; Shafter 1988). 

In this section I will argue that the past thirty 

years represents a distinct pattern of political party 

erosion. However, such an emphasis will not do justice to 

the importance of variation in party strength or change 

over the entire history of political parties. For example, 

most scholars of American politics have recognized five or 

six distinct 'party systems' since 1800 and that these 

systems have "been characterized by periodic realignments 

in which party positions have changed, partisan loyalties 

have shifted and the content of two-party competition has 

been redefined" (Wolinetz 1988:269; see also Feigert and 
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Conway 1976). For realignment theorists within political 

science, such periods of volatility and disarray are 

cyclical and suggest a realignment or shifting of sentiment 

toward an opposite party. Thus, when particularly salient 

public issues come to the fore, old party ties may come 

unhinged followed by a gradual shift to new party ties. As 

I suggested earlier, the history of party systems in the 

united states is in part defined by such critical 

realignments. From this view, political realignment is a 

central dynamic in modern American politics. But there may 

be something different about more recent changes in what 

Feigert and Conway (1976) describe as a sixth party system 

beginning around 1968. 

Many scholars have questioned traditional assumptions 

of realignment. Wolinetz (1988) writes that: 

Recent changes diverge from previous 
realignments. Although patterns of change, 
previous realignments entailed both extensive 
electoral changes and changes in the content of 
party alternatives ••• However, although party 
alternatives and coalitions have been redefined 
in the last two decades, massive electoral 
changes have not followed. Nevertheless, recent 
changes are far-reaching and include major 
changes in the ways in which parties and 
political activity are organized (1988:270). 

Price argues that "the possibility arises that party 

realignment might become a moot question, giving way to 

dealignment as people's political allegiances are displaced 

from the party system altogether ••• " and that n ••• perhaps 



the party structure can no longer bear the weight it has 

borne historically in structuring political conflict and 

serving as an instrument of policy change" (1984:10). 

Ferguson and Rogers (1986), in characterizing the 1984 

election, similarly suggest that "if anything the 1984 
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election gave evidence of further electoral dealignment, 

with voting defined ever less sharply along partisan lines, 

and a continued decline in the capacity of conventional 

politics to organize and integrate electoral demand" 

(1986:29). Although the 1980 presidential election 

appeared to signal a period of realignment toward the 

Republican party, most scholars saw a continuing 

dealignment of the two-party system. Thus, "voter opinion 

polls in late 1980 found Democrats still losing support but 

the number of those who considered themselves independents 

equaling those labelling themselves Republicans" (Scott and 

Hrebenar 1984:168). 

Although the phenomenon of party erosion has a long 

history, this does not necessarily mean that the pattern of 

erosion beginning in the 1960's is simply a continuation of 

some linear process of party erosion beginning long ago. 11 

Rather, it could be argued that the current period of party 

erosion is qualitatively distinct or at a minimum, 

11For example, McGerr (1986) argues that party decline 
as measured by a decline in voter partisanship, enthusiasm 
and ritual activity can be traced to the late 1800s. 
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more severe, in terms of the ramifications for the 

political process. Loomis and Cigler (1983), for example, 

write that 

although the decline of parties began well before 
the 1960's, the weakening of the party 
organization has accelerated in the 
postindustrial age. The emergence of a highly 
educated electorate, less dependent upon party as 
an electoral cue, has produced a body of citizens 
that seeks out independent sources of 
information. Technological developments such as 
television, computer-based direct mail, and 
political polling have enabled candidates to 
virtually bypass political parties in their quest 
for public office. The rise of political 
consultants has reduced even further the need for 
party expertise in running for office. The 
political agenda-setting function of parties also 
has been lost to the mass media ••• Likewise, 
parties have become less relevant in formal 
decision making, especially within Congress 
(1983:20). 

The justifications for focusing o.n the period 1960-

1992 can be grouped into two categories. The first 

category focuses upon those factors which affect the 

parties' ability to control the political process. These 

changes provide a structural conduciveness for the 

emergence of social movement activity within the major 

parties. The second category suggests that the nature of 

the movements and cultural climate of the 1960s affect 

party processes to such a degree that the major parties 

become vulnerable to movement interests. 

with regard to the first category, party erosion has 

been long standing on dimensions such as the ability to 
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offer patronage or the control of local politics. Thus, 

for example, an important measure of party strength as it 

relates to social movement activity is the degree to which 

the parties can exclude or control movement interests. One 

dimension of that control is the ability to control the 

convention by influencing the distribution of delegates and 

the nomination itself. When traditional party elites exert 

significant control over such functions, a party can be 

considered strong, and given the pressures toward 

pragmatic/centrist politics in a two-party system, not 

easily accessible to social movement interests. It is not 

until the 1960-1992 period that the effects of change in 

the delegate-selection process are intensified. In 

general, these changes involve the declining influence of 

the official party structure in the delegate-selection 

process (Shafer 1988:78). These changes are specifically 

linked to the erosion of the Democratic party during the 

1970's (Scott and Hrebenar 1984; Reichley 1992; Chester 

1977; Wallenberg 1990)and aided the conservative cause 

within the Republican party by 1976 (Scott and Hrebenar 

1984:187). On the effects of these changes on the 

Democratic party, Reichley (1992) writes that: 

These changes in Democratic party rules 
profoundly altered the process for nominating 
presidential candidates, sometimes in ways not 
intended or foreseen by their framers. Many 
state parties that formerly had selected 
delegates through caucuses or conventions found 



the affirmative action requirements so difficult 
to meet that they switched to choosing delegates 
through primaries ••• presidential candidates found 
it necessary to win the favor of ideological or 
special-interest activists ••• The authority of 
state and local party leaders was further eroded 
by the requirement that delegates be aligned with 
presidential candidates (1992:347). 

On the effects of changes in the delegate-selection 

process upon the Republican party, Scott and Hrebenar 

(1984) write: 

The 1972 Republican convention adopted the 
'California Compromise' a new delegate-selection 
formula for state representation at the 1976 
convention. The plan favored small Southern and 
western states, and it ensured a larger 
contingent of conservatives than had been the 
case in 1972 (1984:187). 
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There is some evidence to suggest that despite trends 

toward party erosion over a long period, it is only with 

the onset of the 1960s that the traditional party powers 

are threatened on the nomination and convention dimensions. 

Epstein (1986) argues, for example, that not "only from 

1832 to 1908 but also in the next 60 years of the national 

convention, regular party leaders seemed to be the decisive 

actors, for in that second period most delegates were still 

selected by the caucus-convention method" (1986:90). As 

well, on the nomination itself, Epstein (1986) argues that 

prior to the 1960s presidential nominations are under the 

control of the party hierarchy. Thus, despite the 

emergence of the primary system between 1912 and 1968, "in 

the 21 seriously contested Republican and Democratic 
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nominating contests (when incumbent presidents were not 

almost automatically renominated), on 12 occasions the 

winners of the largest number of primaries failed to secure 

the nomination" (Epstein, 1986:92). It is only during the 

1960s that the convention process is opened to the public 

and the nominating process is no longer dominated by the 

party hierarchy. Epstein (1986) suggests that: 

the plebiscitary system ••• was now established 
as the means for nominating presidential 
candidates. Most directly a product of post 
1968 reforms ••• the development loomed large, 
especially to admirers of the old system. 
Thus, for Jeanne Kirkpatrick, by 1976 the 
single most important factor about contemporary 
party politics was the inability of either 
major American party to control the nominating 
process for the nation's most important political 
office (1986:95). 

On the role of political parties in financing, 

organizing and conducting political campaigns as well as 

their role in controlling convention and platform 

activities, it appears that the 1960-1992 period sees an 

intensification of the parties' inability to control 

political action. This dimension is particularly important 

for my conceptual scheme. Shafer (1988) describes a 

decreasing amount of influence for political parties at 

national conventions so that party organizations have been 

reduced to competing with various interest groups and issue 

organizations for power. Thus, by 1980, the "official 

party as a formal structure was no longer the effective 



framework through which delegates were selected; the 

official party as an extended organization was no longer 

and probably could no longer be -- the effective means by 

which nominating campaigns were mounted" (1988:108). 

Wolinetz (1988) describes the reduced role of political 

parties in conducting and financing political campaigns. 

He suggests that: 

Campaigns organized and executed by state and 
local party organizations have been supplanted by 
candidate-centered campaigns, managed by 
professional consultants. At the same time, 
political action committees (PACs) have assumed 
an increasingly prominent role in election 
finance ••• (1988:279). 

Writing about the presidential elections of 1984 and 

1988 as a cUlmination of change at some threshold, 

Wattenberg (1991) notes that: 

The party's ability to polarize op1n1on into 
rival camps weakened, creating a vacuum in the 
structure of electoral attitudes. voters were 
thus set politically adrift and subject to 
volatile electoral swings. Like nature, politics 
abhors a vacuum, and candidates are the most 
logical force to take the place of parties in 
this respect. Thus, what Ronald Reagan provided 
was the strong stimulus necessary to transform 
the potential for candidate-centered politics 
into reality (1991:2). 

Data on PAC contributions illustrates the 

financial dimension. Epstein (1986) reports that: 

PACs, especiallY connected PACs, do appear to 
substitute for parties in that their share of 
congressional campaign receipts rose during a 
decade when the party share declined. For House 
candidates between 1972 and 1978, the PAC 
percentage of all receipts rose 14 to 25, while 
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the party percentage dropped from 17 to 4. By 
1984, when the PAC percentage was 34, the party 
percentage was about 3 (1986:293). 
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Related to the decline in the major parties' ability 

to control the political process is the utilization of the 

third party vehicle. Looking back at my presentation of 

3rd party data as an illustration of the changing 

relationship between social movement activity and the major 

parties, I argued that although there has been a 

relationship between social movement activity and party 

politics over an extended period, much of that 

dissatisfaction has been channeled via 3rd parties. Many 

scholars have posited a link between periods of party 

dysfunction and the strength of third parties (see Epstein 

1967:68). Rosenstone, Behr and Lazarus (1984) suggest that 

"by focusing on periods of major party weakness, we can 

identify deficiencies in the two-party system (1984:5). 

writing about the progressive movement and the Farmer-Labor 

Party, Lowi (1992) details that: 

In 1924, the progressive movement succeeded in 
forming the Progressive Party in Wisconsinand 
other Midwestern states, which nominated Robert 
M. LaFollette for President. In the 1930's, the 
Farmer-Labor Party flourished in Minnesota, where 
it eventually fused with an invigorated 
Democratic Party. In the process, both of these 
third parties provided the channel through which 
many dissident and alienated groups found their 
way back into politics, and their influence 
lingered long after the parties themselves 
(1992:33). 
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It could be argued that although the parties at this 

time were indeed vulnerable or weak enough for a third 

party or social movement challenge, it may be, as suggested 

in the second chapter, that the parties were just strong 

enough to force the third party route by social movements 

instead of taking over one of the major parties itself. 

Thus, Cronin (1989) suggests that elite control of the two 

parties compelled the Farmer's Alliance groups to form a 

third party. He writes that: 

Government officials and state and national 
legislatures at the time, however, were often 
controlled by the special interests that were 
threatening to strangle the people in economic 
distress. Moreover, the two main political 
parties were largely, and sometimes entirely, 
under the influence of the railroads, trusts and 
monopolies. It was not long before the Farmer's 
Alliance groups and similar advocates of change 
called for the creation of a new party that would 
be both independent of the establishment and 
could do the essential job of correcting the 
perceived ills of the country (1989:44). 

Thus, important movements of the late 1800s, early 1900s 

and the late 1940s such as the Grange movement, the 

Greenback party, the Farmers' Alliance, the progressive 

movement and the Wallace Progressive party were more likely 

to utilize the 3rd party avenue as the major parties were 

closed to such interests. Data on 3rd party activity 

supports this claim. It is during the 1960-1992 period 

that the major parties themselves came under attack from 

social movement interests and in some cases, the entire 
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party structure was taken over by those interests. Thus, 

although party erosion had occurred over a long period, it 

was only with the onset of the 1960s that the major parties 

were directly threatened by social movement interests and, 

as such, were a more viable avenue for the expression of 

those interests. 

Another line of reasoning for party decline and the 

distinctiveness of the 1960-1992 period emphasizes the 

growth in media and communication technologies which have 

supplanted the parties as mediators between the citizen and 

the state (Ladd and Hadley 1978; Shafer 1988; Broder 1970). 

Ladd and Hadley (1978) argue that the media have 

"increasingly assumed, more through the unfolding of 

technology than by conscious design, various facets of the 

communications function which rested historically with the 

parties ••• " and " ••• that the preeminence of the media, vis 

a vis the parties, is something very recent and very 

important" (1978:380). Thus, the national news media has 

become a central link between the individual and the 

government at the expense of political parties. As Shafer 

(1988) argues, the national news media has made the party 

"far less important in providing information about politics 

and cues to political action" (1988:26). Referring to the 

1992 presidential campaign, Perry (1992) writes that 

candidates "will build on what they saw this year - 800 
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telephone numbers, satellite hookups, soft Larry King-style 

interviews, televised town hall meetings. It's a brave new 

world, with words like 'teledemocracy' and 'interactive 

communications' being used by the scholars to describe it. 

Its an increasingly fragmented world, too, with the 

stabilizing role of the two major parties ••• in peril" 

(1992:A16). 

Regarding the improvement in communications technology 

during the 1960-1992 period, one need only look at the 

dramatic success of Richard Viquerie, one of the pivotal 

fiqures in the emergence of the New Christian Right during 

the 1970's and 1980's. Viquerie's success in developing 

the mailing list technology was a major factor in 

mobilizing a potentially huge but previously fragmented 

bloc of voters. Hunter (1980) writes: 

Viquerie's own importance to the movement is far 
more than that of a professional scribe. His 
direct mail fundraising capability is un-matcQed 
in American politics; In 1977 alone Viquerie 
supervised the mailing of 77 million letters for 
conservative causes, organizations and 
candidates ••• Almost all of the New Right groups 
use direct mail to raise money and almost all of 
them used the Richard A. viquerie Company (RAVCO) 
or one of its subsidiaries at one time or another 
(1980:5). 

One outcome of this mobilization strategy was the 

creation of a political force which by 1992 has essentially 

taken control of the Republican party. In my view this is 

an important illustration of the merger between social 
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movement activity and conventional party politics. As 

cited in Jorstad (1981), Viguerie told Sojourners magazine 

in 1976 that he was "pursuing the Christian moral voter. 

The next real major area of growth for the conservative 

ideology and philosophy is among evangelical people. I 

would be surprised if in the next year you did not see a 

massive effort to involve them, utilizing mail and other 

technology" (quoted in Jorstad, 1981:21). This, of course, 

also relates to an increasing professionalization within 

the political process which functions, in turn, to diminish 

party strength. 

It can be argued that increasing levels of education 

among the electorate functions to both decrease the 

importance of political parties and increase the importance 

of social movement interests as an alternative linkage 

between the citizen and the state. Although changes on 

this dimension are not contained solely within the 1960-

1992 period, this general trend is worth considering. For 

example, I will argue that social movement interests fare 

well in a political environment dominated by ideological 

and issue incentives. An increasingly educated electorate 

fits easily into such an environment. From this view, the 

American electorate has become increasingly sophisticated 

in terms of issues and quite simply do not need party 

organization for voting guidance. Thus, "responses to 
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parties are becoming less automatic and more calculating" 

(Orum 1978:267). Sorauf (1988) points to better educated 

voters and increasing information availability. He argues 

that: 

Better educated than previous generations, they 
were better informed and more aware of things 
political. In a sense they were also more 
sophisticated politically. Large numbers of 
voters reduced their dependence on the all 
encompassing symbol of the political party, 
beginning to pick and choose among candidates and 
issues, splitting tickets in the polling booth, 
and dividing their loyalties among parties, 
individuals, and other political organizations 
(1988:285). 

scott and Hrebenar (1984) are less convinced about the 

causal relationship between education and party support. 

They argue that "the decline in party support by the voter 

has coincided with a rise in the educational level and the 

size of the middle class. However, there is no direct 

cause and effect between these events" (1988:48). 

The emergence of paid political campaign organizations 

has reduced the role of political parties in the electoral 

process. They do so, in part, by reducing the dependency 

of political campaigns upon party organization and elites 

who in the past controlled the political process. A recent 

article in The Wall street Journal depicting the dramatic 

rise of professional campaign consultants illustrates this 

theme. 

The number of people calling themselves political 
consultants has swollen to nearly 5,000 today 



from no more than 100 in the early 1960's, says 
Bradley o'Leary, a consultant and chairman of the 
American Association of Political Consultants 
(AAPC). However, he argues these swelling ranks 
improve the political process. In the none-too
distant past, he says, corruption was rife; a few 
powerful people could deliver whole precincts. 
'To raise money 20 years ago, you met 10 people 
at the country club; they looked you over and 
decided your fate. Those days are over. Today 
elections belong to the little guy' ••• Candidates 
can buy virtually any kind of service, at any 
price (James P. Sterba, The Wall Street Journal, 
Tuesday, September 1, 1992. Pp. A1, A9). 

The degree to which politicians are dependent upon 

party organization for benefits is a reflection of party 

strength. 12 The relevance of a reduction in dependency is 

that party regulars are less inclined to be influenced by 
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the traditional party hierarchy and, as such, are less 

constrained by pressures toward a centrist politics. Data 

from Malbin (1980:134) showing a decline in the percentage 

of party regulars attending national party conventions 

between 1956-1980 might reflect a decline in levels of 

dependency. Some research (Keefe 1976; Hinkley 1983) finds 

a general decline in partisan roll call votes from the late 

1800s to the 1970s. Epstein (1986), however, is wary of 

such findings and suggests that 

the decline in party voting on all roll calls, 
or all non-unanimous roll calls, may be measuring 
a change in the nature of those roll calls rather 

12see Hechter (1987) for a detailed list of those 
factors which affect party solidarity "by altering the 
legislator's dependence on the party for reelection and 
career advancement" (1987:100). 



than a change in the influence of party on 
matters of importance ••• As scholarly observers of 
congressional behavior have often said, party 
remains the most important single cue for roll
call voting of representatives and senators. 
Never completely or invariably determining, as we 
know, congressional party membership is still 
meaningfully related to legislative policy-making 
even though by some measure it appears less often 
operative than in times past. Similarity over 
time is more striking than change (1986:63-64). 
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Epstein (1986) does at least concede some level of decline 

in party solidarity when he describes the results of a roll 

call study utilizing a different measure of party roll 

calls. In this case, "whereas 80 percent of the 

representatives (and senators too) voted with their parties 

on these party roll calls in most years during the late 

1950's and the early 1960's, the figure was closer to 75 

percent in the late 1970's" (1986:63). More recent data 

(Reichley 1992) however, suggests that party unity scores 

began increasing during the 1980s. Increasing polarization 

and reinvigorated national committees have been cited as 

causes. For now, this trend should suggest that party 

erosion is not a simple linear process. 

Along similar lines, some scholars have argued that 

campaign reform laws in 1971, 1974 and 1976, contributed to 

an intensification of party erosion. These laws have 

diminished the role of party finance in electoral campaigns 

as non-party committees or PACs "are allowed to make 

unlimited independent expenditures (i.e., made without any 
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coordination with the official campaigns) on behalf of 

candidates ••• " and "limits on the size of individual 

contributors not only forced candidates and parties to rely 

on smaller contributions but also provided substantial 

opportunities for expansion in the activities of political 

action committees ••• " (Wolinetz 1988:281, See also Sabato 

1984). As Hechter (1987) argues: 

Previous to the reforms, national parties played 
a significant role in financing presidential 
campaigns ••• serious presidential candidates were 
subsequently financed publicly, and the law 
currently obliges the candidate to set up a 
finance committee separate from the national 
party ••• and this has occurred at a time when 
candidates have become more reliant on public 
opinion polling, the media, and the use of modern 
marketing methods-service that increasingly can 
be provided by consultants who are independent of 
the formal party apparatus (1987:92). 

As I will demonstrate in the historical analysis, the 

decline in the ability of traditional party elites to 

control the financial dimension of electoral politics was 

an important factor in allowing the Goldwater-conservative 

movement to take over the Republican party in 1964. 

The second set of justifications for conceptualizing 

the 1960-1992 time period as distinctive deal with the 

impact of the culture and social movements of the 1960s 

upon the parties themselves. Here, I am suggesting that a 

changing cultural climate as well as the movements of the 

1960s put pressures upon the major parties at a time when 

those parties are already in a weakened position. One 
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argument that has received an enormous amount of attention 

in recent years, particularly among the political pundits, 

is what might be termed a voter alienation, disillusionment 

or mass society style argument. Lionel Kunst, co-founder 

of the Coalition to End the Permanent Congress, suggests 

that "there's a mini-revolution going on ••• People are 

unhappy with the Republicrat Establishment" (Kunst 

1992:43). Writing about the emergence of third parties in 

the history of American politics, Rosentone, Behr and 

Lazarus (1984) conclude that "third parties are an 

important outlet for political discontent. When the major 

parties fail to do their jobs, voters can register their 

disapproval by throwing their support to a minor party" 

(1984:9). Thus the Perot campaign in 1992 is often 

explained as resulting from voter disillusionment and 

frustration with the two major parties. '3 

Developing an alienation and mass society style 

argument, McWilliams (1980) writes that 

there is abundant evidence ••• that the 
contemporary decline of the political party is 
part of a general political decay. Americans 
live lives that are more and more specialized, 
live in towns and neighborhoods that are less and 
less stable, live in families that are more and 
more likely to break up or--increasingly--in 
casual liaisons, and live in private homes that 

135ee, for example, Howell Raines. 1992. "Perot's 
Appeal to the Mainstream Keeps Two-Party Politics Off 
stride" The New York Times: The Week In Review. Sunday, 
June 7:1. 



are more and more penetrated by mass media and 
mass culture and by the now thoroughly 
internalized economy. The private order is 
increasingly fragmented, and people are more and 
more alone in the face of a gigantic and 
confusing political world ••• A growing number of 
Americans are preoccupied with desperate efforts 
to protect and gratify the private self, a 
wounded and incomplete self that lacks the 
ability to make strong commitments to others or 
to trust them and which certainly fears to give 
political allegiance (1980:61). 

similarly, Tipton (1982) writing about the social 

conditions of modernity and cultural conflict during the 

~960's suggests that 

it resulted in the disillusioned withdrawal of 
young and old, hip and straight alike, away from 
active concern with public institutions and back 
into the refuge of private institutions and back 
into the refuge of private life (1982:60).14 
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14These arguments are plausible in the sense that we 
know that psychologic~l states of being, such as alienation 
and low self-esteem, are associated with a sense of apathy 
and lack of participation in a range of social groups (see 
for example Morris Rosenberg's classic study, society and 
the Adolescent Self-Image. 1965). Thus, one might predict 
decreased levels of participation to be associated with 
party decline. There is, however, an interesting counter
argument to be made which, theoretically speaking, could 
also result in erosion of the two-party system. Kornhauser 
(1959) argued that 'mass society' brings about conditions 
which detach people from social ties. Those who suffer the 
isolation and alienation of such detachment suffer from a 
heightened 'quest for community' or identity. It is these 
people for Kornhauser as well as for Lipset (1959), that 
are more susceptible to the recruiting appeals of extremist 
groups. Following this logic, we could speculate that 
alienation or conditions of mass society might be 
associated with the emergence of independent or 
increasingly extreme groups which have the effect of 
eroding major party strength. Kornhauser's (1959) model 
has been described as a psychofunctional explanation of 
movement participation in the social movement literature 

( continued .•• ) 
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From this viewpoint it is the alienation of societal 

members from the political system which brings about party 

decline. Declining percentages in voter participation and 

a decline in 'trust in government' since the 1960's 

buttress this view (Scott and Hrebenar, 1984). 

Three additional factors which contribute to a 

distinctive political environment through their effects on 

the major parties are closely related to each other yet 

retain distinctive points of emphasis. I will label them 

respectively an issue salience/intensity model; a social 

movement influence model; and a linkage failure 

explanation. Let me take them one at a time. 

An issue salience/intensity model suggests that when 

certain issues or some configuration of issues becomes 

particularly salient or intense among the electorate, the 

political parties simply cannot deal with issues at that 

level. This argument points to a cultural explanation of 

political party erosion. Jorstad's (1981) characterization 

14{ ••• continued) 
(see Zurcher and Snow, 1981) for which there appears to be 
little empirical support. Regarding Kornhauser's model, 
some would argue that there is little predictive ability as 
detachment and alienation are related, at least 
theoretically, to both higher and lower levels of 
participation. I have suggested, however, that either 
direction could be related to erosion of support for the 
major parties. As such, one might be wary of pursuing 
psychological dimensions of party erosion since such great 
flexibility only serves, in the end, to add to the 
complexity of the question at hand. 
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of American political culture in recent years illustrates 

this theme. He writes: 

Today's trial emerges directly out of several of 
the profound social, political, and technological 
changes of the recent past, changes the Founding 
Fathers could not have anticipated. The 
political arena has become the battleground from 
which the populace expects solutions to the most 
agonizing, incomprehensible moral questions. 
Political answers in the American system need 
cooperation and compromise to succeed, but they 
are not available today. Rather, as in the 
1850's over the uncompromisable moral issue of 
slavery, public opinion is growing more divisive, 
more bitter, and less open to compromise. This 
time the issues are abortion, gay rights, the 
feminist movement, and increased armaments - to 
name the top of the list (1981:13). 

Supreme Court decisions during the 1960's and 1970's on 

issues of school prayer and abortion helped pave the way in 

a cultural sense for the emergence of the New Christian 

Right as a political force in American politics. Robert 

Bork, in his reflections upon the bitter hearings on his 

nomination to the Supreme Court, suggests that modern 

politics is "civil war carried on by other means" 

(1990:10). He writes that: 

There has always been a division between liberals 
and conservatives ••• Now we seem to be 
experiencing in our law, our politics, and our 
culture something relatively new, a kind of 
restless and unprogrammatic radicalism ••• we may 
expect a politics that is increasingly polarized 
and divisive. Max Lerner wrote that he had not 
seen a time since the 1960's when our politics 
were so Jacobin (1990:10). 

commenting on the effects of 'wedge issues' on party 

politics, Lowi (1992) writes that "while the Democrats were 
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the first to feel the cut of wedge issues, particularly 

concerning race, Republicans are now h~ving their own 

agonies over abortion, foreign policy and budget deficits. 

Wedge issues immobilize party leadership ••• " (1992:33). 

It may be during such periods of cultural disarray that 

interest groups or social movement organizations enter the 

fray and provide access where a traditional centrist two

party structure cannot. That great cultural divisiveness 

can affect the functioning of a two-party system is 

indicated in the work of Downs (1957) and sartori (1976). 

sartori (1976) suggests that at "any given point in time, 

however, it is clear that the smaller the spread of 

opinion, the smoother the functioning of two partism. 

Conversely, the greater the ideological distance, the more 

a two party format is dysfunctional" (1976:192). In this 

case the party system is the dependent variable. I should 

note, however, that sartori (1976) also argues that the 

two-party system functions to produce ideological 

consensus. 

Related to the issue salience/intensity or cultural 

explanation is what may be described as a social movements 

model. From this view, some of the great social movements 

in American history have functioned to erode political 

party strength. There is a vast literature supporting this 
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view. Bayte (1980) for example, argues that an instance of 

the power of independent political action 

was the 1972 McGovern campaign, when anti-war 
forces were able to overwhelm party bosses. 
These examples demonstrate that American politics 
remains porous and loosely organized. 
consequently, ideological organization has 
considerable space for action and influence. 
Learning such lessons, a large scale populist 
organization could have a profound impact on the 
polltical process in the coming years, whatever 
its relationto existing political parties 
(1980:207). 

Thus, it may be that in the face of mass social 

movements or an abundance of social movement activity, the 

political parties just do not matter very much. Reichley 

(1992) argues that although the progressives did not win 

the presidency in 1912 "and swiftly declined as a political 

party thereafter ••• The weakening of parties was a principal 

result of progressivism - setting in motion a process that 

is still underway" (1992:202). Concerning the emergence 

and domination of the 'hard right' within the Republican 

party in 1964, many scholars view that phenomenon as a 

conservative social movement that was able to take control 

of the party. Thus Reichley (1992) writes that: 

Goldwater swept to nomination by a majority of 
more than two to one. Movement conservatives, 
amid enormous enthusiasm (more than I have ever 
witnessed at a party convention except at the 
Democratic convention that nominated George 
McGovern in 1972, which I covered as a 
journalist), for a season at least had taken 
control of the Republican party (1992:320). 



In a similar fashion, the anti-war movement of the 

late 1960's and 1970's had a major impact upon the 

democratic party structure (Chester 1977; Reichley 1992; 

Davis 1983; Bayte 1980). Reichley (1992) argues that: 

McGovern ••• assembled an army of grass-roots 
volunteers, amateur Democrats, and anti-war 
protestors - just the kind of people who would be 
most valuable in mobilizing support in the 
increased number of primaries and the remaining 
caucuses. (McGovern's strategymay have been 
dictated in part by the fact that he had no 
chance of getting significant backing from the 
professionals.) As matters turned out, by the end 
of the first few primaries in March, Muskie had 
been virtually eliminated and McGovern was well 
on his way to the nomination. 

Similarly, Davis (1983) contents that 

the anti-vietnam War protest movement was 
partially responsible for the rapid increase in 
the percentage of first-time participants, 
especially within the Democratic party. In 1972, 
for example, 83 percent of the Democrats were 
attending their first convention (1983:74). 
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In this section I have focused upon social movements 

as an independent variable which affects political parties. 

In this case, it can be argued the 'great' movements of the 

1960s function to undermine the parties' ability to control 

the political process by creating a tumultuous political 

climate within which the parties must operate. Given a 

trend toward party erosion, it is logical to posit that 

those movements helped intensify the effect so that the 

major parties themselves felt an increased pressure from 

movement interests combined with a decreasing ability to 



contain such interests. From this view, it can be 

suggested that the major parties are particularly 

vulnerable to movement interests during the 1960-1992 
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period. However, as suggested earlier, the causal model is 

not necessarily unidirectional. It may be that the erosion 

of political parties widens the political opportunity 

structure so that social movement activity is increasingly 

likely to embed itself within party politics. Thus, 

regardless of causal direction, the embeddedness of social 

movement activity within party politics has ramifications 

for both the social movement and the party. 

Closely related to the previous two explanations of 

party erosion is an argument which suggests that political 

parties have suffered 'linkage failure' so that the parties 

no longer meet the needs of the people. From this 

viewpoint, a vast array of issues and interests have arisen 

from the population since the 1960s. The political parties 

simply cannot or will not handle this diversity (Lawson 

1988; Lawson and Merkl 1988). Merkl (1988) argues that the 

American electorate and the agenda of politics have become 

so diverse and divisive that the parties are no longer 

functional. He writes that: 

This resulted, among other things, in alter
native organizations other than national 
third parties taking up issues ignored or 
neglected by the two parties: political 
action committees appeared to maximize the 
impact of geographically scattered voters, 



interests, and op1n1on leaders and their 
funds on selected policy issues and 
candidates. The upshot appears to be a 
pattern of politics dominated by the 
individual candidates, individually organ
ized and financed, leaving to the parties 
little more than the role of beacons of 
symbolic identification of politicians 
and voters (1988:566). 
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Closely related to the concept of linkage failure as a 

cause of party erosion is the argument that major political 

parties in a two-party system, as in the united states, are 

centrist organizations which cannot handle great issue! 

ideological diversity or intensity (Shafer 1988; Downs 

1957). This is a particularly important point for the 

arguments developed in this dissertation and, as such, it 

will be discussed at length in a later section. 

conceptual Clarification 

The conceptual scheme developed in this dissertation 

can be further clarified at this point. I am arguing that 

the 1960-1992 period is distinctive in the sense that there 

is a confluence of factors which render the major parties 

particularly vulnerable to movement demands. As delineated 

in the previous section, although some dimensions of party 

strength have eroded over an extended period, it appears 

reasonable to suggest that the ability of the major parties 

to assert control over the political process have decreased 

during the 1960-1992 period. Although the movements of the 

1960s contributed to the increased vulnerability of the 
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major parties and vice-versa, it is the confluence of the 

decline of party strength and the emergence of social 

movement activity which contribute to a distinctive 

political environment. This environment is marked by the 

fact that the major parties were in a continual decline 

while social movement activity was on the increase. That 

there may be some mutual causality for this pattern cannot 

be doubted. For example, changes in communication and 

media technology clearly reduced the importance of 

political parties as well as increased the mobilization 

capacity of social movements. The central issue from my 

point of view concerns the ramifications of this 

distinctive political environment for the relationship 

between the major parties and social movement interests. 
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CHAPTER IV 

GENERAL CONSEQUENCES OF PARTY EROSION 

In this chapter I will explore some consequences of 

party erosion and examine the embeddedness of social 

movement interests across a range of institutional avenues. 

These avenues include the following: litigation, lobbying, 

PACs, direct democracy and general interest group activity. 

In the course of this examination, I will estimate the 

relevance of party erosion within each of those 

institutional avenues. As stated earlier, some of the 

phenomena under examination can be treated as both cause 

and consequence of party erosion and, as such, may define 

an iterative process. That parties can be treated as both 

an independent and dependent variable is quite clear. 

Epstein's (1967) work emphasizes factors which shape 

political parties but he argues that 

it may be acknowledged that I have really 
conceived parties as intervening variables
dependent in the sense of being determined in 
their type and form by basic national 
circumstances, but in turn partly independent or 
determining with respect both to matters like 
voting behavior or electoral representation and 
to some of the circumstances like the 
constitutional arrangements which themselves 
helped to mold the parties. These circumstances 
indicate a mutual interaction ••• The fact that I 
emphasize conditions influencing the nature of 
parties does not mean that I deny that parties 
can influence the political system and even the 
social system (1967:9). 
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In order to discuss the consequences of political 

party erosion and concomitant changes in the nature of 

institutionalized politics, it is useful to contemplate the 

consequences of a vibrant party organization. Some 

scholars have argued that the party system in the united 

states historically has been fairly limited as an 

organization and, as such, has exerted little control over 

the electorate. Thus, Duverger's (1959) comparative 

analysis of party systems reveals the American party system 

to be substantially weaker than its European counterparts. 

comparative analysis of party solidarity lend credibility 

to this view (see Hechter 1987:96-97). For Epstein (1967) 

the American parties are "loosely organized, unprogrammatic 

and less cohesive" than those in Europe. Merkle (1988) 

argues, however, that the electoral role of American 

political parties "has always been particularly important 

-- as compared to the membership organization of European 

parties ••• (1988:556). Orum (1978) argues that political 

parties in the United states have not always been so 

loosely organized and distant from the public. Pointing to 

the great urban political machines, he suggests that they 

were able to provide an assortment of incentives such that 

they had little difficulty in generating compliance among 

certain segments of the urban population. Scott and 
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Hrebenar (1984) argue that "as -the machines faded away in 

city after city, students of parties and urban government 

began to appreciate the significant contributions the 

machines had made to the variety of clients they served so 

well" (1984:119). Tracing the decline of local political 

parties during the period 1832-1952, Shafer (1988) writes 

that 

throughout this period, parties remained the major 
institution in American politics which was 
deliberately and effectively structured in the 
federal pattern, with the crucial units organized 
locally, with federation of those units coming 
together every four years to nominate a president. 
But if parties were the obvious countervailing 
devices to the nationalization of policy making 
and political attention by organized interests and 
individual citizens alike, they were also in a 
gradual, but continual, ·practical decline 
(1988:25) • 

Assuming that political parties have in the past 

exerted significant control over the political process I 

will argue that there are two central ramifications of a 

strong two-party system. At an individual level of 

analysis it has long been recognized that organizational 

commitment can outweigh ideological or issue dimensions as 

an effective motivation or incentive for behavior (Shils 

and Janowitz 1948; Lipset 1959). Thus, data on voting 

behavior during the 1950'S, a period of significant party 

control over the electoral process, reveals that party 

loyalty exerted a more powerful influence on voting 

behavior than either candidate appeal or campaign issues 



114 

(Campbell and Stokes 1959). More recent data, as suggested 

earlier, reflects a sharp break from this pattern. One 

ramification of a strong party organization is that the 

import of moral/ideological incentives is reduced among the 

electorate. To the degree that social movement groups or 

more extreme interest groups, compared to other types of 

groups, might rely upon more than instrumental and 

solidarity incentives as a mobilizing tool, it follows that 

a strong two-party system, at least with regard to 

conventional political action, is less likely to be 

inhabited by and less productive of social movement 

acti vi ty or more extreme interest group acti vi ty. 15 I am 

to this point making both an individual level and cultural 

level argument. 

At the cultural level I am suggesting that the 

cultural environment of conventional politics probably is 

less conducive to traditional social movement concerns when 

the political process is played out with diminished levels 

of passion or ideological intensity typically associated 

with a strong two-party system (see Downs, 1957). 

Therefore, as suggested in the second chapter, the 

15I am making some important social psychological 
assumptions here but I do not want to get bogged down in 
this literature as it is not particularly important for the 
upcoming arguments. On the question of multiple incentives 
for group participation see Kanter (1972) and Hechter 
(1987) • 



domination of the major parties by pragmatic interests 

tends to diminish the influence of ideological activism. 
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At the individual level, I am suggesting that during 

periods of a strong two-party system, individuals are less 

likely to be in touch with or exploited by morall 

ideological incentives as that type of incentive is less 

likely to be a critical basis of commitment. 16 In other 

words, one consequence of party erosion on the 

organizational dimension is the increased importance of 

issues and ideology to the individual voter. Jumping ahead 

for the moment, one could then argue that, combined with 

the rise of an alternative organizational infrastructure of 

political advocacy and increasing levels of education, 

there is an increasing ability for individuals or groups to 

form or latch onto groups which represent narrow, extreme, 

non-party or social movement demands. 

At a more macro level and, particularly important in 

terms of the direction of this dissertation, it can be 

argued that the demands of a two-party system are such that 

the parties have not traditionally been a haven for social 

movement activity. Political parties in the united states 

have traditionally muted extreme issues and ideology in the 

political process for the sake of building broad 

16See Pomper (1992:52-69) for an excellent discussion 
of the changing incentives in party politics. 
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constituencies. 17 Shafer (1988) argues that even though 

party officials have traditionally held more extreme views 

than the average constituent, organizational demands 

prevented ideology from playing a major role in the 

electoral process. 18 He suggests that "for a party 

official with an array of constituencies and of offices to 

fill by mobilizing them, this situation implies a 

comparatively centrist and moderate outlook. Indeed it 

implies clear additional pressures to move toward the 

political center, because both the largest number of voters 

and those most responsive to the appeals of the opposition 

party are likely to be found there" (1988:107). At a macro 

level, Downs (1957) argues that in a two-party system, for 

each party to achieve its maximum number of constituents, 

both parties must necessarily have a centrist ideology. 

Thus "each party wants to appeal to as many voters as 

17The fate of social movement interests working within 
institutionalized politics would also seem to be affected 
by the strength of the two-party system. For example, in 
order to appear to be a member of a centrist coalition, 
extreme interests or social movement interests must mute 
themselves as it is in their interest to do so. As such, 
it would appear that the achievement of victory in a strong 
two-party system is tempered by the fact that the costs of 
electoral victory (i.e., the submerging of SMO interests 
for coalitional purposes) might outweigh the benefits (i.e, 
victory). 

1~here is also abundant evidence to suggest that 
delegates at national party conventions tend to be more 
extreme on a liberal-conservatism dimension than are their 
respective constituencies (See Jackson, Brown and Bositis, 
1982:158-180). 
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possible, or at least as many as possible within some range 

of the social spectrum. Hence, no party makes its ideology 

adhere too rigidly to anyone philosophic outlook" 

(1957:110). 

Despite a fair amount of criticism, the Downs model 

receives some empirical support (See Sartori 1976). For 

sartori (1976), when the concern is with two-party systems, 

"Downs is at his best" (1976:345) and represents a general 

explanation for two-party systems and party competition. 

He writes that: 

The model predicts that in a two-party system the 
parties will compete centripetally, soft-pedaling 
cleavages and playing the game of politics with 
responsible moderation. This happens, however, 
because centripetal competition is rewarding. Why 
is it rewarding? Presumably because the floating 
voters themselves are moderates, i.e., located 
between the two parties, somewhere around the 
center of the spectrum of opinions. If the major 
group of floating voters were non-identified 
extremists, that is, extremists prepared to defect 
from an extreme left to an extreme right and 
vice versa, centripetal competition would no 
longer be rewarding. In short, twopartism "works" 
when the spread of opinion is small and its 
distribution single peaked ••• This is not to say 
that twopartism presupposes consensus, for it is 
equally true that the centripetal mechanics of 
twopartism creates consensus (1976:191). 

At the individual level, the breakdown of political 

parties produces a different kind of linkage between the 

citizen and the state so that voting behavior is more 

likely to be on the basis of issues and ideology. A 

central point for my purpose is that the American 
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electorate is increasingly available as a directly 

mobilizable constituency on the basis of issues and 

ideologies within institutionalized politics itself. At a 

macro level, without the demand of political parties for 

centrist politics, the array of issues, ideologies and 

interests upon which political action occurs is more open. 

Therefore, with party erosion, interests which at one time 

may have had little use for institutionalized politics now, 

depending upon mobilization capacity, have an increasing 

ability to work themselves into conventional politics. 

That all groups have equal access to this widening 

political opportunity structure is an empirical question, 

but in a strong two-party system it is easy to predict that 

working-class groups will have a diminished ability, 

relatively speaking, to shape conventional politics. 

satori (1976) argues, for example, that: 

The potentiality for conflict in American society 
is enormous. Yet it is not reflected at the level 
of the party system. The fact that the united 
states is the only industrial society that has not 
produced a working-class party is largely due to a 
set of peculiar historical circumstances but also 
to the nature of American twopartism. And the 
extent to which the party system is conflict 
minimizing is potentially revealed not only by the 
very high percentage of American nonvoters, but 
especially by their being low-strata nonvoters. 
The registration requirement would hardly be an 
impediment if politics had a salience for the 
nonvoting strata - a salience it obviously does 
not have. (1976:191-192). 
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Given the variation in party strength over time, the 

institutionalized political process has historically not 

always been a vehicle through which all groups can promote 

their interests. Perhaps for some groups, non

institutionalized collective action in the form of social 

movements has been the only alternative. Thus, we see the 

skepticism of so many social scientists with respect to the 

utility of social movements becoming embedded within 

conventional politics. My theoretical scheme suggests with 

party erosion all groups have increasing access, albeit 

some groups more than others. As I stated in the first 

chapter, however, increasing access does not necessarily 

equate with increasing effectiveness. That is also an 

empirical question. Generally speaking, however, I can 

argue that variation in political party strength is related 

to the degree of openness of the political opportunity 

structure and that the ability of social movement groups to 

work within that structure is to a large degree dependent 

upon the level of openness. with respect to the 1960-1992 

period, it may be reasonable to argue that the political 

opportunity structure widened, with its doors open to a 

broad range of interests among the population, a 

nationalization of the political process, so to speak. 

Phillips (1982) delineates the emergence of the New Right 

in the 1980's. He argues that: 



One of the more intriguing ~~ and so far 
least understood -- phenomena in Republi-
canism and in New Right populist conservatism 
is the extent to which advanced communications 
technology is being used by both to pursue an 
increasingly plebiscitary politics ••• Plebiscitary 
politics undercuts the role of party, putting 
increased emphasis on technology , the mood of 
the public and short-term issue-based coalitions. 
Such developments are entirely compatible with 
either a populist reinvigoration of atrophying 
institutions or a trend to Caesarism (1982:227). 

If Phillips is correct in suggesting that party 
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decline may be associated with a populist politics, perhaps 

an increasing number of groups (including social movement 

groups), which at one time might have exerted pressure from 

outside of the institutionalized political arena, may now 

find that they can work within that system. It is from 

this macro point of view that this dissertation takes its 

cue. 

Alternative Avenues into Institutionalized Politics: 
An Empirical Description of the utilization of 
Litigation, Lobbying, PACs, Direct Democracy 

and General Interest Group Activity 

I have thus far argued that an important consequence 

of party erosion is a more open political opportunity 

structure. What does that mean empirically? In this 

section I will focus upon consequences of party erosion, 

with special attention given to an empirical 

characterization of a more open political opportunity 

structure. In so doing, it is necessary to describe a new 

set of linkages between the citizen and the state such that 
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social movement concerns have easier access within 

institutionalized politics. It should be noted here that 

some of the alternatives to be discussed are probably not 

directly linked to party erosion and the causal ordering 

may be bi-directional but, as suggested earlier, the set of 

alternatives help define the nature of an open political 

opportunity structure of which political party erosion is a 

central dynamic. 

Litigation 

The first alternative avenue, litigation and 

utilization of the legal system, is only indirectly linked 

to political party erosion, but helps to define an open 

political opportunity structure. In fact, an increase in 

litigation and jUdicial activity on the part of many 

interest groups is most likely due to a combination of the 

great social movements of the 1960's, increasing levels of 

jUdicial activism and, legislation enacted by Congress 

making it easier for groups to utilize the legal system 

(See Schlozman and Tierney 1986:358-385). That an 

increased occurrence of judicial activity can help erode 

the functions of political parties does seem reasonable. 

In the first chapter I noted that an array of groups have 

increasingly utilized litigation as a means of achieving 

their interests. There is some evidence to support this 

contention. Schlozman and Tierney (1986) report that 38 
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percent of interest groups in the Washington 

Representatives Survey agreed that they utilized litigation 

and the filing of lawsuits as a technique more than in the 

past. Although this data is not broken down across the 

range of interest groups, there is some data in the 

Schlozman and Tierney study which distinguishes between 

organizations on the legal dimension. Between 1958-1961, a 

combination of citizens' groups, civil rights groups, 

social welfare groups, and women/elderly and handicapped 

organizations accounted for only 15 percent of all 

organizations filing amicus briefs. However, between 1978-

1981, that same combination of organizations accounted for 

37 percent of that activity. Schlozman and Tierney 

conclude that there has been a "remarkable expansion of 

amicus activity by organizations representing the interests 

of the disadvantaged and broad publics ..... (1986:382). 

They write: 

The increases in amicus participation are 
particularly conspicuous in certain issue areas. 
For example, there have been extraordinary 
increases in amicus participation in cases 
involving labor unions, free press issues, racial 
discrimination, and church-state relations 
(1986:371). 

That the utilization of litigation and exertion of 

pressure within the judiciary has provided some 

institutional access for social movements is clear. During 

the 1940's and 1950's the issue of civil rights was more 
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likely to achieve success in the courts than in Congress or 

state legislatures. During the 1970's litigation on 

environmental issues was an important tactic for the 

emerging environmental movement. Thus ornstein and Elder 

(1978) suggest that "in addition to the growing number of 

environmental groups, their political activism and emphasis 

on technical expertise, the environmental lawsuit was 

beginning to play an important role in blocking individual 

encroachments on the environment but also in provoking the 

legislative and executive branches of government into 

action" (1978:162-163). 

Has this type of strategy specifically increased for 

social movement groups? Again, the interest group 

literature reveals some evidence relating to litigation 

assuming that 'citizens' groups, social welfare, and poor 

people's organizations' represent a reasonably valid 

characterization as social movement groups. Schlozman and 

Tierney (1986) write that: 

Numerous factors help explain why the 
disadvantaged and broad publics have scored some 
notable successes in the courts in recent decades. 
First, the number of organizations representing 
such interests has increased substantially in 
recent years. Our data indicate that more than 
half of the civil rights groups and more than 
three-quarters of the citizens' groups, social 
welfare, and poor people's organizations with 
offices in Washington were founded since 1960. 
Many of these new organizations - such as the 
National center for a Barrier Free Environment, 
the Environmental Defense Fund, the Lawyer's 
Committee for civil Rights under Law, and the 
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Migrant Legal Action Project, to name but a few -
work almost exclusively through the courts to 
achieve their goals (1986:379). 

The utilization of litigation and other legal tactics 

does not, of course, represent directly an embeddedness 

within institutionalized politics. In fact, it may reflect 

a closed political opportunity structure. I include this 

basic institution, however, because it does address the 

nature of the relationship between social movement groups 

and an established institution. The data just presented is 

at least suggestive of a widening political opportunity 

structure, in a general sense, during the past thirty 

years. As well, it is increasingly difficult to divorce 

the jUdiciary from conventional politics. Much has been 

written about the politicization of jUdicial appointments 

in recent years. Writing about the relationship between 

the law, ideological movements and, the politicization of 

the supreme court nomination process, Robert Bork (1990) 

argues that: 

As an integral part of that culture, law both 
reflects and influences trends and ideological 
movements there ••• In the last twenty-five years ••• 
we seem to be experiencing in our law, our 
politics, and our culture something relatively 
new ••• The day before the nomination forty-five 
such organizations were represented at a strategy 
session held at the Washington office of the 
Leadership Conference on civil Rights ••• So 
pervasive and intense was the 
politicization of the confirmation process that 
the American Bar Association, through its 
committee on the Federal Judiciary, became a 
player in the game (1990:10, 282, 292). 
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The ability of various groups to utilize the judiciary 

is to some extent dependent upon politics. Schlozman and 

Tierney (1986) argue that "although the disadvantaged and 

broad publics have fared well in the courts over the past 

half century, one need only examine the conservative 

posture of the Court from the 1870's through the 1930's -

and the ascendance of the conservative bloc on the court in 

the 1983-1984 term - to see that there is nothing 

institutionally inevitable about this" (1986:378). I would 

argue that the degree to which judicial ideology is 

associated with increased access to the legal system 

suggests a relationship between party erosion and that 

accessibility. Let me explain. If, as a result of 

political party erosion, elected officials in charge of 

judicial appointments are themselves increasingly 

accountable to interest groups/social movement groups then 

the groups themselves influence the accessibility of the 

legal system by shaping the ideology of that system. In 

this sense, an indirect link between political party 

erosion and accessibility of the legal system is 

established. More generally, I simply want to suggest that 

the legal system is one institution that appears to define 

. a more open political opportunity structure and, depending 

upon ideological direction, represents or has represented 
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an increasingly viable avenue for the assertion of social 

movement demands. 

Lobbying 

A second alternative avenue associated with a more 

open political opportunity structure is lobbying activity. 

This tactic brings us into the realm of institutionalized 

politics and is a rather ~irect measure of various groups' 

willingness to participate in that arena. Lobbying 

activity on the part of interest groups has increased 

dramatically in the past twenty years. ornstein and Elder 

(1978) for example, suggest that "as access to 

policymakers increased, new groups formed to lobby 

Congress. Thus, the 1970's saw the development and 

expansion of both Washington-based and grass-roots lobbying 

efforts from a wider range of groups" (1978:82). Data from 

Schlozman and Tierney's (1986) Washington Representatives 

Survey lends empirical credibility to this claim. Of the 

top ten techniques utilized more than in the past by 

interest groups at least three were directly concerned with 

lobbying activity. Thus, 67 percent of interest groups 

said that they contacted government officials directly more 

than in the past (1986:155). But what about the 

participation of social movement groups in the lobbying 

game? Again, utilizing Schlozman and Tierney's (1986) 

survey one might infer that social movement groups do 



indeed utilize lobbying activity. Thus, 71 percent of 

citizens' groups said that they mounted grass roots 

lobbying efforts while 58 percent said that they had 

influential constituents contact their congressional 
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representatives' office (1986:17J). One hundred percent of 

citizens' groups said that they testify at hearings and 

contact officials directly. Increases in lobbying activity 

appear to have occurred at both the federal and state 

level. Landsberg (1990) writes that 

a surge of activity in state capitals has set off 
a political equivalent of the Gold Rush ••• Special 
interest groups and corporations, too, are sending 
their own lobbyists into the states in growing 
numbers ••• The actual number of bills considered by 
legislatures has remained about the same the past 
decade - it hovers around 200,000 a year for all 
50 states ••• But the nature of the bills has 
changed. The issues are bigger, the stakes 
higher. Smoking. Abortion. Assault rifles. Toxic 
waste. Tort reform. AIDS. All are issues that 
once might have fallen under the purview of the 
federal government. Now each can be found on the 
agenda of nearly every legislature (1990:2). 

Although there may not be a direct cause and effect 

relationship between party erosion and lobbying activity on 

the part of social movement groups, a suspected covariation 

would suggest that both in part define an increasingly open 

political opportunity structure. 19 The utilization of 

19See Ornstein and Elder (1978:80-82) and Schlozman 
and Tierney (1986:J01-J02) for a discussion about the 
causes of increases in lobbying activity. One major factor 
influencing the degree of lobbying activity concerns shifts 
in the way power is wielded in the Congress during the 
1970's. Ornstein and Elder (1978) argue that from "1968 to 

(continued •.• ) 
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lobbying activity cuts to the very core of debates between 

elitist and pluralist conceptions of power. The activity 

in itself implies working within the system and in so doing 

there are potential risks involved in compromise, the 

reduction of membership intensity and direct competition 

with elites. I will discuss these issues in a later 

section. 

Some of the literature on lobbying activity has noted 

that such activity has been important and effective for the 

women's movement (Costain and costain, 1983), the 

environmental movement (Ornstein and Elder, 1978) and the 

New Christian Right (Hertzke, 1988 and Keller, 1980). The 

utilization of lobby tactics has traditionally been a 

source of friction within the women's movement. Some of 

the more militant wings of the movement believed that such 

tactics betrayed the purity of the movement while "other 

interest groups within the movement believed that they 

could attract more sympathizers to the cause if the 

movement deemphasized its use of protests and disorderly 

actions. One way to reduce the need for protest was to 

start lobbying, working within the system" (Costain and 

19( ••• continued) 
1978, Congress, through waves of reform, ended or revised 
long-established practices that critics had claimed made it 
the most ossified of the nations' governmental institutions 
••• Lobbyists not only had to be more active, to communicate 
their messages to a much broader range of members and staff 
- but they also had to adopt more sophisticated lobbying 
techniques" (1978:80, 82). 
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Costa in 1983:198). There has been both success and failure 

in Washington but Costa in and Costa in (1983) argue that 

"the ties between movement lobbies and a politically 

mobilized membership give them added clout ••• Lobbying and 

the ongoing representation of women's interests in 

Washington have brought women's concerns from the private 

sphere where they traditionally had been placed, into the 

public arena. One possible consequence of this 

'politicization' of women's issues is the recently 

observed 'gender gap' in public opinion" (1983:212, 214). 

Ornstein and Elder's (1978) case study of clean air 

legislation during the 1970's dramatizes the importance of 

lobbying for social movements. Although in the end, the 

Clean Air bill of 1977, represented a compromise between 

two coalitions, it is doubtful that the environmental 

coalition could even have achieved this without the ability 

to mount an intensive lobby effort to counter lobbying 

efforts by an extraordinary powerful alliance of industry

union leaders. Ornstein and Elder write that: 

Throughout the spring and summer of 1977, the mail 
continued to pour in on both sides of the issue. 
Presidents of all four automakers tried to visit 
every senator personally. So did Woodcock. 
Pomerance concentrated on meeting with members' 
staff aides, seeking meetings with senators and 
House members only when he felt personal contact 
would make a difference. Special Sierra Club 
grants financed trips to Washington by out-of
state environmentalists to present the case for 
strong clean air bill (1978:182). 
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During the 1984 congressional debate on school prayer, 

intense lobbying by fundamentalists groups put enormous 

pressure upon congress. Hertzke (1988) writes that 

fundamentalist Christian groups flexed their 
lobbying muscle and flooded the Hill with mail and 
phone calls. The Moral Majority, Christian Voice, 
and Concerned Women for America mobilized their 
constituencies, while the networks of TV and radio 
evangelists called for the faithful to political 
action. The results were dramatic. Texas Senator 
Lloyd Bentsen's office received over 1,500 calls 
in one daY ••• California Senator Pete wilson 
received 2,000 calls in the last two weeks of 
February, compared to 5,400 in all of 1983, as 
religious television stations flashed his name and 
number on the screen. New phone lines were 
installed, millions of pieces of mail landed on 
the Capital steps, vigils were held, famous 
athletes came to testify (1988:70). 

similarly, in school prayer issues before the congress 

during 1980, Keller (1980) reports that when Rep. Mickey 

Edwards, R-Okla., was slow to support the Christian right, 

"William C. Chasey Jr., a lobbyist for The Roundtable, 

phoned a television preacher in Oklahoma who agreed to 

castigate the congressman on the air for failing to toe the 

fundamentalist line. The TV sermon brought Edwards a flood 

of unhappy letters from prayer supporters ••• (1980:2629). 

Although the utilization of the lobby tactic and 

working within the system often necessitates some degree of 

compromise, Hertzke (1988) argues that "this strategic 

positioning by leaders in the religious right may serve to 

legitimate a system from which their constituents had 

previously been alienated" (1988:90). 
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As the Schlozman and Tierney (1986) data suggests, the 

utilization of lobbying activity on the part of social 

movement interests has increased over the past two decades 

and is a manifestation of a more open political opportunity 

structure. Although working within institutionalized 

politics, in this case lobbying activity, may have some 

potentially negative ramifications for social movement 

organizations, such activity has been necessary to at least 

hold the line on some issues and appears to have yielded 

benefits for some groups. with respect to a causal linkage 

between party erosion and lobbying activity it is apparent 

that political parties no longer function as the central 

mediator between the citizen and the political system. 

Rather, individual politicians are increasingly subject to 

the direct pressures of interest groups and, as such, they 

are more susceptible to social movement demands. In this 

sense, I would speculate that increases in lobbying 

activity by social movement organizations directly reflect 

the erosion of political parties. 

PACS 

A third avenue for the expression of social movement 

demands within institutionalized politics are Political 

Action Committees (i.e. PACs). PACs are "interest groups 

which seek to accomplish their objectives through the 

electoral process. Unlike lobbies, PACs are authorized to 
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engage in a range of electoral activities, attempting to 

influence legislation by electing sympathetic legislators" 

(Latus, 1984:251). The emergence of PACs within 

conventional politics has generated an enormous amount of 

research and has been the subject of numerous debates (See 

Sabato, 1984). Campaign reform laws in 1974 gave PACs 

increasing leverage in the political process such that by 

1980 they were able to raise more money than either of the 

political parties (Himmelstein 1983:29; Wolinetz 1988:284). 

The type of PAC associated with most social movement groups 

are Inonconnected l PACs of which about one-half can be 

considered ideological PACs "with an identifiable political 

philosophy" (Sabato 1984:11). The number of nonconnected 

PACs increased from 110 in 1973 to 1,053 in 1984, and since 

1978 this category of PAC had the greatest growth (Sabato 

1984:12-13, Sorauf 1988). Although it is difficult to 

delineate precisely from these figures the increasing 

utilization of PACs by social movement organizations, most 

scholars recognize a clear trend. Thus, Sabato (1984) 

writes that 

most PACs, particularly the single-issue and 
ideological committees, have spurred the growth of 
opposition PACs. Conservatives were quickest to 
organize, and some of their PACs continue to 
dominate fundraising in the ideological sphere. 
But the left clearly has stirred with the 
formation of new groups ••• More specialized 
liberal groups are also bringing a balance to PAC 
spending ••• Environmental groups, especially the 
League of Conservation Voters, the Sierra Club, 
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Friends of the Earth, and Environmental Action, 
have taken the PAC route to counteract pro
development campaign contributions from corporate 
interests (1984:26). 

While many scholars recognize that the emergence of 

PACs has dramatically altered the role of parties in the 

political process, some have also argued that their 

emergence reflects a more open political opportunity 

structure. Thus, Lawson (1988) argues that "in the united 

states, where the institution of party was itself coming 

into serious question, it made more sense to abandon the 

idea of party altogether if what one wanted was a new way 

to maintain an old bond with government. The American PACs 

differ from all the other organizations considered ••• in 

that in this case thousands of new groups have emerged to 

take over a key linkage role of major parties, i.e., 

holding elected representatives accountable to (some of) 

their supporters" (1988:22). Relative to political parties 

it may be reasonable to conclude that the PAC linkage 

provides for a more open political process. Schlozman and 

Tierney (1986) argue that "when compared to a pre-watergate 

system of free-for-all giving by individuals, PAC-based 

congressional campaign finance indeed democratizes giving. 

The set of citizen donors mobilized by PACs (and PACs only) 

is much less skewed in socio-economic terms than the group 

of individuals who give to campaigns through party or 
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candidate organizations in addition to - or instead of -

through PACs" (1986:252). 

The utilization of PACs has been a significant 

component of the emergence of the New Christian Right 

within institutionalized politics during the 1980's. 

Although by 1982 there were only two significant Christian 

PACs, one of them, the Christian Voice Moral Government 

Fund (CVMGF), raised close to a million dollars during the 

1980 and 1982 election campaigns. "In conjunction with 

Christian Voice Lobby, it also distributed over two million 

Report Cards in 32 races in 1980. Of the targeted 

incumbents, 23 were defeated" (Latus 1984:253). Jorstad 

(1987) writes that: 

The religious Right offered resources, energy, and 
votes for the GOP. The expanded American 
Coalition of Traditional Values leadership set a 
$3 million budget to support candidates in some 
100 districts favorable to the social agenda. 
Christian Voice projected a half million budget 
for the same general purpose. Before making his 
announcement on running for Presidency, Robertson 
in 1985 established a political action committee 
with a $2 million budget to fund campaign expenses 
of pro-Robertson office seekers. He also 
established a fund-raising target of a five dollar 
gift from a large number of his regular 
supporters. Underlying the program was the 
understanding that would the recipient be elected, 
he would have a friend in the White House for 
reciprocal public policy making (1987:231). 

Even those groups which have experienced internal 

dissension over the utilization of institutional tactics 

have pursued the PAC strategy. Kriz (1992) suggests that 



the Sierra Club "is gearing up to help its friends in 

Congress keep their jobs ••• The San Francisco-based 

environmental group hopes to raise $600,000 for its 

political action committee. In the last election, the 

group doled out $380,000 in PAC donations" (1992:7). 
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In comparison to a strong two-party system, it would 

appear reasonable to suggest that PACs partially define a 

more open political opportunity structure. Historically, 

organized interests probably suffered cooptation by elites 

(Duverger 1959) as they engaged the party system or, in 

Shafer's words, "it had meant that their influence was much 

diluted" (1988:115). with the decline in parties, however, 

"they could put themselves dil'ectly in the service of one 

or more presidential contenders and demand policy responses 

to accompany their support" (1988:115). 

Although the dramatic growth of PACs has alarmed some 

scholars, politicians and pundits, some analysts conclude 

that PACs "offer hundreds of thousands of Americans an 

outlet for political participation and an opportunity to 

exercise the basic rights of free expression and 

association ••• " (Sabato 1984:XV). Thus, Sabato concludes 

that "just about every classification of American has at 

least one entry" and that "most shades of political opinion 

find expression in a PAC" (1984:25). PACs appear to be 



ideally suited for political behavior in 'mass' society. 

Sorauf (1988) suggests that: 

Americans no longer live all of their lives in the 
compact confines of the local ward or 
neighborhood, or even of the congressional 
district. It is indeed the logical end point of 
the nationalization of American politics that 
voters may be politically close to and more 
compatible with an issue constituency scattered 
allover the country ••• For such a shift from a 
geographical constituency to a functional or 
ideological constituency, the political action 
committee is well adapted (1988:291). 
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Looking at the distribution of PACs by organizational 

type and political philosophy might lead one to question 

the a~~uwption of an open political structure. Based upon 

1979-1980 data, Scholzman and Tierney (1986) report that 

corporate, trade, business, professional and agricultural 

associations account for almost 70 percent of all PACs and 

a 70 percent share of all PAC giving (1988:249). On the 

other hand, those groups most likely to be viewed as 

offshoots of social movement organizations (i.e., 

citizens'/ideological groups; civil rights/minority 

organizations; social welfare and the poor; 

women/elderly/handicapped organizations) comprise only 

about 5 percent of all PACs and a 5.8 percent share of all 

PAC giving (1988:249). The distribution of PACs and PAC 

money thus reveals a structure dominated by traditional 

powers. 
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On the question of political philosophy, Schlozman and 

Tierney found that 84 percent of the ideological, foreign 

policy and cause PACs were conservative while 16 percent 

were liberal (1988:249). Taken together, these findings 

suggest that although a wider range of groups can utilize 

the PAC strategy than were able to utilize traditional 

political parties, the PAC setting will not likely put many 

social movement groups on equal footing with traditional 

elites. In this sense, one should remain skeptical about 

the contribution of PACs toward a more open political 

opportunity structure. Schlozman and Tierney (1988) 

suggest that: 

PAC contributors are, like any set of 
political activists, skewed sociologically. 
What is more, because not all PAC donors can 
afford to give equally, PAC money is in the 
aggregate far less balanced in its sources 
than is the group of individuals who give 
to PACs: business is well represented, and 
the disadvantaged, especially the poor and 
minorities, are hardly represented at all 
in PAC giving. In addition, the interests 
of certain diffuse publics, especially 
environmentalists, figure only marginally 
in PAC giving (1988:252). 

PACs and interest groups can provide an avenue for 

participation in conventional politics at the expense of 

the parties through their linkage with electoral campaigns. 

The decline of political parties has altered the 

organizational structure of the campaign process. 

presidential contenders, for example, have in the past 
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relied upon party organization as the vehicle to mobilize 

voters, but with its erosion such contenders have 

increasingly relied upon alternative organizations through 

which to conduct campaigns. Although the mass media has 

clearly taken an increased role in the electoral process, 

it has not reduced the importance of an effective 

organizational structure. Rather than attempting to build 

an organizational/campaign structure from scratch, the most 

efficient strategy is to utilize a pre-existing structure 

of organized interests and issue organizations. It is at 

this intersection that social movement organizations in the 

form of PACs or interest groups find one possible route 

into conventional politics. Shafer (1988) and Davis (1983) 

for example, argue that a large part of Jimmy Carter's 

successful 1976 presidential campaign was attributable to 

his utilization of the National Education Association, 

which had a diffuse network of 1,750,000 members. Although 

the NEA is unlikely to be mistaken for a social movement 

organization, this example illustrates the possible 

relationship between non-party organized interests and 

election campaigns. 2o They can and must use each other. 

Thus, Carter won his bid for the presidency while the NEA 

had a major influence within the Democratic Platform 

20That the National Education Association might serve as 
a conduit for social movement activity would not seem so far
fetched however. 
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committee culminating in the creation of the Department of 

Education (Shafer, 1988). The main point is that social 

movement organizations, in the form of PACs or interest 

groups, can work their way into institutionalized politics 

by providing the infrastructure for political campaigns. 

Shafer (1988) makes this important point well. 

The various candidates, once compelled to create 
nationwide, personal, nominating campaigns and 
once deprived of the ability to do this through 
the official party, saw the immediate need to 
mobilize some existing framework to carry the 
national effort. It was difficult enough to 
generate an organized campaign presence in all of 
the states; it was probably impossible to create 
such a presence primarily through the use of 
unattached individuals. From this reality, it 
was but a short step to seeking out the organized 
interests (1988:117). 

There is evidence to support this contention. With 

regard to the New Right Conservative Movement, Crawford 

(1980) argues that both NCPAC (National Conservative 

Political Action Committee) and CFTR (Citizens for the 

Republic) have been closely tied to political campaigns. 

Although under federal law a PAC cannot function as a 

campaign organization, in reality some have managed to do 

just that. Crawford (1980) describes a 1977 fund-raising 

letter from Jesse Helms: 

'What's the NCPAC secret?' asked a fund
raising letter by Helms (March 11, 1977). 
'They provide campaign experts--in press 
relations, voter surveys, TV advertising, 
campaign management, and more--instead of 
merely dumping cash into a campaign and 
hoping for the best. One of the reasons for 
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insistence on providing more than just finan
cial assistance in a campaign,' the letter 
by Helms continues. 'NCPAC prefers to give 
technical political assistance, therefore 
insuring that campaigns are run on a sound 
basis' (1980:16). 

Describing the role of CFTR in Reagan's bid for the 

1980 GOP nomination, Crawford concludes that 

there can be little question that it greatly 
enhanced the Californian's chances to become 
the GOP standard-bearer in 1980. According 
to the Washington Post, it footed the bills 
when Reagan toured the country week after 
week in 1978 to promote the candidacies of 
Republican hopefuls, taping as many as fifty
four radio endorsements and twelve television 
spots in one week. The Committee also spent 
thousands of dollars in 1978 to promote 
other GOP candidates; it sponsored seminars, 
placed campaign workers in a number of GOP 
campaigns, and published a twice-monthly 
newsletter, which claims it 'prints the news 
one seldom finds--but should--in the mass 
media' (1980:17). 

Writing about the post-1968 presidential nominating 

system, Epstein (1986) suggests that candidates "win 

nomination without having to form coalitions of party 

leaders and interests; they win by depending almost 
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entirely on their own vote-seeking campaign organization. 

Hence, the nomination ceases to be a genuine party affair 

from which the successful candidate emerges as the leader 

of a coalition united organizationally for the general 

election campaign and for governing after winning the 

election" (1986:103). 



141 

Again, the best data I have found concerning the 

relationship between PACs/interest groups and the non

monetary contributions to campaign organizations comes from 

the Schlozman and Tierney (1986) Washington Representatives 

Survey. Among all interest groups in the survey, 

'contributing work or personnel to electoral campaigns' 

ranks fairly low as a chosen technique of influence. Thus, 

only 14 percent of corporate interest groups and 23 percent 

of trade associations utilize this technique. However, 70 

percent of union and 33 percent of citizens' groups 

utilized this strategy. It may be reasonable to speculate 

from these findings that social movement groups must 

utilize distinctive, non-financial techniques of electoral 

influence. For example, among corporations and trade 

associations, 86 percent and 66 percent of those groups 

respectively made financial contributions to electoral 

campaigns. However, only 29 percent of citizens' groups 

made financial contributions. As such, one could argue 

that social movement groups must augment their influence in 

electoral politics within the organizational realm while 

other groups have the resources to pursue financial 

influence. In any event, it seems reasonable to argue that 

social movement groups in the form of PACs or citizens' 

groups are increasingly likely to become part of campaign 

infrastructures. Writing about the emergent influence of 
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the Christian right in electoral politics, Keller (1980) 

suggests that "in addition to such formal aid, some of the 

evangelicals' favored candidates seemed to be getting 

valuable exposure through conservative churches. The 

activity is reminiscent of the role some Southern black 

churches have placed in assisting liberal candidates" 

(1980:2634). 

Direct Democracy 

Another avenue for the expression of interest group 

demands within institutionalized politics falls under the 

rubric of direct democracy. In a closed political 

opportunity structure it is reasonable to suppose that, all 

things being equal, social movements will be less likely to 

utilize institutionalized politics as a vehicle to make 

demands. Thus, in 1977 the People's Lobby posed an 

important question. "How can the people attract attention 

to their needs? There are disruptive methods like the 

boycott or the strike, but to be effective they must be 

massive, and even then are difficult and indirect. There 

should be simple and legal methods for communicating with 

government" (Tallian 1977:3). During periods of an open 

political opportunity structure, however, it may be that 

various methods of direct democracy are more alluring. 

Initiatives, referenda and recall are methods of 

direct democracy and can be defined as "the power to 
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initiate legislation that their representatives have 

refused to enact; to veto legislation they do not want; to 

recall from office their representative found unworthy of 

their trust" (John R. Haynes cited in Tallion, 1977:8). 

If, as I have already argued, the past 30 or so years 

has seen a widening of the political opportunity structure 

then one might expect an increase in the usage of direct 

democracy methods. There is some evidence to support this 

argument. Magleby (1988) reports on statewide usage of the 

initiative. 21 From 1960-69 there were 85 initiatives on 

ballots with 39 having passed. From 1970-1979 there were 

120 initiatives on ballot with 44 passing. Finally, from 

1980-1989 there were 191 initiatives on ballot with 81 

passing. Interesting as well, is the fact that the period 

1910-1919 shows the largest amount of initiative activity 

with a total of 269 on ballot with 98 having passed. As I 

have suggested earlier, there has been variation over time 

in the strength of political institutions and that during 

the progressive movement of the early 1900's those 

institutions may have been weakened. Thus, Magleby (1988) 

suggests that "the last decade has seen a resurgence in 

interest in three direct democracy devices-the initiative, 

the popular referendum and the recall. Those processes 

21There is up to this point very little longitudinal 
data on referenda (See Ranney, 1978:80-81). 



144 

reflect the Progressive Era reformers' aim of enlarging the 

role of citizens and voters as well as restricting or 

checking the power of intermediary institutions such as 

state and local legislatures" (1988:600). 

Are social movement groups/issues represented in the 

direct democracy process? Data on initiative measures 

classified by subject, from 1898 to 1976 (Ranney 1978), 

appear to support this contention. Initiative measures on 

government, political processes and public morality 

occurred as frequently as those on revenue, taxation and 

bonds (Ranney 1978:78). In more recent years there has 

been "a marked increase in initiative measures affecting 

civil liberties and civil rights ••• The most recent 

development has been an increase in initiatives on 

environmental protection, such as proposals to regulate or 

prohibit the development of nuclear power plants ••• " 

(1978:80). By 1990 initiatives on issues such as abortion 

and environment were becoming common. 

Evidence of a relationship between political party 

strength and the utilization of direct democracy methods 

would provide initial plausibility for an increased 

attention on party strength as it relates to social 

movement activity. Syer (1987) argues that since parties 

"endeavor to elect their members to positions of power in 

representative institutions, direct democracy devices which 



145 

either overturn or ignore office holders are usually 

antithetical to strong parties" (1987:34). utilizing a 

measure of legislative solidarity as well as the Ranney 

Inter-Party Classification system, Price (1975) finds an 

inverse relationship between party strength and initiative 

use. He concludes that "there is strong evidence to 

suggest that initiative state legislatures do differ in a 

statistically significant way from non-initiative states in 

terms of party competition. Non-initiative states had far 

more disciplined, cohesive legislative parties than 

initiative states. Again, the hypothesis that weak party 

systems would associate with initiative states is partially 

confirmed. While there was little difference between high 

and low-use states, initiative states had far less 

cohesive, disciplined political parties than non-initiatJ.".re 

states" (Price 1975:254). 

It seems reasonable to conclude that over time and 

place, when those institutions which control the political 

process are weak, there is an increased ability for a wider 

array of interests, including social movement groups to 

utilize that system to their advantage. For example, it 

probably is no accident that the use of direct democracy 

methods have often been associated with the American west. 

For Price (1975), "it may well be that the initiative was 

able to catch on in at least some western states because 
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the political institutions and channels for doing things 

were not as firmly rooted in tradition as they were in the 

eastern, southern, and midwestern states. After all, the 

Progressive Movement swept the western states only a few 

decades after most had attained statehood" (1987:248). At 

a cultural level, Hrebenar (1987) argues that the West also 

"has a long tradition of frontier individualism and support 

for noninstitutional methods of political decision 

making. 22 One manifestation of this is the use of direct 

legislation as a means of circumventing legislatures and 

providing public participation into the law-making process" 

(1987:7). 

General Interest Group Activity 

I have alluded to interest group activity in the 

discussion of PACs, initiatives, and lobbying activity, but 

in this section I will focus specifically on the formation 

of interest groups as an institutional avenue for the 

assertion of demands. Much attention has been given to the 

dramatic increase in interest group activity over the past 

twenty or so years. Although some social scientists (see 

for example Walker, 1983 and Jenkins, 1987) have begun to 

place such activity within a sociological paradigm, I 

22 I would, of course, characterize the utilization of 
direct democracy methods such as the initiative as a pro
institutional strategy for the assertion of demands. 
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believe, as suggested in the first chapter, that there 

needs to be a closer tie between political science and 

sociology as social movement activity becomes more embedded 

within institutionalized politics. Jenkins' (1987) article 

describing the emergence of a nonpolitical advocacy groups 

is, to my knowledge, one of the few pieces by a sociologist 

that explicitly links social movement activity with the 

emergence of nonprofit advocacy sector. In my view, many 

of these organization may comprise an emerging social 

movement industry (Mccarthy and Zald, 1977). For some 

scholars, these groups represent moral convictions rather 

than narrow economic interests and lead to an increasing 

pluralism by giving people a voice who historically have 

had little influence. As noted earlier, however, Jenkins 

is less optimistic. He argues that while these 

organization may reflect an increasing diversification of 

interests, they are ultimately dependent upon elit~ 

patronage. As well, the nonprofit advocacy sector is small 

relative to the interest group sector associated with 

corporations and professional elites. Thus, for Jenkins, 

an emerging nonprofit advocacy sector simply cannot take 

the place of mass social movements in bringing about real 

change. Nonetheless, I want to take a look at this 

burgeoning interest group sector. 
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There has been a dramatic increase in the number of 

interest groups having a Washington presence since the 

1960's (Schlozman and Tierney, 1986). In 1960, there were 

only 523 organizations listed in Congressional Quarterly 

Almanac - 1960; while by 1980, 6,601 organizations had 

Washington representation (1986:67, 77). Schlozman and 

Tierney report that "fully 40 percent of the organizations 

having offices in Washington have been founded since 1960 

and 25 percent since 1970" (1986:75). To what degree have 

more traditional social movement concerns been a part of 

this growth? Data from the Schlozman and Tierney study 

suggests that such concerns constitute a large portion of 

the overall growth of interest group activity. They report 

that 

systematic data confirm the popular impression 
that many new citizens's, civil rights, and social 
welfare organizations have emerged since 1960 ••• 76 
percent of the citizen's groups, 56 percent of the 
civil rights groups and 79 percent of the social 
welfare and poor people's organizations but only 
38 percent of the trade associations and 14 
percent of the corporations were founded since 
1960. In addition, 57 percent of the citizens' 
groups and 51 percent of the social welfare and 
poor people's organizations, but only 23 percent 
of the trade and other business associations and 6 
percent of the corporations were founded since 
1970. These figures confirm the observation that 
there has been an explosion in the number of 
groups representing the interests of broad publics 
and the disadvantaged (1986:75). 
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These figures also support the contention that social 

movement activity is increasingly likely to become embedded 

within institutionalized politics. 

Some scholars see this explosion in interest group 

activity as evidence of an increasingly pluralistic 

political structure. Loomis and Cigler (1983), for 

example, write that: 

Beginning in the late 1950's, political 
participation patterns have undergone 
some great transformations. Conventional 
activities such as voting has declined, 
and political parties, the traditional 
aggregators and articulators of mass in
terests, have become extremely weak. Yet 
at all levels of government, evidence of 
citizen involvement is apparent, often 
in the form of new or revived groups. 
Particularly impressive has been the growth 
of citizens' groups - those organized around 
an idea or cause (at times a single issue) 
and having no occupational basis for member
ship. Fully one-half of such groups have 
formed since 1960, and by 1980 they had moved 
from 14 percent to 21 percent of all groups 
represented in Washington ••• A "participation 
revolution" is occurring in the country as 
large numbers of citizens are becoming active 
in an ever-increasing number of protest groups, 
citizens' organizations, and special interest 
groups (1983:11). 

Taken as a whole, however, the interest group 

community appears to be heavily skewed toward certain types 

of interests and that an overly pluralistic view of 

interest group activity may not be warranted. Looking at 

the distribution of all organizations having Washington 

representation in the Schlozman and Tierney study, four 
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non-social movement categories (i.e., corporations, trade 

and other business associations; foreign commerce and 

corporations; professional associations) constitute 77 

percent of all groups as of 1981 (1986:67). For Schlozman 

and Tierney, "the over-representation of business interests 

takes place at the expense of two other kinds of 

organizations: groups representing broad public interests 

and groups representing the less advantaged" ••• and 

that ••• "it is clear that Schattschneider's observations two 

decades ago about the shape of the Washington pressure 

community are apt today" (1986:68). 

At the individual level as well, there exists a large 

literature from which one would predict a distinct middle

class bias with regard to the probability of a given person 

being represented by an interest group. Schlozman and 

Tierney conclude that when one considers "the sUbstantial 

portion of the pressure community consisting of groups 

organized about economic roles, the socio-economic tilt of 

the Washington pressure system is unambiguous. The 

professionals and managers who might be considered to be 

'haves' constitute at most 16 percent of American adults: 

they are represented by 88 percent of economic 

organizations" (1986:91). As noted in Loomis and Cigler 

(1983), reform groups and citizens' groups tend to rely 

upon the "educated, white middle-class for their membership 
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and financial base" (1983:22). Such evidence would lend 

credibility to an elitist conception of power described in 

the first chapter. On the issue of elite patronage alluded 

to by Jenkins and many others there is evidence to support 

an elitist conception of power. Schlozman and Tierney's 

study reveals, for example, that citizens' groups are much 

more likely than other types of organizations to rely upon 

foundation grants and corporate gifts (1986:91). Berry 

(1977) and Walker (1983) find that foundations provide a 

significant amount of support for public interest 

organizations. Schlozman and Tierney utilize the Sierra 

Club as an example of an organization that appears to rely 

upon elite patronage. They note, however, that while the 

Sierra Club received nearly $3.5 million from 45,000 donors 

in 1982, "nearly 80 percent of those donations came in 

amounts of less than $50.00" (1986:91). 

The point that I want to make here is that while there 

is abundant evidence to support an elitist conception, when 

one takes into account important dimensions of group 

mobilization, (i.e., group size; organization; membership 

commitment and intensity etc., and changes in political 

institutions), the question becomes more complex. 

Schlozman and Tierney conclude that 

in spite of the unambiguous tilt of the pressure 
community, it does not exclude broad publics 
and the disadvantaged altogether. A number of 
narrow but nonaffluent publics - for example, the 
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elderly, the handicapped, and blacks are repre
sented in Washington by effective organizations 
that have helped to secure policy victories on 
their behalf. similarly, the extensive environ
mental and consumer legislation of the late 1960's 
early 1970's resulted, at least in part, from the 
presence and activity of new citizens' groups in 
Washington (1986:86). 

Since the phenomenon of political party strength is 

central to this dissertation, it is worth asking, as I did 

in the section on direct democracy methods, if there is 

some relationship between political party strength and 

interest group activity. Comparative analyses across 

American states suggest an inverse relationship between 

party strength and level of interest group activity. 

Thomas and Hrebenar (1990), in a review of this research, 

report that together "with the level of socio-economic 

development and the level of professionalization of the 

government in a state, the relationship between the 

strength of parties and interest groups was used as a major 

factor by previous researchers in classifying interest-

group systems as strong, moderate, or weak. In strong 

interest-group systems, existing mainly in the South and 

West, parties were generally weak and socio-economic 

development and government professionalism less advanced. 

The reverse situation was the case in weak interest-group 

states that were most prominent in the Northwest and upper 

Midwest. Moderate systems, as were seen to exist in states 

like Indiana, Kansas, and Vermont fall somewhere in 
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between" (1990:127). For Thomas and Hrebenar, the parties 

are simply broad-based coalitions with 'long-term' and 

'nebulous' goals and, as such, simply do not represent a 

viable option for the pursuit of more specific goals and 

that interest groups present a more viable option. 

What I think these scholars miss, however, is the 

degree to which interest groups might in fact take over the 

party apparatus in addition to working outside of them. 

Making a link back to social movement activity, for 

example, one might argue that social movement activity is 

increasingly likely to structure conventional politics and 

that a mass movement is not necessary for this to happen. 

The major point here is that a variety of issues and 

ideological spheres which were once dampened by the party 

system are now fair game within the political process. As 

such, an increasing number of groups which at one time 

might have had to work outside the realm of 

institutionalized politics may find, given party erosion, 

that they can work within or even use that system. 

Alluding to the success of the Reagan presidential campaign 

and what some scholars describe as 'movement conservatism', 

Blumenthal (1986) argues that Reagan "did not reinvent the 

Republican Party so much as transcend it. His primary 

political instrument was the conservative movement, which 

inhabited the party out of convenience" (1986:9). 
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In any event, when one looks at the relationship 

between party strength and interest group activity at the 

state level, one should also wonder if the same phenomenon 

occurs at the national level. Thus, we know that 

California, a state with weak political parties (Syer, 

1987; Scott and Hrebenar, 1984), has been remarkably open 

to interest group activity and direct democracy. 

Similarly, at the national level, "the weakness of 

political parties has helped to create a vacuum in 

electoral politics since 1960, and in recent years interest 

groups have aggressively moved to fill it" (Loomis and 

Cigler, 1983:20). In their analysis of national party 

conventions, David et. al (1960) argue that when the 

political parties are strong, the opportunities for 

interest groups are significantly reduced. 

To this point I have given an empirical description of 

some avenues for participation in institutionalized 

politics by social movement interests. In order to do so, 

it was necessary to make a linkage with the interest group 

literature in political science as well as to insist upon a 

broad conceptualization of social movement activity. Thus, 

by 1990, I would not say that there are no social movements 

in the united States. Rather, one might argue that such 

activity exists in a different form, a form not easily 

recognized within the sociological tradition. 
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Those avenues within institutionalized politics thus 

far discussed include the following: litigation-legal 

system activism; lobbying activity; political action 

committees (PACs); PACs and organized interests as campaign 

organizations; initiatives and referendum - direct 

democracy; and, finally, general interest group activity. 

The degree to which social movement interests have 

increasingly utilized such tactics might be taken as a 

partial measure of the degree of embeddedness of movement 

activity within institutionalized politics. I will address 

questions relating to the limitations and constraints of 

participation in institutionalized politics, but I must 

first note that I have only touched upon one electoral 

dimension of institutionalized politics as an avenue for 

social movement activity (i.e., the relationship between 

PACs and organized interests with campaign organizations). 

A second dimension of electoral politics is the direct 

participation in party politics and this will become the 

focus of the main historical analysis. I will argue that 

social movement activity has increasingly been played out 

within party politics and that this phenomenon is related 

to the weakening of the parties themselves. 



Limitations and Constraints of Participation 
within Institutionalized Politics 

I have alluded both directly and indirectly to the 
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potential negative ramifications of the emergence of social 

movement activity within institutionalized politics. This 

issue cuts to the heart of elitist versus pluralist 

conceptions of power. Although I have shown that some 

social movement groups have successfully utilized the 

system, there are several potential pitfalls which await 

social movements that do so. Let us explore these 

pitfalls. 

I have already presented evidence in the sections on 

PACs and interest groups to suggest that one must be 

careful when developing an overly pluralistic image of 

power within these two realms. Data on PAC donations are 

heavily skewed toward elites and data on the distribution 

of interest groups show that big business is still 

influential. As well, interest group activity is skewed 

toward white, middle-class interests. Although it appears 

that more traditional social movement interests have 

increasingly utilized these strategies with some success, 

the broader questions remain: Should less powerful groups 

utilize a playing field that is not level to begin with? 

Does this play to an opponent's strength? On the other 

hand, is it possible to overestimate the power of finances 

with regard to interest group activity? 
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The utilization of a lobbying strategy presents some 

potential negative ramifications. In particular, 

successful lobbying often necessitates a willingness to 

compromise. On the Clean Air bill in 1977, Ornstein and 

Elder (1978) argue that the "legislation had all the marks 

of a perfect compromise. Neither side was completely 

happy, but neither side was unhappy enough to try to kill 

the bill at the last minute. The auto industry had 

something it wanted - delay in the imposition of standards. 

The environmentalists had something they wanted - a law 

binding industry to standards that significantly reduced 

air pollution" (1978:183). 

The fact that compromise may lead to a dilution of 

ideological purity makes this type of tactic especially 

difficult for some social movement interests. For example, 

on the 1984 Equal Access Act concerning the issue of school 

prayer, fundamentalist conservatives nearly killed the act 

by their unwillingness to compromise. For Hertzke (1988), 

the "fundamentalist rhetoric reflects the angry militancy 

of social movements" (1988). In the end, however, the 

fundamentalist lobby was more 'mundane' and willing to 

compromise. The battle itself, "provides a picture of the 

nature of modern lobbying and is a classic example of the 

consensus-seeking congressional process which aims to 

accomplish simultaneously many conflicting values and 
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interests. The equal access legislation succeeded not only 

because it was framed in liberal, 'free speech' language, 

but because it appealed to powerful institutional needs and 

diverse, seemingly contradictory goals" (Hertzke, 1988:91). 

The environmental movement like the women's movement 

has experienced long-standing internal frictions between 

those who support working within conventional politics and 

those who do not. Thus, "dissident members of the Sierra 

Club say the environmental group is selling out, 

compromising its ecological battles as it gains political 

clout in Congress" (Sonner, 1991:5). They may be correct 

but such compromise is also necessary. Bruce Hamilton, 

director of field services for the Sierra Club argues that 

"if you embrace the most radical or visionary proposals, 

my sense is you are not going to be able to rally 

SUfficient political support in the next five years to pass 

anything and, as a result, we will loose everything" 

(quoted in Sonner, 1991:5). It appears that social 

movement groups face a serious dilemma as they engage in 

Washington lobbying. Costa in and costain (1983) put it 

well. 

Groups lobbying on behalf of social movements, 
by contrast, ride the waves of membership 
discontent and anger at politics as it is 
normally conducted in Washington. To survive, 
the groups must create a balance between the 
demands of Washington and the needs of their 
members. Not only women, but also New Right, 
environmental, and consumer groups have ex-



perienced similar pressures from active social 
movements ••• Yet these disagreements are probably 
a cost of remaining responsive and responsible 
to an aroused constituency (1983:212). 
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It may be that the necessity of forging coalitions 

within electoral politics presents the greatest obstacle to 

effectiveness facing social movements as they engage in 

conventional politics. In some ways, coalitions come to 

resemble political parties themselves and, as such, they 

should inherit the kinds of problems political parties 

face. A problem facing the Green Party in west Germany may 

be illustrative. Schoonmaker (1988) argues that for the 

Green Party to achieve real power in the West German 

parliament it must forge new coalitions. Some of the 

leaders, however, fear that a coalition expansion will 

cause the party to loose its character as a social movement 

(1988:61-64). This may be a general problem of 'frame 

extension' (Snow et al., 1986), such that the formation of 

coalitions and concomitant ideological diversity occurs, at 

some threshold, at the expense of ideological purity and 

group solidarity as a whole. Thus, one of the advantages 

of PACs and interest groups is that most are single-issue 

and, although they are largely made up of paper 

constituencies, they probably exhibit higher levels of 

commitment and group solidarity compared to political 

parties. It is when the single-issue organizations forge 

coalitions that they are more likely to experience a 
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decline in group intensity, group solidarity and increase 

the risk of cooptation. 

A third area of concern for social movement interests 

utilizing institutionalized politics is the ramification of 

this tactic for more traditional forms of social movement 

activity (i.e., protests, rallies, demonstrations, etc.). 

I have alluded to this problem earlier, and it can be 

argued for several reasons, including those relating to 

group intensity and group solidarity, that the utilization 

of the conventional political strategy may occur at the 

expense of alternative and important methods of asserting 

group interests. This is, of course, a central issue in 

the study of social movements. Does the movement work 

within or from outside the system? Weyrich (1992), for 

example, argues that movement activity solely orientated 

toward institutional/legislative channels risks cutting off 

the movement from grass-roots support. In his criticisms 

of the conservative movement during the 1990's, he argues 

that a central weakness of that movement in terms of 

legislative influence is that it did not emerge from a 

'civic movement' of the people at the grass roots such as 

the civil rights and women's temperance movement. Thus, at 

a minimum it would appear that non-institutionalized 

movement activity can set the stage for successful 

institutionalized activity. 
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It would seem reasonable to suggest that those 

movements which are the most flexible or have an array of 

tactics available to them would have the highest 

probability of success. However, there is some evidence to 

suggest that operating within institutionalized politics 

may in fact reduce movement flexibility or at least narrow 

the range of options. As one would expect, Schlozman and 

Tierney's (1986) study found "organizations with roots in 

social movements - for example, civil rights and women's 

groups" (1986:182) were more likely relative to other 

organizations to utilize a strategy of protest and 

demonstration. Thus, for example, 25 percent of the 

citizens' groups in the study utilized protests and 

demonstrations as a tactic while zero percent of corporate 

interests did so. Looking at the sample of interest groups 

as a whole, however, only 9 percent of those groups 

reported engaging in protest or demonstration more~than in 

the past (1986:155). As well, drawing upon several tables 

in the Schlozman and Tierney study, I conclude that of 

those groups that do utilize the protest/demonstration 

strategy, 55 percent of them utilize that strategy the same 

or less often than in the past.~ While this data is not 

conclusive it is perhaps suggestive of an inverse 

~I arrive at the 55 percent figure by combining data 
on pages 155 and 173 of the Schlozman and Tierney (1986) 
study. 
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relationship between participation in institutional 

politics and utilization of the protest/demonstration 

strategy. Thus, it may be that movements which loose an 

institutional base of power may be forced to resort to 

noninstitutional tactics. Roemer (1993) argues, for 

example, that the end of the Reagan-Bush era signaled the 

end to the institutional power of the pro-life groups. As 

a consequence, those groups have been forced to utilize 

alternative strategies. writing about Randall Terry, the 

leader of Operation Rescue, Roemer (1993) concludes that: 

Terry's preferred rhetoric reflects the 
increasingly violent tone of anti-choice 
activists. Peaceful picketing and vigils at 
clinics in the 1970s by Catholic groups like the 
National Right to Life Committee have given way 
to ugly confrontational campaigns to shame and 
harass doctors at their homes ••• (1993:14). 

One could argue that the fate of social movement 

interests utilizing an electoral political strategy depends 

upon the election of a particular candidate. As such, it 

would appear that the political arena is a risky avenue in 

which to invest time and energy. You either win or lose. 

Fiegert and Conway (1987) write that: 

It would be a serious tactical mistake for a 
pressure group to put all of its chips on one 
party. No matter how successful that party might 
be in winning elections, there is always the risk 
that it might lose, causing the pressure group to 
suffer severe reprisals. The parties themselves 
are loose coalitions of diverse interests; to . 
become oriented solely toward one set of 
interests, to the exclusion of all others, would 
lessen the electoral chances of a party. For 
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instance, the coalition of youth, women, and 
minorities which captured the Democratic 
presidential nomination for McGovern in 1972 could 
be considered a pressure group within the party. 
They also did an excellent job of breaking up 
party control by a long-standing Democratic 
coalition of labor, intellectuals, and the South 
which had dominated the Democratic party over 
several decades. But they also contributed to 
McGovern's defeat in landslide proportions. In 
short it is not to the interests of either 
pressure group or party to develop a relationship 
that is so intimate and narrow that it could spell 
defeat in issue or electoral terms (1987:322-323). 

It can be noted here, however, that being a member of 

a coalition on the losing side of an electoral campaign 

might have positive benefits for some particular interests. 

For example, it is known that those parties going out of 

power often exhibit dissension and a struggle for power 

between various interests. Thus, some political pundits 

have predicted that a new 'moral majority' will resurface 

in the aftermatll of the 1992 presidential election to help 

secure control of the Republican party by the Religious 

Right. Regardless of the accuracy of this prediction, it 

is easy to see how some interests might improve their 

position in the aftermath of defeat. This would, of 

course, run counter to the party domination hypothesis. 

As well, when considering the distinction between 

presidential politics and state level politics it can be 

argued that mere participation in presidential politics can 

energize constituencies at a grass-roots/state level. 

Thus, while "the pro-family movement focused upon the oval 
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office for a decade" (Reed, 1992:A16), they were able to 

take over "some local and state parties" (Perry, 1992b: 

A16). Similarly, with regard to the New Christian Right 

(i.e., NCR), it appears reasonable to conclude that the 

NCR's emergence within conventional politics has not been 

in vain. Perhaps the most important benefit of the NCR's 

immersion within that process, irrespective of legislative 

outcomes, is the creation of a dense infrastructure of 

right-wing activity which can serve as the basis for more 

'traditional' social movement activity. Thus, Himmelstein 

(1983) writes that 

the core activists of the New Right accordingly 
have sought to develop an organizational basis for 
coordinating the actions of diverse conservative 
and single-issue groups ••• The result of these 
coordinating efforts has been to create a dense 
network of conservatives activists, whose 
intensity of interaction can be gauged by the 
interlocking of various New Right groups and by 
the diverse audiences at ceremonial gatherings 
(1983:23). 

As discussed in the introductory chapter, another 

potential pitfall of participating in conventional politics 

by social movement interests is the risk of cooptation. 

Where social movements might rely upon the election of a 

particular candidate, there exists the possibility that the 

office holder cannot or will not institute policies upon 

which the campaign is based. For example, much has been 

written about the Reagan presidency and its failure to 

enact a conservative agenda associated with movement 
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conservatives. Some have argued that the coalition between 

old-fashioned Republican economic conservatives and the 

'new right' (i.e., conservative on social issues) is more 

accurately characterized as an instrumental use of the 'new 

right' by the economic elite. Thus, Blumenthal (1986) 

writes: 

But at the same time that some CEOs funded the 
think tanks of the Counter-Establishment, they 
opposed its ultimate goals. This difference 
led to fractious combat during the Reagan 
presidency. The party of principal and the party 
of interest, ostensibly united in the 
conservative cause, were often deeply divided ••• 
The manager's motives are rooted in the nature 
of the modern business firm, which in fact if not 
in rhetoric places them beyond free-market 
orthodoxy. To them, Reaganism was an 
unprecedented opportunity to extend their 
planning in the name of the free market 
(1986:85). 

Similar to the manner in which the Christian Right 

complained about President Reagan and the Republican party 

following their venture into electoral politics in the late 

1970's and 1980's (Latus, 1984:266), some members of the 

women's movement complained about the Democratic party. 

Patricia Ireland, NOW's new president said: "I am less 

than interested in playing with the boys in the Democratic 

party anymore. We played in '84 and '80. We made great 

efforts to get the senate back in Democratic hands. The 

reality is that as each more and more conservative justice 

has gone on the Supreme Court, they have been confirmed by 

a Democratically controlled Senate" (Ireland, 1992:11). 
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Closely related to the theme of cooptation is the 

notion that the victories achieved by social movement 

interests within established political institutions are 

largely symbolic and do not represent sUbstantive gains. 

Edelman (1964, 1970) for example, suggests that "the most 

obvious kinds of dissemination of symbolic satisfactions 

are to be found in administrative dicta accompanying 

decisions and orders, in press releases, and in annual 

reports. It is not uncommon to give rhetoric to one side 

and the decision to the other ••• But the political and 

socio-psychological processes discussed here mean that 

groups which present claims upon resources may be rendered 

quiescent by their success in securing nontangible values" 

(1970:39-40). 

Another area of concern for social movements 

participating in institutionalized politics is not unique 

to that avenue although the ultimate ramifications might be 

particularly severe. As McAdam (1983) argues, tactical 

innovation by movement groups tends to be associated with 

increases in movement activity. Through effective 

'tactical adaptation,' however, countermoves by the 

opposition eventually neutralize the effectiveness of the 

tactical innovation. For my purposes, consider as a 

tactical innovation the emergence of social movement 

interests within institutionalized politics. The tactical 
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adaptation to this innovation should see the emergence of 

opposition within that same arena to neutralize any 

advantage. There is, in fact, abundant evidence to support 

this image of action/reaction or innovation/response 

between movement interests and the opposition within 

conventional politics. On the politics leading up to the 

Clean Air Act of 1977, the environmentalists had an initial 

edge as they took advantage of transformations in the 

Washington lobby scene to bring tremendous pressure upon 

legislators in the form of interest group lobbying 

(Ornstein and Elder, 1978). The business community had 

been slow to respond to this tactical innovation by 

environmental interests. Ornstein and Elder (1978) argue 

that criticism "had been voiced both within the industry 

and within Congress, that business was failing to present 

its own case effectively" (1978:169). In the end, however, 

a UAW-industry coalition was put together and, with the 

utilization of the lobby tactic, they were able to 

neutralize the environmental lobby. 

A similar fate awaited the Women's movement as it 

ventured into Washington politics during the 1970's. 

Although initially leading to significant legislative 

success, Washington lobbying by movement representatives 

set in motion a counter lobby by those groups opposed to the 

movement. Costa in and costain (1983) suggest that the 
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"success of lobbying on behalf of women created a backlash 

in Congress and brought anti-feminist groups to Washington 

to try their hand at lobbying ••• Anti-feminist groups 

participated in the backlash with active lobbying against 

the ERA and abortion rights during the mid-1970's" 

(1983:204-205). 

Finally, the emergence of the Religious Right into 

institutionalized politics during the 1970's and 1980's 

stimulated a countermovement by its foes. Following 

Hertzke (1988), the "mobilization by fundamentalists of 

formerly dormant constituencies-through mass mail and mass 

media technology-is a major new force in the congressional 

milieu, and it sparked countermoves by liberal church 

groups" (1988:83). A similar action/reaction scenario 

might also describe the emergence of the abortion issue 

within electoral politics. Thus, in the aftermath of the 

Webster ruling, abortion-rights groups "are resorti~g to 

what was once a favorite weapon of right-wing 

organizations, the election hit list. Last week the 

National Abortion Rights Action League unveiled the NARAL 

Nine: nine antiabortion lawmakers it vowed to help defeat 

at the polls (Time, October 23, 1989:36). 

I have documented earlier that in terms of raw 

numbers, the corporate and professional interests dominate 

the interest group sector. Given this fact, one might be 
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tempted to argue that the utilization of the direct-lobby 

tactic by social movement interests should not be taken as 

a long-term strategy given that, in the end, non-movement 

interests should be able to exert greater pressure upon the 

political system. Rather, movement interests, theoreti

cally speaking, should view such methods of institutional

ized politics as the direct lobby as a temporary tactic 

providing for the quick entrance and exit of intense 

pressure (i.e., a hit and run technique), depending upon 

the issue and the openness of the political opportunity 

structure. As suggested above, the utilization of a given 

tactic tends to be followed by oppositional utilization of 

that tactic. Assuming that social movement interests 

utilize some conventional political strategy over a long 

period, it can reasonably be expected that over time its 

opposition will counter. To the degree that social 

movement interests are often countered by more entrenched 

or institutionalized interests, it would seem to follow 

that in the end or, taken to the extreme, social movement 

interests will be up against too much opposition. One 

could suggest that the social movement interests have 

played for too long on a tilted playing field. This is 

very different, however, from suggesting that they should 

not have played there in the first place. Consider, for 

example, electoral politics as a social movement strategy. 
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In the short term, it would appear that such a strategy 

might be beneficial. ultimately, however, electoral 

politics is a numbers game and, assuming the eventual 

emergence of oppositional interest groups into that venue 

and the absence of a coalition, minority interests would be 

jeopardized. In a sense, minority interests might face 

what James Madison described as a 'tyranny of the 

majority'. However, as Mancur Olsen (1965) suggested, 

group size is not the sole factor determining group 

effectiveness and that large groups, in fact, face 

particular problems mobilizing a constituency. The point I 

want to make is that the institutionalized political 

strategy does ultimately entail some risks when one 

considers the tactical innovation/reaction nature of social 

movement activity. At a minimum, however, it appears that 

any interest not prepared to engage at the level of 

institutionalized politics faces the probability of some 

challenger taking advantage of that strategy given a more 

open political structure. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have described major changes in the 

nature of institutionalized politics over the past thirty 

or so years in the united states. I argued that an 

important dimension of that change is the erosion of 

political parties in terms of their hegemony over the 
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political process. A consequence of these and other 

changes has been an opening of the political opportunity 

structure such that a wider array of groups might be able 

to utilize what were for the most part closed institutional 

channels of political access. I gave an empirical 

description of this more open political opportunity 

structure and, although not all of the alternative 

institutional venues are directly related to the erosion of 

political parties, they, along with weakened political 

parties, define this more open political structure. 

The relationship between social movement activity and 

conventional politics has received relatively little 

systematic attention within the sociological social 

movements literature. Although the collective 

action/social movement literature has been increasingly 

shaped by an organizational perspective, I believe that 

this conceptualization remains overly rigid and, as such, 

misses a significant slice of social movement activity as 

it occurs within institutionalized politics. Much of the 

literature that does attend to this linkage focuses almost 

solely on the credibility of elitist versus pluralist 

conceptions of power. In the preceding section and in the 

first chapter I have discussed potential limitations and 

constraints which await social movement interests as they 

utilize a conventional political strategy v These are 
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crucial considerations and numerous propositions could be 

offered. For now, however, a larger question must be 

addressed. 

In the section covering alternative avenues into the 

system I discussed several strategies that movement 

interests have utilized in working within institutionalized 

politics. Although I discussed the utilization of an 

electoral political strategy indirectly, (i.e., in the 

discussion of the relationship between social movement PACs 

and campaign organizations as well as in the section on 

limitations and constraints of the institutionalized 

political strategy), I did not directly address the 

emergence of social movement activity within electoral/ 

party politics. Given my emphasis upon political party 

strength as a central factor in shaping the degree of 

openness of the political opportunity structure, it would 

seem reasonable to expect the electoral/party avenue to be 

a primary tactical choice as movement interests engage a 

more open political structure. It is this avenue that is 

explored in the following historical analysis of the 

embeddedness of social movement activity within convention 

politics in the United states. 



CHAPTER V 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS: CONVENTION POLITICS 
AND SOCIAL MOVEMENT ACTIVITY 
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In this chapter, I will address more directly the 

relationship between party strength and the embeddedness of 

social movement activity within convention/electoral 

politics. Initially, I will give a brief history of 

convention politics in the united States in order to 

capture the uniqueness of the 1960-1992 period. The goal 

in this case will be to ascertain the validity of the first 

proposition. Following this general history, I will 

address the second proposition directly as I ascertain the 

pattern of movement embeddedness within convention politics 

during the 1960-1992 period. In the process, I will 

describe the major party conventions from 1960 to 1992. 

Following that, I will evaluate and analyze the pattern of 

embeddedness as it relates to the second proposition. 

Chapter Five will conclude with a general characterization 

of the costs and benefits of movement embeddedness within 

convention politics. 

Convention Politics: A General History of the 
Relationship between Political Parties and 

Social Movement Interests 

National party conventions became permanent fixtures 

on the American political scene during the mid 1800s. They 



quickly became dominated by state party leaders who 

controlled the delegates and nomination process. Thus, 

Davis (1983) concludes that 

convention decision-making during the brokered 
convention era took place privately in the smoke 
filled rooms between the candidates themselves and 
the state party leaders who controlled sizeable 
blocs of delegates. Rank and file party voters 
had nothing to do with the convention choice 
(1983:32). 
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During the period 1900-1930, following the lead of the 

Populists and the Progressive party, some states demanded a 

movement away from state-party kingmakers and political 

machines toward "popularly selected national convention 

delegates chosen in the state presidential primaries" 

(Davis, 1983:32). Thus, by 1916, 24 states had 

presidential primaries to select delegates. Although 

between 1920 and 1940 there was an increasing number of 

primaries, a conservative backlash to the progressive 

movement enabled party regulars to reassert control at 

national party conventions and push the nominating process 

back into the smoke filled rooms (Davis, 1983). 

Presidential primaries became increasingly important 

following World War II, but, prior to the 1970s, state 

party leaders were still particularly important in the 30 

plus caucus-convention states (Davis, 1983). As suggested 

earlier, despite the emergence of the primary system 

between 1912 and 1968, presidential nominations still 
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tended to be under the control of the party hierarchy until 

the 1960s (Epstein, 1987). For Davis (1983), party rule 

changes, state delegate selection laws, and 1974 campaign 

finance legislation transformed the national convention 

"into a ratifying assembly which merely anointed the 

popular favorite in the primaries. No longer did state 

party leaders, big city mayors or leading members of the 

u.s. Senate and house of representatives have a major voice 

in determining who would be the party standard-bearer. 

Plebiscitarian choice replaced the system of party brokers" 

(1983:35). Davis (1983) concluded that the media as 

opposed to party regulars were the central link between 

candidates and the electorate by the early 1970s. 

The rise of a nominating system of popular appaal 

coincided with a changing delegate profile and the rise of 

interest group activity within the major parties. With 

respect to the Democratic party, Reichley (1992) reports 

that in 1960, 27 percent of all delegates were chosen in 

primaries while in 1980, 71 percent of all delegates were 

chosen in the primary. As the control of the traditional 

party regulars was reduced, a vast array of interest groups 

move into conventional politics. 2? Shafer (1988) suggests 

that as the "official party withdrew, fragmented, or 

22See the section on interest groups in Chapter 4 for an 
examination of the growth of interest group activity. 
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suffered defeat within presidential nominating politics, 

these organizations became the obvious replacements - the 

sole organized alternatives, really - for the mounting of 

independent nominating campaigns and the slating of 

national convention delegates" (1988:116). The decline of 

party regulars at conventions has been well documented. 

Thus, Malbin (1980:134) found a dramatic shift in the 

proportion of party regulars who attended the Democratic 

convention between 1956 and 1980. In 1956, 90 percent of 

all u.s. senators and 100 percent of all Governors attended 

the national convention. By 1980, however, only 14 percent 

of u.s. Senators and 76 percent of Governors attended the 

convention. (See also Price, 1984). Table 2 (p. 178) shows 

the changing delegate profiles between 1968 and 1980 for 

both parties. As the table suggests, there was a dramatic 

increase in the proportion of women serving as delegates in 

both parties between 1968 and 1980 and a clear decline in 

the number of party regulars attending the convention for 

both parties between the years 1968 and 1976. Malbin 

(1980) summarizes these trends. 

Of course, interest group representatives are 
nothing new to convention politics. What is new 
is that their numbers have gone up, and the groups 
they represent have become more varied as the role 
of elected officials has declined. Once a 
minority, the activists seem to dominate the 
conventions. Once limited to the major economic 
and social issues, groups now come to the 



convention to press virtually every diverse 
issuea ••• lndeed, the rise of activists and 
decline of elected officials go hand in hand. 
Candidates depend on local activist groups and 
reward the groups by making members convention 
delegates, precisely because state and local 
elected officials cannot deliver the vote in a 
primary (1980:135). 
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Some of the causes of the erosion of party control 

over the convention/electoral process have already been 

alluded to in an earlier section and will be described more 

fully in the analysis of the conventions themselves. Among 

the more important causes are the following: First, the 

increasing importance of the southern and western regions 

of the country in electoral politics diminished the control 

of the traditional northeastern establishment over the 

electoral process. Second, major rules changes on both 

delegate selection and the platform process had a dramatic 

impact on the role of party officials within the 

conventions. Closely related to this was, of course, the 

emergence of the primary system for determining the nominee 

and selecting delegates. Third, the social movements 

themselves put enormous pressure on the major parties, 

and fourth, the increasing influence of network television, 

which thrives on intraparty conflict and confrontation, 

produced new tensions at the national conventions. 

a A trend towards longer and more diverse platforms 
for the major parties lends support to this assertion. See 
Chester (1977:26-27) for a description of this trend. 
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1968 

1972 

1976 

1980 

1984 

1988 

1992 

Sources: 

TABLE 2 

PROFILE OF DELEGATES AT NATIONAL PARTY CONVENTIONS 1968-1992 

Hembers of 
~ Blacks Under Thirtv Conqress tl) Governors tl) Superdeleqates 

Dem Rep P.gm Rep Dem Rep P.gm Rep Dem Rep Dem Rep 

13% 16% 5% 2% 3% 4% (117) (19) (23) (24) 

40 29 15 4 22 8 (46) (55) (17) (16) 

33 31 11 3 15 7 (52) (14) (16) (9 ) 

49 29 15 3 11 5 (45) (90) (23) (13) 

50 44 17.7 4 8 4 (200) 14.4 

49 37 23.1 4 4 3 (272) 15.5 

18 

Data taken from Davis (1983:71), Jennings (1990:225), Joint Center for Political Studies 
(1988:31), cook (1992, April 25:1083), Elving (1988, July 16, 1946-1948), and Plissner and 
Hitofsky (1988:45-47). 

-...J 
co 
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As this discussion suggests, political party erosion, 

conceived as a decline in the ability of traditional party 

officials or organizations to control the convention/ 

electoral process, facilitated a more open political 

opportunity structure for an increasing and more diverse 

set of interests. The period beginning in the 1960s 

describes an increasing vulnerability of the major parties 

to those interests. Thus, I am arguing that party erosion 

was the central factor, as opposed to party domination 

effects, which facilitated a distinctive environment for 

the relationship between the major parties and social 

movement interests. As I will demonstrate, party 

domination effects became salient during the 1960-1992 

period. Prior to that period, the major parties were 

strong enough to compel movement interests to utilize the 

third party alternative. Thus, the Progressive movements 

of the early 1900s and 1940s were not able to inhabit the 

party structures. In 1948, for example, Henry Wallace 

bolted the Democratic party for the Progressive party. For 

Wallace, the Democratic and Republican parties were 

virtually identical. Wallace suggested that "there is no 

real fight between a Truman and a Republican" (Quoted in 

Reichley, 1992:297). The Democratic party was not 

particularly overwhelmed. Truman's response to the Wallace 

move was sharp. He said, "I do not want and I will not 



accept the political support of Henry Wallace and his 

communists" (Quoted in Reichley, 1992:297). 
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That party domination effects are less relevant prior 

to the 1960-1992 period is also suggested by the fact that 

it was the Republican party in 1964, a party out of power 

for some forty years, which was taken over by the 

Conservative movement. The logic of the party domination 

hypothesis predicts that the Democratic party would be 

overwhelmed first. similarly, the Wallace Progressive 

movement should have exerted more pressure within the 

Democratic party by the late 1940s. In this sense, the 

first proposition is supported. Party erosion provides a 

structural conduciveness for the dynamics of the 1960-1992 

period. These dynamics will be the focus of the major 

portion of the historical analysis. 

To this point, the analysis tells us little about the 

dynamics of the relationship between convention/ 

electoral politics and social movement interests. Some 

important questions remain. Is there any variation in the 

embeddedness of movement interests within the major parties 

during the 1960-1992 time frame? If so, what accounts for 

that variation? For example, scholars recognize that the 

interests of ideological activists do not necessarily 

coincide with the interests of the party within which they 

are embedded. Thus, Malbin (1980) suggests that: 



Interest or issue group representatives are 
different from both state officials and members of 
Congress. Unlike state officials, they become 
delegates precisely because they want something 
from federal policy. Unlike members of Congress, 
however, the internal needs of their 
organizations, as well as their own individual 
wishes, lead them to ask for as much as they can 
get. To them, the platform is not a document for 
winning votes in the fall, but a bargaining chip 
to be used in future policy negotiations 
(1980:135). 

As such, there exists a fundamental tension between 
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the pragmatic interests of the political party and, from 

the party's point of view, the ideological interests of 

issue activists who inhabit the party structure. Thus, the 

following historical analysis bears more directly upon the 

second proposition. 24 That proposition suggests that the 

pattern of social movement embeddedness within the major 

parties will vary over time such that the party in power at 

the presidential level will, over time, feel increasing 

pressure from more radical elements of the constituency. 

In this case, it has been predicted that social movement 

interests will have increasing access within the parties; 

although, at some threshold, the costs of such access 

(i.e., the reduction of a pragmatic politics) will, in the 

24Nine main sources provided the initial framework for 
this analysis. They are as follows: Chester (1977); Bain 
and Parris (1973); Malbin (1980); Reichley (1992); Davis 
(1983); Shafer (1988); Congressional Quarterly (1987); 
David, Goldman and Bain (1960); and Congressional Quarterly 
Weekly Report for the convention years 1984, 1988, and 
1992. These base sources are, however, augmented with 
numerous other sources. 
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end, help to push that party out of power. Thus, the 

necessity of a centrist political mode in a two-party 

system provides the motivation for a reassert ion of 

centrist control for the party struggling for power. In 

this case, it has been predicted that social movement 

interests will fare poorly as the party must stake out more 

moderate and less controversial positions. starting in 

1960, I will examine both Democratic and Republican 

national conventions through 1992. Attention will be given 

to the level of conflict between party and movement 

interests with particular attention given to platform 

construction. As well, data on the distribution of 

delegates will be utilized when available to develop a 

general characterization of the convention. 

1960 Republican Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1960 Republican National Convention contained the 

seeds of the conservative movement which would come to 

dominate the Republican party in 1964. Barry Goldwater 

(Republican-Arizona) was the figurehead of the movement 

but, as at the 1952 Republican National Convention, a 

conservative movement was still held in check by party 

moderates and the traditional 'establishment.' It was Taft 

who, after losing a bitter fight for the nomination with 

Eisenhower, said "Every Republican candidate for President 

since 1936 has been nominated by the Chase National Bank" 
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(Quoted in Blumenthal, 1988:83). Although the brand of 

conservatism associated with Goldwater and Robert Taft 

(Republican-Ohio) was distinct, both had an extremely loyal 

following and both represented an attack on the traditional 

Republican establishment.~ 

The major conflicts at this convention surrounded the 

party platform. In what they described as a "Munich of the 

Republican Party," the Goldwater forces were bitter about 

the insertion of a strong civil rights plank into the party 

platform and, in fact, "a band of young conservatives had 

staged a brief uprising" (Reichley, 1992:318). The civil 

rights plank was the result of a secret late-night meeting 

between the Nixon and Rockefeller forces which spoke for 

the moderate to liberal wing of the Republican party. 

Nixon made several concessions to Rockefeller and had to 

threaten a floor fight in order to strengthen the civil 

rights plank. The platform committee adopted the plank by 

a 56 to 28 vote. 

The tactics utilized by the civil rights forces were 

similar to those utilized at the Democratic convention, 

although Martin Luther King did not have the same degree of 

25Taft is considered an isolationist while Goldwater 
is categorized as an anti-communist. As well, Goldwater is 
often seen as a more severe critic of the role of 
government in society. He was the first politician since 
1936 to seriously challenge the legitimacy of the New Deal 
(Annunziata, 1980:258). 



personal ties to the Republican party. Branch (1988) 

describes the civil rights activity at this convention 

compared to the Democratic convention. 

For the civil rights people, everything about 
Chicago was bigger. The march drew twice as many 
people as the one in Los Angeles, and the picket 
lines were correspondingly fuller. On the day 
before the convention opened, there were two 
NAACP-sponsored rallies instead of one - both of 
them in Negro Baptist churches. New York governor 
Nelson Rockefeller was the featured 
attraction ••• Goldwater's hostility helped make 
Rockefeller a hero to nearly six thousand people 
who jammed in and around the Liberty Baptist 
Church for the afternoon rally ••• The leading 
Republicans seemed to be on their side (1988:321). 
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In the end, although Goldwater urged his supporters to 

support the ticket of Nixon and Lodge, Goldwater gave a 

fiery speech urging conservatives to carryon the fight. 

The platform itself was moderate as "Nixon agreed to most 

of Rockefeller's proposed changes in national security 

programs, government organization, civil rights policy, the 

economic growth rate, and the provision of medical care for 

the elderly" (Bain and Parris, 1973:307). The moderate 

tone of the platform was not surprising given the choice of 

Charles H. Percy to head the platform panel. Percy was a 

"corporation president whom President Eisenhower had chosen 

to head the Committee on Program and Progress, a Republican 

organization that had worked through 1959 and 1960 to 

develop a statement of 'modern Republicanism' aimed at 



broad popular appeal and sent to every 1960 convention 

delegate" (Bain and Parris, 1973:307). 
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The emergence of a plethora of right-wing 

organizations in the early 1960s coincides with the 

emergence of Goldwater as a potent force within the 

Republican party by 1960. For example, in 1960, the 

Intercollegiate Society of Individuals, the Conservative 

Society of America and the Young Americans for Freedom 

"trotted out mass petitions bearing a claimed 50,000 

signatures for the senator for the top spot on the GOP 

ticket" (Forster and Epstein, 1966:226-227). Once 

Goldwater's name was placed before the convention there was 

a 'gigantic' demonstration at the convention. However, the 

Goldwater supporters later claimed that the convention 

leadership limited access to Goldwaterites within the 

convention area and interfered "with chances for proper 

exposure on TV" (Forster and Epstein, 1966:227). 

In terms of the embeddedness of social movement 

interests within the major parties, the conservative 

movement, began to make some noise at the 1960 convention. 

The Republican party, however, was still too dominated by 

traditional centrist interests to permit complete access. 

In this case, however, the moderating influence allowed the 

civil rights issue to enjoy some success while dampening 

the possibility for movement success from the right. 



186 

1960 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1960 Democratic Convention had one or two moments 

of controversy but is best characterized as a centrist to 

liberal affair. Kennedy's choice of Lyndon Johnson for 

vice-president was designed to achieve balance as Johnson 

"was particularly strong in the South, where Kennedy was 

not. Yet for precisely the same reason Johnson was 

unpopular with the liberal-labor wing of the party" (Bain 

and Parris, 1973:305). Although platform planks in support 

of civil rights were accommodated, the movement activists 

who were to infiltrate the party structure by 1968 were not 

a force in 1960. Thus, Reichley (1992:344) argues that 

despite an abundance of movement activity in the form of 

the club movements of the 1950s and 1960s, the 

hierarchically structured politics maintained by the party 

bosses was a major obstacle to open participation. 

The centrist-liberal orientation is best illustrated 

by the convention's handling of the platform. DNC Chairman 

Paul Butler and platform chairman Chester Bowles "had been 

determined to draft a 'liberal' platform that would appeal 

to a wide consensus. On the whole they succeeded. By 

several key votes in committee, party conservatives were 

defeated roughly two to one ••• " (Bain and Parris, 

1973:305). 
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Branch (1988) gives a detailed account of the process 

leading to the inclusion of a strong civil rights plank in 

the party platform. Martin Luther King had known 

Congressman Chester Bowles who was chairman of the platform 

committee. They both had been admirers of Gandhi. As 

well, both men also knew Harris Wofford who worked in the 

Kennedy organization. These three men, "in concert with 

Bayard Rustin and many others, worked to draft an 'ideal' 

civil rights plank for the Democratic platform, and to 

advance it against southern opposition with tactics that 

included plans for a picket line outside the Los Angeles 

Convention Center. The conspirators worked secretively. 

Wofford especially did not want his Kennedy bosses to know 

that he was working with King and Bowles, because he knew 

they harbored a dislike for Bowles ••• the top Kennedy aides 

believed Bowles was a rival for the nomination, using the 

civil rights issue to establish himself as the liberal 

dark-horse candidate" (1988:313). 

The day before the convention was to begin, King led a 

march of roughly 5,000 people toward the convention site. 

At the NAACP-sponsored rally, Paul Butler of the Democratic 

National Committee promised that the party would soon 

include a meaningful civil rights plank in the platform. 

At the conclusion, the pickets began. "Organized into teams 

and shifts, the pickets vowed to keep up a round-the-clock 
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vigil until the delegates inside approved the Bowles civil 

rights plank" (Branch, 1988:318). In the end, Robert 

Kennedy told a group of campaign workers that the platform 

would be supported in its entirety. Wofford was amazed and 

was unable to explain the Kennedy response. Branch (1988) 

writes: 

Having been unable thus far to get Kennedy even to 
read the civil rights plank Wofford feared that 
perhaps he did not realize what he had just done. 
Or perhaps he had made a calculated decision that 
supporting the plank would help hold Northern 
delegates against the threat of Lyndon Johnson. 
Or perhaps Kennedy had given the order simply 
because its brevity was worth more at the moment 
than all the political benefits he could imagine 
from more complicated alternatives. In any case, 
Kennedy campaign workers pushed their delegates to 
support the platform as drafted (1988:319). 

It is worth noting, however, that once the 

presidential campaign got underway, the civil rights issue 

was virtually ignored by the Kennedy forces. In fact, the 

civil rights people within the campaign were given an 

office, but this office was some distance from the national 

headquarters. As well, in return for keeping their office 

name, the 'Office of civil Rights,' "Wofford and Shriver 

agreed not to use the phrase 'civil rights' in the one 

major public event for which they had been promised the 

candidate's presence. Their Harlem conference on civil 

rights became the Democratic National Conference on 

Constitutional Rights" (Branch 1988:341). 
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Despite the fact that the conservatives were generally 

defeated on such matters as civil rights, the convention 

leadership did permit the southern delegations to voice 

their discontent on national television. This seemed to 

ameliorate some of the bitterness felt by the Southerners. 

The only other extremist actions came from James o. 

Eastland (Democrat-Mississippi), who opposed the 

elimination of immigration quotas and supported a plank in 

support of right-to-work laws. In both cases he was easily 

defeated. 

For the liberals, despite the fact there were some 

achievements, they also felt the sting of defeat as a plank 

in favor of eliminating racial barriers in unions was 

defeated. As well, the party did not support an equal 

rights amendment. Just 10 days later at the Republican 

National Convention the Republican party supported an equal 

rights amendment as they had for many years. 

concerning the relationship between social movement 

interests and the Democratic party there is no clear 

answer. On the one hand, the emerging civil rights issue 

was taken seriously by the party. However, there was also 

a strong centrist flavor to the convention with the choice 

of Lyndon Johnson to balance the ticket. As well, the 

granting of national exposure to the southern delegations, 

with their opposition to civil rights, was designed to 
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balance the success of the civil rights issue on the party 

platform. Clearly, however, the kind of movement activism 

that will be seen at future Democratic conventions was not 

present. 

General Evaluation of 1960 Republican 
and Democratic Conventions 

Both the Republican and Democratic conventions of 1960 

can be characterized as fairly moderate in tone. The fact 

that the 1960 presidential election was the closest since 

1884 probably reflects the relatively centrist orientation 

of both parties. Both parties were beginning to feel the 

pressures of the civil rights issue and, in the end, the 

civil rights community achieved a measure of success with 

regard to the platforms of both parties. Several factors 

account for this success. First, as McAdam (1982) argues, 

blacks are becoming an increasingly important constituency 

within the Democratic party by 1960. However, the 

Republican party was still able to contend for the black 

vote in the early 1960s (Blumenthal, 1988). Thus, neither 

party could afford to simply write off the demands of black 

voters. Secondly, King and the civil rights community were 

able to mobilize marches and pickets just outside of the 

conventions, which put enormous pressure on both 

conventions. Third, the north as a region had a powerful 

influence on both parties. For Kennedy, it was necessary 
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to consolidate the support of Northern delegates to ensure 

a victory over Lyndon Johnson (Branch, 1988). In the 

Republican party, the traditional Northeastern 

establishment still exerted significant control, as 

witnessed by the influence of Nelson Rockefeller. Fourth, 

both parties exhibited some level of candidate conflict and 

uncertainty as neither candidate was a powerful incumbent. 

It may be that movement interests are better able to find a 

niche in an uncertain political environment. Finally, with 

an increase in media exposure of both the convention and 

the civil rights movement, neither party could afford to 

ignore the demands made by the movement. 

Thus, the civil rights movement achieved some success 

with regard to the platform of each party. On the other 

hand, this success was tempered by the fact that the 

Southern delegations led a visible protest on national 

television at the Democratic convention. As well, after 

the convention the civil rights issue slipped from the 

public spotlight during the Kennedy campaign. Finally, in 

neither party could one argue that the civil rights 

movement became embedded within the party itself. In a 

sense, the movement remained an external force to be 

reckoned with but not a force capable of making strong 

demands within the parties themselves. It was when the 

parties became increasingly polarized on this and other 
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issues that the various movement interests started working 

their way into a particular party. As I will demonstrate, 

it was the Republican party which initially fell prey to 

movement activists during the 1960-1992 period. Thus, in 

1960, the Republican party was still in the hands of the 

traditional Eastern establishment while the Democratic 

party was still dominated by a traditional party hierarchy. 

In both instances one would not predict the flourishing of 

social movement interests. In both cases, however, the 

seeds of future movement activism within the party had been 

planted. 

1964 Republican convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1964 Republican convention was a watershed event 

for the intersection of social movement interests and party 

politics. It was at this convention that the conservative 

movement led by Barry Goldwater took over the Republican 

party and steered the convention and platform away from the 

praqmatic slant associated with traditional presidential 

politics. 

The traditional groups which controlled the party were 

somewhat helpless in the face of this movement. When it 

appeared that Goldwater might win the nomination and, after 

the withdrawal of Nelson Rockefeller, a moderate to liberal 

eastern establishment candidate, the New York establishment 

tried to exert control as in 1952. It was in 1952 that the 
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establishment utilized Eisenhower to check the candidacy of 

Robert Taft who was an extremely popular conservative. 

Reichley (1992) writes: 

When scranton announced his candidacy, Dewey and 
others within the New York establishment who had 
hung back from helping Rockefeller entered the 
fight. Dewey gathered some of his old lieutenants 
on an afternoon in June and began making calls 
around the country from the boardroom of his law 
firm in downtown Manhattan. But the structure of 
the Republican party, and indeed the financial 
structure of the united states, had changed since 
the New York establishment had played a major role 
in bringing off Eisenhower's nomination in 1952. 
Banks and law firms in the South and West were no 
longer responsive to calls from Wall Street, and 
most of the state and local politicians who at 
earlier critical moments had aligned themselves 
with the establishment were retired or dead. At 
the end of the afternoon, Dewey rolled down his 
sleeves and said, 'Boys, it's not going to work. 
I'm going home.' Dewey was right (1992:329). 

Thus, a major factor contributing to the downfall of 

the traditional Eastern establishment with respect to the 

domination of the Republican party was the increasing 

growth and importance of other regions of the country. 

William Rusher argues in Crawford (1980) that the Goldwater 

nomination demonstrated 

with mathematical finality, that a Republican 
candidate did not need the support of New York, 
Massachusetts, or Pennsylvania to win the party's 
nomination. He didn't even need the backing of 
that mysterious entity called 'Wall Street': 
There were new concentrations of financial power -
in Houston, Los Angeles, and elsewhere - that had 
money, too, and were prepared to put it where 
their mouths were. Above all, he didn't need to 
be a relative liberal, or curry favor with the 
liberals, to carry a Republican convention. On 
the contrary, it was conservative slogans and 



issues and principles that appealed to the 
coalition newly dominant in the GOP (Crawford, 
1980:232). 
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As well, a changing cultural climate emerged with the 

increasing importance of the west and South. A 

'fundamentalist conservatism' emerged which "was strong in 

the Middle and Rocky Mountain west among Republicans who 

believed they were the heart and soul of the Republican 

Party, uncorrupted by the liberalism that ••• softened the 

eastern wing, and [who wanted] to recapture the 

conservative spirit of the 1920s and earlier times" 

(Annunziata, 1980:259). 

Emerging from this cultural climate was a dense 

infrastructure of right-wing organizations. 26 Forster and 

26aimmelstein (1990) argues that prior to the 1960s there 
was virtually no organizational infrastructure for a 
conservative movement. By the early 1960s, however, there was 
an explosion of conservative activity from both the radical 
Right and the "less radical Right. 1t Thus, the "Birch Society 
claimed about fifty thousand members and public-opinion polls 
showed that at least 5 percent of the American public could 
be counted on as supporters of its extremist position" 
(1990: 66-67) • Within the "less radical Right," the Young 
Americans for Freedom (i.e., YAF) was founded in 1960. 
Himmelstein suggests that other "signs of conservative 
revival abounded in 1961 and 1962. The New York Conservative 
party was founded; YAF held two successful mass rallies in 
New York ci ty; and William F. Buckley, Jr. began his 
syndicated newspaper column. Between 1960 and 1964 the 
circulation of the National Review tripled to ninety 
thousand. Noting the proliferation of conservative clubs on 
college campuses, conservative M. stanton Evans proclaimed a 
'new wave' of campus revolt ••• " (1990:67). It is also worth 
noting that despite the disagreements between the radical 
Right and the "less radical Right," they were both willing to 
support the same causes (Himmelstein, 1990:68). Finally, 
Himmelstein argues that one major reason for the influence of 

(continued ••• ) 
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Epstein (1966) suggest that "two dozen or so organizations 

manifestly make an impact on the nation, and on the 

Republican Party in particular. Their activities reflect 

dissatisfaction with the course of national policy in the 

past three decades, and their propaganda thunders that GOP 

leaders are only 'me-too' with respect to Democratic Party 

policies at home and abroad" (1966:7). As I argued 

earlier, it was some of these organizations that helped the 

Conservative movement and Goldwater emerge as a potent 

force within the Republican party in 1960. Writing about 

the Young Americans for Freedom, Forster and Epstein (1966) 

write: 

The YAFers are an active lot, and have campaigned 
extensively in local and national elections for 
Rightist candidates ••• Since YAF was formed in 
september, 1960, members have taken part in 
innumerable political campaigns, have distributed 
countless pieces of printed propaganda, and have 
sponsored a perpetual calendar of Rightist rallies 
(1966:224). 

As might be expected, the platform battle was 

particularly intense as the traditional powers tried to 

reassert some control at the expense of the ideological 

purists. Mark Hatfield, the Governor of Oregon, gave a 

fiery speech on the dangers of extremism, and William 

scranton of Pennsylvania tried to amend the platform to 

condemn extremist groups. Floor fights on the issues of 

26( ••• continued) 
this right wing activity stems from the relative economic 
affluence of its membership (1990:75). 
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extremism, civil rights and nuclear weapons were waged but 

in each case the conservatives won. The reaction to 

Rockefeller's speech at the convention symbolized the 

changing power structure of the Republican party. Davis 

(1983) writes: 

••• moderate Republicans Nelson Rockefeller and 
George Romney proposed platform amendments 
condemning the political extremism of the Ku Klux 
Klan and the John Birch society (whose support 
Goldwater refused to disavow) and urged support 
for the 1964 Civil Rights Act (legislation which 
Goldwater had voted against), but they were 
shouted down by the Goldwaterites. When 
Goldwater's chief rival, Governor Nelson 
Rockefeller, mounted the rostrum to argue on 
behalf of one of the proposed amendments, he was 
met with a barrage of catcalls, jeers and 
obscenities that drowned out many of his remarks. 
For several minutes Rockefeller could not be 
heard. Convention Chairman Thurston Morton 
finally restored sufficient order to enable 
Rockefeller to complete his statement. All of the 
amendments were quickly rejected ••• (1983:109-110). 

Thus, the 1964 Republican National Convention 

witnessed the downfall of the traditional party hierarchy. 

Major demographic shifts and changing power centers'were 

major factors in this change. The effect was dramatic. 

The traditional pragmatic interests, which by necessity had 

dominated American politics despite the fact that both 

delegates and party officials tended to be more extreme 

than their constituency, gave way to a more ideological 

politics in which the ideological activists could flourish. 

The Goldwater delegates had "their emphasis on internal 

criteria for decision, on what they believe 'deep down 
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inside': their rejection of compromise; their lack of 

orientation toward winning; their stress on the style and 

purity of decision-integrity, consistency, adherence to 

internal norms (Polsby and Wildavsky quoted in Annunziata, 

1980:259). It is in this environment that the conservative 

movement flourished. A general decline in political party 

strength provided a structural conduciveness for the 

emergence of this movement but, as well, this movement 

represented the beginning of a cycle that shifts between 

ideological and pragmatic control over the Republican 

party. It is the tension between these divergent interests 

that provides the dynamic of that cycle. Annunziata (1980) 

writes: 

The ideological purism possessing conservative 
Republicans became manifest when they rejected 
amendments to the 1964 platform (on civil rights, 
the John Birch society, and tactical control of 
nuclear weapons) offered by the party's liberal 
wing (1980:260). 

Many of Goldwater's aides were well aware that the purist 

philosophy was doomed to failure. "I know we probably 

won't win in November ....... Winning control of one of the 

major parties is victory enough for me" said two aides 

(Quoted in Annunziata, 1980:260). 

As I will demonstrate, the extremist and pro-social 

movement atmosphere of the 1964 convention provided a 

rationale for the reassertion of centrist control. That 

rationale was found in the huge defeat of Goldwater in the 
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presidential election. Here, one can begin to see the 

ultimate irony of the relationship between movement 

interests and party politics. On the one hand, party 

erosion helps provide for the emergence of movement 

interests within the major parties but, it is that very 

emergence which provides a rationale for the reassertion of 

centrist control in a two-party system. In a sense then, 

the real irony emerging from the 1964 convention is the 

possibility that the Goldwater forces lost so badly that 

they, in fact, helped to build the welfare state 

(Annunziata, 1980:254-265). 

In conclusion, the 1964 Republican National Convention 

is a dramatic illustration of the intersection of social 

movement interests and party politics. The divergent 

interests associated with each creates a tension which 

serves as a dynamic to pull the party back and forth 

between center and the extremes. The conservative movement 

is particularly important in demonstrating the ability of 

movement interests to overcome traditional party obstacles. 

As well, the Goldwater campaign, although unsuccessful, did 

demonstrate that campaign or movement finances could occur 

on a more populist level. For example, Bibby (1973:262) 

and Himmelstein (1990:69) argue that the Goldwater campaign 
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showed that a large sum of money could be raised with small 

donations from many people. 27 

1964 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1964 Democratic convention is noteworthy on two 

dimensions. First, the convention and platform had a 

strong moderate-centrist flavor. Secondly, there was an 

intensification of the rancor associated with the civil 

rights issue as the civil rights movement began to 

infiltrate conventional politics. 

Aside from the controversy surrounding the seating of 

the delegation from the state of Mississippi, there was 

relatively little controversy at the convention. Partly 

due to the dramatic takeover of the Republican party by a 

conservative movement as well as the continuing control of 

the Democratic party by traditional forces, the platform 

was designed to contrast sharply with the extremism offered 

at the Republican convention more than a month earlier 

(Congressional Quarterly, 1987). The platform itself was 

pro-civil rights but was balanced by the clear condemnation 

of quotas and reverse discrimination. 

27Himmelstein (1990) argues that the Goldwater campaign 
"also provided the basis for direct mail as a means of 
fundraising and communication for conservatives because it 
attracted a record number of individual contributors" 
(1990:69) • 
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The controversy over the seating of the Mississippi 

delegation resulted from a challenge by the Mississippi 

Freedom Democratic Party (i.e., MFDP) which had been 

founded by the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee 

(i.e., SNCC) and the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (i.e., NAACP) in order to 

take the place of the traditional segregated Mississippi 

delegation. With little controversy surrounding either the 

nominee or the party platform the MFDP brought their 

arquments to the credentials committee. Lyndon Johnson 

wanted badly to avoid any controversy and tried to persuade 

a legal representative of the MFDP, Joseph Raub, to back 

down. Raub did not back down and, in fact, presented his 

case to the credentials committee on national television. 

In the end, the controversy was never really solved. 

Congressional Quarterly (1987) reports: 

By a voice vote, the convention approved a 
compromise negotiated by Minnesota senator Hubert 
H. Humphrey. The settlement called for seating of 
the Mississippi regulars, provided they signed a 
written pledge to back the national ticket and 
urged the state's presidential electors to do 
likewise. It also proposed the Democrats as 
delegates at large, and the remainder of the 
delegation as honored guests; and it stipulated 
that at future conventions delegations would be 
barred from states that allowed racial 
discrimination in voting. Although the convention 
approved this solution, the Freedom Democrats 
rejected the compromise, and all but four members 
of the regular Mississippi delegation refused to 
sign the pledge and left the convention 
(1987:111). 
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social movement interests or more extreme interests do 

not fare very well within the structure and culture of a 

pragmatic politics. Thus, a proposal by Sen. Joseph S. 

Clark of Pennsylvania to strengthen a plank on disarmament 

was easily defeated within the platform committee. 

General Evaluation of the 1964 Republican 
and Democratic Conventions 

I have argued earlier that the general trend toward 

party erosion creates conditions that are conducive to the 

emergence of social movement activity within the major 

parties. As well, I argue that the movements themselves 

also function to erode the strength of those parties. 

Given the general trend in party erosion, why is it that 

the Republican party is the first to experience the full 

force of movement activity during the 1960s? Is the answer 

simply dependent upon the different time frames associated 

with the respective movements? Some other factors come to 

mind. 

First, much has been written about the formidable 

power structure which has traditionally dominated 

Democratic politics. Although the Republican party has a 

traditional power structure, that structure did not 

encompass the ability for total domination in the way that 

the great urban political machines did (Reichley, 1992). 

It may be that social movement interests from the right had 
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fewer organizational obstacles to overcome with respect to 

the inhabitation of the major party. secondly, as 

indicated earlier, the growth of right-wing organizations 

between 1960-1964 provides an organizational basis for the 

mobilization of right-wing activity within the Republican 

party.~ Finally, the ideological climate of the 1950s is 

more conducive to the emergence of movement activity on the 

right. Thus, the civil rights, women's and anti-war 

movements had to overcome the strong ideological tilt 

emerging from the 1950s. Forster and Epstein (1966) argue 

that: 

The cold war frustrations of the American people 
and the recurrent international crises and 
confrontations with the Communists in Korea, 
Berlin, Laos, Vietnam, and Cuba, together with the 
lack of clear-cut American 'victory' in a number 
of these crises - a new kind of experience for 
Americans, accustomed to climatic triumphs on the 
battlefield and unprepared for 'a long, twilight 
struggle' lasting years. Then there have been 
crises and tension at home: the need for high 
taxes to support the nation's defense, rising 
costs of living, the conflicts of the racial 
struggle over integration ••• For political or 
propaganda activity which flourishes in a climate 
of frustration and confusion, the climate was 
indeed right (1966:6). 

I am suggesting that the conservative movement had 

fewer obstacles at both a structural and cultural level 

and, as such, it is not surprising that the Republican 

party was the first to experience domination by movement 

28Forster and Epstein (1964) suggest that there were some 
five hundred Right Wing organizations as of 1964. 
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interests during the 1960s. The question, however, may be 

moot in the sense that the effects for both parties are 

similar. Thus, for example, the tension between 

ideological and pragmatic interests set off by the 

conservative movement within the Republican party is 

similar to that which the Democratic party will experience 

in 1968. In both cases one might envision the setting off 

of a cyclical relationships between social movement 

interests and party interests in both parties. 

1968 Republican convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1968 Republican convention is particularly 

important as it demonstrates that the major parties are not 

simply victims of some simple linear process of erosion. 

Despite a general trend toward party erosion, the parties 

themselves are able to respond to increased pressure from 

the extremes. For example, we know that the national 

committees have become increasingly important in recent 

years (see Reichley, 1992). In the case of the Republicans 

in 1968, the goal is to reassert some centrist control 

associated with a pragmatic politics. This implies the 

purging of Goldwaterites from the power structure of the 

party. 

These goals were achieved. Reichley (1992) argues that 

"progressive and stalwart Republican leaders combined to 

sweep movement conservatives out of control of the party's 
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national machinery" (1992:333). As well, the party 

platform moved back toward the center with no floor fights 

and little rancor. How was it possible to reassert 

pragmatic interests and purge the conservative movement 

from the power structure so quickly? 

First, it is important to note that this does not 

necessarily imply the purging of conservative delegates 

from the conventions. We know from Jackson et. al. (1982) 

that convention delegates tend to be more conservative or 

liberal than the general constituent depending on the 

party. However, from a behavioral standpoint, this does 

not necessarily mean that such delegates are unwilling to 

work at a more pragmatic level in the interests of the 

party. For example, a state committeewoman, who was a 

Goldwater supporter in 1964, is quoted in Polsby and 

Wildavsky (1984). 

I was a Republican amateur in 1964 but I wouldn't 
support Goldwater today. Our leader must reflect 
majority opinion, namely the views in the middle 
because a man is elected to represent this 
country's beliefs, not to force his own on the 
country. Nixon is doing a great job at this even 
though conservatives have given him a hard 
time ••• after the primary we worked for the ticket 
because party unity is the result of both free 
discussion and being a good loser if necessary 
(1984:128). 

The devastating loss of 1964 compelled some 

ideological purists to act on a more pragmatic basis. This 

aside, however, there are some specific actions which 
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helped to shift the direction of the party. Some scholars 

believed that the Goldwater candidacy would permanently 

disable the dynamics of the two-party system. Bibby (1973) 

argues, however, that devastating "as it seemed during late 

1964 and early 1965, the Goldwater movement was not to 

change the American party system from its basic two-party 

pattern, as some respected observers had suggested it 

might ••• Indeed the long term effect of the Goldwater 

nomination and the ensuing party defeat was moderating in 

character" (1973:250-152). 

One of the major effects of the Goldwater candidacy 

was felt in the House of Representatives where thirty-one 

of the most conservative representatives were defeated. As 

a result, moderate forces and junior representatives in the 

House challenged their minority leader, Charles Halleck, 

who had been a Goldwater Supporter. Gerald Ford became the 

new minority leader by a vote of 73-67. One important 

result of this change is that the new Republican leadership 

developed committees and organizations which gave moderates 

a more powerful voice in the party. As well, newly elected 

Republicans tended to be less conservative than their 

predecessors. 

A major change occurred at the national leadership 

level. At the 1965 Republican National Committee meeting, 

Ita combination of old-line GOP leaders and moderates 
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installed Ray C. Bliss as national chairman and forced the 

resignation of Dean Burch, who had been tabled for the post 

by Goldwater in 1964" (Bibby, 1973:260). Bliss' leadership 

had a strong moderating effect on the party as he prevented 

conservative groups, such as the Young Republicans and the 

National Federation of Republican Women, from behaving in 

ways that hurt the party image. The leadership 

organizations in the party had become consensus oriented 

and, as such, the Goldwater forces were gradually purged 

from positions of power from 1965-1969. In general, Bliss 

helped to reassert the party's organizational structure. 

Bibby (1973) writes that: 

The Bliss style of leadership stressed strong 
party organization, unified fund-raising, party 
unity, and a commitment not to ideology but to 
winning elections ••• In an effort to move the party 
away from ideological concerns and give it the 
tools to win, the National Committee, under Bliss' 
leadership, organized a series of workshops across 
the countrY ••• Special meetings were held for so
called 'big city leaders' in an effort to rebuild 
the party in a major area of weakness (1973:220). 

The platform itself moved toward the center. The 

chairman of the platform committee was Everett Dirksen who 

was "a skilled middleman and consensus politician" (Bibby, 

1973:266). Both Bliss as well as the Nixon forces stood 

watch over the platform process to monitor the behavior of 

the ideological purists. 

When the normally conservative inclinations of the 
membership went further than experienced national 
leaders thought wise, Congressional members of the 



committee with impressive conservative credentials 
made emphatic pleas to the membership not to make 
costly errors that might embarrass the nominee 
(Bibby, 1973:266). 
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In the end, there were no floor fights on the 

platform. "The delegates approved without debate the 1968 

Republican platform, which steered a careful middle course 

between conservatives and liberals on domestic policy and 

between 'doves' and 'hawks' on the touchy vietnam issue" 

(Congressional Quarterly, 1987:113). The platform was 

moderate on the issue of civil rights and a more moderate 

vietnam plank was inserted to avoid a floor flight. For 

Polsby and Wildavsky (1984), "Nixon's main tactic was to 

avoid antagonizing voters, to avoid direct confrontations 

with the opposition or with the press, and to avoid saying 

anything controversial about vietnam" (1984:152). It is 

under these conditions that the conservative movement is 

pushed aside and a more pragmatic politics resurfaces 

within Republican conventional politics. 

1968 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1968 Democratic Convention can be viewed in two 

ways. Through one lens it could be argued that the 

convention represented the continuing control of the party 

by moderate and pragmatic interests. After all, Hubert 

Humphrey is the nominee. On the other hand, a different 

view might suggest that the 1968 convention revealed the 
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fracturing of the Democratic party culminating in the 

takeover of the party in 1972 by social movement interests. 

In fact, both views are correct. Thus, the Chicago 

convention has two central themes. First, the use of 

physical force and secondly, "political force to overrule 

minority sentiment throughout the convention. At the end 

of convention week, the Chicago police announced that 589 

person had been arrested during the disturbances, with more 

than 119 police and 100 demonstrators injured" 

(Congressional Quarterly, 1987:115). 

Inside the convention there were intense debates over 

the platform, particularly with regard to Vietnam. The 

anti-war activists led by McCarthy and McGovern called for 

an unconditional cessation of the bombing. Neither 

President Johnson nor Hubert Humphrey could support this 

plank but Mccarthy, having based his nomination on this 

singe issue, refused to back down. In the end, faced with 

the possibility of an intense floor fight, the Humphrey 

forces offered a 'mild compromise' with the conditional 

cessation of bombing and the withdrawal of troops when the 

South Vietnamese were able to fend for themselves. The 

compromise was rejected, which resulted in a two hour 

debate on the issue. The Johnson forces could not stop the 

debate. In the end, McCarthy's minority plank was defeated 



easily by a vote of 1,567.75 to 1,041.25, and a more 

centrist plank was inserted into the platform. 
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On civil rights, there were some successes for the 

activists. A segregated Mississippi delegation was 

unseated by a voice vote but there were compromises with 

other Southern delegations. In some cases both delegations 

were seated and in others, those who would sign a loyalty 

oath to support the nominee were seated. 

The greatest success for the ideological interests 

came with regard to rules changes. The credentials 

committee approved a major study of the delegate selection 

process, with the changes brought about by that study 

having a major impact on the 1972 convention. As well, a 

minority report was filed requiring that "all feasible 

efforts have been made to assure that delegates are elected 

through party primary, convention, or committee procedures 

open to public participation within the calendar year of 

the national convention" (Bain and Parris, 1973:325). This 

rule would have the effect of opening up the political 

process within the Democratic party but, as expected, the 

"rules committee chairman Samuel H. Shapiro, the governor 

of Illinois said that the idea of abolishing the unit rule 

altogether would be referred to the study committee that 

would report to the 1972 convention. But the minority 
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report was approved 1,350 - 1,206" (Bain and Parris, 

1973:325). 

Thus, the stage was being set for the takeover of the 

Democratic party in 1972 by movement activists. At this 

convention, however, there were too many constraints. 

Looking at the profile of convention delegates in Table 2 

(p. 178), it is evident that the distribution of delegates 

had yet to undergo the dramatic changes that were seen in 

1972. only 13% of the delegates were women; 5% are black 

and only 3% were under age 30. As well, Malbin (1980:134) 

suggests, united states senators, representatives and 

governors continued to have a major presence at the 1968 

Democratic convention. Thus, in the end, the platform had 

yet to reach the extremes while Humphrey was an easy winner 

over McCarthy. "Humphrey's winning majority included the 

bulk of party moderates, big-city organizations of the 

North (including Daley's) and southern conservatives 

(Congressional Quarterly, 1987:116). Social movement 

interests had been constrained but, given some favorable 

actions at this convention, those interests will become 

increasingly difficult to contain in 1972. 

General Evaluation of the 1968 Republican 
and Democratic Conventions 

The pattern of the two conventions seems clear. On 

the one hand, the Republican party was moving away from the 
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influence of the conservative movement toward more 

pragmatic interests. The Democratic party, however, was 

beginning to feel the fractious nature of politics 

associated with the influence of ideological interests, 

although the traditional power structure was able to 

maintain some control. That the Democratic party was still 

an effective organization in 1968 was given credibility by 

the fact that most political scientists believed that 

Humphrey would have received the nomination even if Kennedy 

had not been shot (Reichley, 1992). Reichley writes: 

The South backed Humphrey, believing him a hawk, 
and the machines and unions, it is arqued, would 
have produced enough additional delegates to put 
him across. The defeat of the platform plank 
calling for an end to the bombing in Vietnam 
proposed by the doves, by a vote of 1,041 1/4 in 
favor to 1,564 3/4 against is offered as proof 
that forces loyal to the administration controlled 
the convention. A study by a team of British 
Journalists at the time cited Max Weber: 'As a 
rule, the party organization easily succeeds 
in ••• castration of charisma' (Reichley, 1992:341). 

Consequently, both parties have fairly moderate 

platforms that are not that distinct from one another. 

Under those conditions, a close election might be predicted 

and that is certainly the case. As well, it might also be 

worth looking back to an argument made in the second 

chapter. In that chapter, I suggested that the third party 

alternative might be more enticing under conditions of 

strong major parties. To the degree that a centrist 

philosophy is indicative of some level of party control, it 
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can be predicted that the 1968 election year should feature 

significant third party activity given the relatively 

centrist posture of the two major parties. This appears to 

be the case. George Wallace's American Independent Party 

received 13.5% of the total votes in the 1968 presidential 

elections. Rosenstone et. al. (1984) argue that although 

Nixon was a moderate and Humphrey a liberal, the party 

platforms were quite similar, particularly in contrast with 

the Wallace platform. Under those conditions, it is not 

surprising that the Wallace candidacy fairs well 

(1984:131). 

1972 Republican Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1972 Republican convention saw a continuation of a 

trend established at the 1968 Republican convention wherein 

control of the party shifts in the direction of pragmatic 

interests. By 1972, the more extreme interests have been 

shut out and lithe GOP gathering proved to be the least 

exciting one since 1956 when the Republicans renominated 

the ticket of Eisenhower and Nixon, a near landslide winner 

in 1952" (Chester, 1977:275). By all accounts the 

convention ran smoothly with very little rancor. The 

reassert ion of a more moderate political tone was indicated 

by the fact that Nelson Rockefeller was chosen to deliver 

Nixon's nomination speech. This was quite extraordinary 

given the fact that only 8 years earlier at the 1964 
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convention, Rockefeller had been treated as an outsider by 

movement conservatives who controlled the party. As well, 

three moderates, Edward Brooke, Richard Lugar and Anne 

Armstrong were chosen to give keynote addresses (Bain and 

Parris, 1973). 

The party platform reflects this moderation despite 

the fact that the chairman of the platform committee, John 

Rhodes of Arizona, as well as most of the delegates, are 

conservative. Thus, a powerful incumbent candidate can 

exert significant control over the convention process and, 

as I will suggest shortly, the Nixon administration 

enforces a highly centralized structure of leadership which 

in turn has important ramifications. During the platform 

process, two right-wing plans supporting right-to-work laws 

and a balanced budget were defeated. The platform 

continued to support an Equal Rights Amendment and sought a 

balance between a growing economy and environmental 

protection. In contrast with the Democrats, the Republican 

platform process was held behind closed doors and under 

those conditions, the Nixon forces were better able to 

establish control. 

Thus, the 1972 Republican convention was not conducive 

to social movement interests. However, according to the 

logic of party domination effects, it could be predicted 

that the 1972 convention should have witnessed an 
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increasing set of demands by more extreme interests. Does 

the Nixon presidency create an anomaly? I will argue that 

it does in the sense that the Republican party does indeed 

see its power reduced during the Nixon years. The 

direction of that power shift was not, however, toward the 

ideological interests. Rather, that power became 

increasingly concentrated within the White House which was 

content to follow a pragmatic course. Thus, the Nixon 

style of leadership reduced the power of the Republican 

party hierarchy but still maintained a centrist oriented 

political direction. As I will demonstrate shortly, the 

1976 Republican convention witnessed the reassert ion of 

party control, although the respondent was the watergate 

plagued Nixon administration rather than more extreme 

social movement interests. 

1972 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1972 Democratic convention represents the 

domination of a major political party by social movement 

interests. Whereas in 1968 the Democratic party was able 

to exert some control over mounting pressures, in 1972 the 

protesters, reformers and minorities "were present inside 

the hall at Miami Beach, not outside" (Chester, 1977:278). 

As well, the party nominee, George McGovern, represented a 

shift in power away from the traditional Democratic 

hierarchy. Tolchin and Tolchin (1974) argue that the 
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"democratic party structure was also singularly unreceptive 

to a Presidential bid by the mild-mannered senator from 

South Dakota ••• McGovern was clearly at odds with the 

Democratic hierarchy, dominated by biq-city bosses, 

orqanized labor ••• 11 (1947:32). 

As the war in vietnam became a major schism within the 

Democratic party between 1968 and 1972, the deleqate 

profile chanqed substantially by 1972. A major factor 

contributinq to the chanqinq deleqate profile was the work 

of the McGovern-Frazer commission, which in 1971 proposed 

important rule chanqes on deleqate selection. These rules 

were designed to make the delegation reflective of the 

population at larqe in terms of race, sex, aqe and income. 

As well, the rules chanqes were desiqned to reduce the role 

of the traditional party powers within the Democratic 

party. Reichley (1992) writes: 

The new rules required that each state party 
should take 'affirmative steps' before the 1972 
Democratic convention to produce delegations 
including blacks, women, and young people in 
'reasonable relationship to the qroup's presence 
in the population of the state.' In order to 
minimize the role of party organizations in the 
selection process, no more than 10 percent of a 
state's delegation were to be chosen by party 
committees. For future conventions, selection by 
party committees was to be eliminated entirely 
(1992:345). 

That the new rules constituted a 'quota' system was 

demonstrated by the unprecedented number of challenqes at 

the convention. Thus, 40% of the convention deleqates were 
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challenged, most on grounds that they were not adequately 

representative of "women, youth and minorities" 

(Congressional Quarterly, 1987:119). In fact, the 

credentials committee stripped Mayor Richard J. Daley of 

chicago and 58 of his followers of credentials. Most of 

the replacements were McGovern supporters. These new 

delegates were seated and led by "Chicago alderman William 

Singer and black activist Jesse Jackson" (Congressional 

Quarterly, 1987:120). 

Data on the distribution of delegates reflects major 

changes. Looking at the Democratic data in Table 2, the 

percentage of women at the Democratic convention increased 

from 13% in 1968 to 40% in 1972; the percentage of blacks 

increased from 5% in 1968 to 15% in 1972; the percentage of 

delegates under age thirty increased from 3% in 1968 to 22% 

in 1972; the number of senators and representatives 

decreased from 117 in 1968 to 46 in 1972; the number of 

governors decreased from 23 in 1968 to 17 in 1972. 

Similarly, Malbin (1980) finds a rather dramatic reduction 

in the percentage of senators and representatives at 

Democratic conventions between 1968 and 1972. The 

percentage of senators attending the Democratic convention 

dropped from 68 to 36 percent between 1968 and 1972 while 

the percentage of representatives, who attended, dropped 

from 39 to 15 percent during the same period (1980:134). 



217 

Thus, Malbin's (1980) data shows the movement of the 

Democratic party toward increased representation as well as 

a reduction in the representation of the traditional party 

forces at the convention. These changes are also reflected 

in the changing political orientation of these delegates. 

Jackson et. al. (1978) report that there was a "clear and 

decided Liberal to Left cant to the 1972 delegation and, of 

course, that was part of the endemic critique of the 1972 

convention ••• " (1978:197). 

Despite the fact that McGovern sought to open up the 

party to outsiders he may have gotten more than he 

bargained for. For example, the women's movement during 

the 1970s gave McGovern some political trouble. By 1972, 

women were the largest single force at the convention and, 

as such, were in a position to make demands. Tolchin and 

Tolchin (1974) write: 

To ensure that the McGovern reforms materialized 
into political reality, Women's Education for -
Delegate Selection (WEDS) was formed as an arm of 
the bipartisan National Women's Political Caucus. 
WEDS masterminded the selection of women delegates 
in many states by thorough and painstaking efforts 
on a state-by-state basis to educate and influence 
women to run as delegates. The group also sought 
to promote women into positions of influence 
within the convention by bringing pressure to bear 
on the party's national committee (1974:275). 

The issue of abortion became a major source of 

conflict between the McGovern forces and 500 or so women 

delegates. Despite his image as an ideological purist, 
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McGovern moved toward a more pragmatic stance as he asked 

the women to back off their demands for a stronger pro

choice plank. McGovern had already insulted many women 

with the appointment of actress Shirley Maclaine as his 

liaison with women's groups. Maclaine had accepted the 

pragmatic position in an effort to defeat Nixon (Tolchin 

and Tolchin, 1974). In the end, the McGovern forces 

betrayed the pro-choice interests by putting a right-to

life speaker on the podium and the pro-choice plank went 

down to defeat by a vote of 1,572.8 to 1,103.37. As a 

protest gesture, Sissy Farenthold was nominated for vice-

president but lost 1,741 to 4200 Considering the total 

picture, however, the women's movement had made major 

advances within the party. Tolchin and Tolchin (1974) 

write: 

Despite some setbacks, women left the convention 
with sUbstantial victories for the women's 
political movement under their belts ••• A sweeping 
fifteen-point women's plank was written into the 
platform including pledges supporting the Equal 
Rights Amendment; the elimination of 
discrimination against women in public 
accommodations and jobs; equal access to 
educational opportunities, tenure, promotion and 
higher salaries; the availability of maternity 
benefits to working women and the appointment of 
women to positions of top responsibility in all 
branches of the federal government (1974:59). 

Although the McGovern forces had a more pragmatic bent 

than some assume, there is little doubt that the platform 

"was probably the most liberal and the longest (about 
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25,000 words) ever offered by a major political party" 

(Congressional Quarterly, 1987:121). Despite the fact that 

4 liberal planks on welfare, abortion, taxes, and gay 

rights were defeated, the vietnam issue saw no compromise. 

The platform called for the "immediate and complete 

withdrawal" of troops (Congressional Quarterly, 1987). In 

the end, the centrist orientation of a pragmatic politics 

had eroded and "many Democrats - blue collar workers, Roman 

catholics, and Southerners - were turned off by the far 

left positions espoused in the platform" (Reichley, 

1992:111). 

Thus, the social movement interests had become a major 

force within the Democratic party by 1972. The traditional 

party organization was no longer in control as the 

activists moved into positions of power. The cost of that 

transition was a devastating loss at the polls, which 

produced a tension for the reassert ion of centrist control 

at future party conventions. 

General Evaluation of 1972 Republican 
and Democratic Conventions 

The conventions of 1972 stand in sharp contrast. On 

the one hand, the Republicans have a strong centrist 

orientation. This results from a powerful incumbent with a 

highly centralized form of leadership. As I have just 

demonstrated, the Democratic party is overrun with movement 
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interests to the extent that some traditional powers within 

the party, such as labor, have less influence. 

Theoretically speaking, the cycle of tension between center 

and periphery should be set for both parties. 

1976 Republican Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1976 Republican convention is particularly 

difficult to describe. On the one hand, as suggested by 

the party domination proposition, ideological or movement 

conservatives were beginning to make noise again within the 

party. However, in response to watergate more traditional 

party forces regained control and, as such, brought 

pressure for a centrist and pragmatic politics. 

The battle between Ford and Reagan was closely 

contested and was not settled until the convention. This 

battle symbolized an increasing tension between moderate 

and conservative forces within the party. Ford, a 

"moderately conservative" congressman was perceived by the 

right as "indecisive and incompetent. His tendency to 

appoint to government positions politicians and bureaucrats 

with ties to the GOP establishment prompted the American 

Conservative Union in 1975 to produce a disapproving 

study ••• documenting the 'liberal' appointments" (Crawford, 

1980:234). 

For movement conservatives the 1976 convention was a 

bitter one. Their leader, Ronald Reagan, in an effort to 
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wrestle the nomination from Ford had taken a pragmatic 

stance. He selected as his running mate Pennsylvania 

senator Richard Schweiker, Ita politician clearly identified 

with the moderate wing of the party and, in fact, one of 

the most liberal members" (Crawford I 1980:234). This was 

more evidence that the party was indeed under the control 

of the liberal establishment. Conservatives had already 

been up in arms over Ford's appointment of Rockefeller as 

vice-president but this was a particularly bitter pill to 

swallow. Crawford (1980) writes 

Reagan's 'sellout' - indeed, his need to balance 
his ticket with a liberal running mate - convinced 
right-wingers again of the liberal hammerlock on 
the Republican party. This was the last straw 
(1980:235). 

Although Ford, a pragmatic conservative defeated 

Reagan, an ideological or movement conservative, that 

victory did not necessarily transfer to domination of the 

platform process. After all, Ford was not a particularly 

powerful incumbent and the conservative movement was making 

noise again within the party. Although both sides had to 

compromise and the Reagan forces were generally controlled, 

Chester (1977) and the congressional Quarterly (1977) point 

out that the platform was the most conservative document 

since 1964. Thus, although the platform continued to 

support the ERA, an anti-abortion plank found its way into 
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the document. In the end, most conservative organizations 

found the platform acceptable if not ideal (Chester, 1977). 

Viewed against the backdrop of watergate and the 

party's attempt to reassert control which had diminished 

under the Nixon presidency, the conservative movement 

appears to have exerted significant influence.~ Thus, 

the party domination proposition is partially supported in 

that more radical interests were making their way back into 

the major party. And where the proposition fails, it does 

so in part due to the idiosyncracies of the Nixon 

presidency and the necessary organizational tightening 

resulting from watergate. In this sense the more extreme 

interests fare pretty well. 

1976 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

Like the Republican party in 1968, the Democratic 

party in 1976 faced some major issues. In particular, 

following a devastating loss in 1972 the party sought to 

reassert a pragmatic orientation following the domination 

of the ideological interests in 1972. A major step in that 

direction was taken with the emergence of Robert strauss as 

head of the Democratic National Committee. strauss was a 

29Bibby (1973) and Crawford (1980) suggest that the 
Republican National Committee had lost virtually all 
political clout with the election of Nixon. Nixon had 
established his own election apparatus with the creation of 
the Committee to Reelect the President. 
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Texan who had a disdain for the activist politics which had 

come to dominate the party. His main goal was to bring the 

Democratic party back to winning presidential elections. 

This required a pragmatic/moderate politics, particularly 

given the fact that the Republican party in 1976 was not 

under the control of extremists. 

The steps taken by strauss to achieve these ends were 

three-fold. First, there were several rules changes to 

make it more difficult for the ideological activists to 

assert control at the convention. Second, Strauss himself 

exerted almost dictatorial control over the convention 

process. Finally, the party sought to regain control of 

the platform process. 

There were some important rules changes which altered 

the ability for activists to influence the convention. 

"The delegate selection rules abolished the implicit quota 

system that had been the basis of most challenges in 1972. 

The only basis for a challenge in 1976 was the violation of 

a state's delegate selection or affirmative action plan to 

ensure the fair representation of minorities. Since all 

states had their plans approved by the national committee's 

Compliance Review Commission, the Credentials Committee was 

not weighing the fairness of the plan, but merely whether 

the state party had implemented it. In reverse of the 1972 

system, the burden of proof was on the challenging 
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individual or group, not on the state parties" 

(Congressional Quarterly, 1987:125). The changing delegate 

profile between 1972 and 1976 reflected these rules 

implementations. As Table 2 (p. 178) indicates, between 

1972 and 1976 there was a decrease in the percentage of 

women, blacks and people under the age of thirty as 

convention delegates. As well, there was an increase in 

the number of congressmen who attended the convention. 

Thus, the new rules limited the access of a key bloc of 

people who were influential in 1972. Finally, the task of 

challengers was "further impeded by the action of the 

national committee in october 1975, raising the petition 

requirement for convention minority reports from 10 percent 

to 25 percent of Credentials Committee members" 

(Congressional Quarterly, 1987:125). 

The reassertion of Southern influence associated with 

the Carter campaign, as well as the pragmatic inte~ests of 

the party hierarchy, fit easily with each other. As 

Jackson et. ale (1978) demonstrate, Carter was clearly the 

candidate of the ideological middle. Fifty seven percent 

of those delegates who labeled themselves 'moderate' 

supported Carter. The convention that Strauss attempted to 

orchestrate is geared for the political center. Thus, for 

Strauss, Jimmy Carter "was basically the middle-course, and 

the Democratic delegates understood that a move to the 
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middle in 1976 was the route to victory" (Jackson et al., 

1978:189). As Jackson et. ale (1978) write: 

1974 and 1976 represented a shift back to the 
party's basic center of gravity among the 
traditional Liberal and Moderate ideological 
components of the party. The increase in the 
moderate category is especially dramatic, and it 
was accomplished in 1974 (1978:197).30 

Both strauss and the Carter forces were against 

liberal minority reports and the new rules changes helped 

achieve this. strauss made the convention a personal 

matter. Reeves (1977) writes: 

On one level, it was revenge. strauss resented 
what he felt was those years of harassment from 
vocal black and feminist leaders as he tried to 
build a unified, ordered and solvent Democratic 
party. They were not going to get the podium and 
television at his convention. They might not like 
Barbara Jordon - in fact, they didn't - but there 
was no way they could open their mouths about it 
(1977:73). 

The party platform reflected the reassert ion of 

pragmatic interests and the movement of party regulars back 

into positions of power concerning the platform. In fact, 

Malbin (1980) argues that the reassert ion of party control 

of the platform process is typical for parties out of 

power. Thus, Michael Barnes, director of the 1976 

3~any of the important rules changes concerning the 
1976 convention were accomplished at the 1974 mid-term 
conference. For example, the Mikulski Commission dropped 
the quota system for the 1974 conference and, as such, it 
is at this conference where we see a decline in the 
representation of women, blacks and people under age 
thirty. See Jackson and Hitlin (1981) for a discussion of 
this conference. 
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Democratic platform committee suggested that the platform 

"was basically written by organizational staff. Obviously, 

the Carter campaign was very important to us as were the 

various leaders of the Democratic coalition. The Carter 

people pushed on maybe two or three things, but it was not 

basically a Carter document" (Quoted in Malbin, 1980:102). 

In the end, the platform was fairly liberal but 

according to Chester (1977), "it is more of a Great Society 

Document than a McGovernite one" (1977:289). On the 

liberal side, the platform called for a handgun ban and 

supported detente with the Soviet Union. On the other 

hand, the platform called for a strong military. A pro

choice plank barely made it into the platform and, 

according to Reeves (1977), its insertion resulted from the 

vehement complaints by the wife of a powerful Carter 

representative. "Unlike 1972, when there was sharp 

divisive debate on 20 minority planks, only one minority 

plank - on reversing the 1939 Hatch Act to allow federal 

employees to run for political office and participate in 

partisan activity campaigns - was presented to the 

delegates in Madison Square Garden. It was approved by the 

Carter forces and was adopted by a voice vote after minimal 

debate" (Congressional Quarterly, 1987:127). 

The Strauss and Carter forces fought most every 

encroachment by movement interests. Thus, for example, a 



227 

minority report emanating from the Women's Caucus calling 

for a 50% quota for women at future Democratic conventions 

was opposed. But, unlike 1972, the leadership of the 

Women's Caucus did not want to risk disrupting the unity of 

the convention and agreed to pull back. Raising the 

possibility of movement cooptation, Jane O'Reilly, a 

reporter wrote in her journal: "Bella, Patt, et al., told 

us in the kindest possible, but nonetheless elitist, terms 

what they had decided we should accept. But we are 

gratified by our new status as insiders instead of 

petitioner outsiders" (Quoted in Reeves, 1977:97). Like 

some former Goldwater delegates in 1968, it appears that 

the issue activists within the Democratic party were not 

immune to the pressures toward pragmatism emerging from the 

1972 convention. It is under this increased pressure for a 

centrist/pragmatic politics that social movement interests 

have such a difficult time. 

In 1976 Robert strauss was prepared to deliver "a 

party to the candidate" and those forces that got into his 

way were met with statements like the following: 

I decided the day I became chairman that I would 
pay any price for a 25 percent rule ••• l wasn't 
interested in having every little sliver of 
opinion presented on primetime television. At 10 
percent, the gays and the abortion people and 
other weirdos could get together and sign each 
others petitions 'You sign ours, and we'll sign 
yours.' We cured the platform and Carter cured 
the rest (Quoted in Reeves, 1977:62). 



General Evaluation of 1976 Republican 
and Democratic Conventions 

In 1976, the Republican and Democratic parties were 

headed in different directions. On the one hand, social 
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movement interests in the form of a conservative movement 

and anti-abortion interests were working their way into the 

Republican party resulting in a conservative platform. For 

the party out of power, as the party domination proposition 

predicts, the Democratic party was desperate to reassert 

control over the ideological activists. The shift back to 

the political center was accomplished through some 

important rules changes, self-restraint on the part of 

activists, and the domination of the party process by a 

strong party leader. Thus, social movement interests lost 

their clout at the 1976 Democratic convention. 

1980 Republican Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1980 Republican convention saw the reemergence of 

the conservative movement within the Republican party. At 

the same time, however, given the turmoil in the Democratic 

party, party officials were desparate to retain some sense 

of moderation. There were four main actors at this 

convention: The Republican party leadership represented by 

the Republican National Committee; Conservative delegates 

focusing on such issues as abortion and the ERA; party 
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balance among the various interests. 
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That the party hierarchy still exerted some influence 

and the Reagan forces were oriented toward a pragmatic 

politics as was demonstrated with the choice of George Bush 

as vice president. The naming of Bush nearly caused a 

revolt within the convention among conservatives, but 

recognizing "the potential at least for embarrassment, the 

Reagan leadership spent much of the following day trying to 

move its own delegates back into line" (Shafer, 1988:199). 

In the end "the party's moderate and conservative wings 

agreed to blur their differences to appear united, to 

broaden the party's appeal and to smooth Reagan's way to 

the White House" (Congressional Quarterly, 1987:135). 

As indicated earlier, the Reagan campaign is often 

seen as the standard-bearer for the conservative movement 

which utilizes the Republican party out of convenience (see 

Blumenthal, 1988). Although Reagan was more of a pragmatic 

politician than commonly believed, there is little doubt 

that the Reagan campaign helped bring the conservative 

movement back into the party. For Shafer (1988), Reagan 

"added new cause organizations, such as the National Right

to-Life Committee" (1988:122), and utilized "an array of 

issue organizations, such as Young Americans for 

Freedom ••• which were devoted to the furtherance of 
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conservative ideological goals" (1988:122). In particular, 

evangelical Christians were prominent at the 1980 

convention, constituting over 25 percent of the total 

delegates (Shafer, 1988:124). The Republican party 

actively courted the New Christian Right as they 

represented a potential voting bloc of 22 million people 

(Jorstad, 1987), Thus, given the erosion of Democratic 

strength in the South, combined with the increasing 

importance of the South in terms of population, evangelical 

Christians become a major force with the party. 31 Weaker 

evidence for the emerging conservative movement within the 

party is provided by the delegate profiles. As Table 2 (p. 

178) suggests, for the first time since 1968, there is a 

decrease in the percentage of women, blacks, and people 

under the age of thirty at the 1980 Republican convention. 

The tensions and conflicts between the pragmatic 

interests and the ideological interests were most clear 

with regard to the party platform. Malbin (1980) suggests 

that the platform process for parties out of power tends to 

be controlled by the party hierarchy. This, of course, 

supports the second proposition. The 1980 Republican 

platform reflected this pattern to some extent in that 

31Reichley (1992) suggests that "White evangelical 
Protestants, comprising about 20 percent of the national 
electorate, had usually been predominately Democratic in 
their politics, partly because they were concentrated in 
the South ••• " (1992:357). 
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"party regulars" were in charge of the platform committee 

and that the Republican National Committee was determined 

to control the Reagan forces on this dimension. But it was 

the Reagan forces themselves which also tried to reduce the 

conflict. As suggested earlier, Reagan was more of a 

pragmatic politician than he is often credited. Reichley 

(1992), for example, argues that Reagan was always a good 

party man. He writes: 

Unlike some hard-right conservatives, Reagan was 
always a good party man. As governor of 
California from 1966 through 1972, he had worked 
to build up the state Republican party. He had 
campaigned conscientiously for moderate and even 
progressive Republican candidates for state office 
as well as for fellow hard-right conservatives, 
thereby achieving a relatively cohesive party in a 
state where parties were traditionally 
weak ••• After his nomination for President at the 
Republican convention in Detroit, Reagan 
identified his candidacy closely with Republicans 
of all stripes running for congressional and state 
offices. In September he posed on the steps of 
the national capital in Washington with scores of 
Republican congressional candidates to symbolize 
his association with the entire party ticket 
(1992:359-360). 

Thus, it is the party officials and the Reagan forces 

which attempted to control the more extreme forces during 

the platform process. As Malbin (1980) notes, the platform 

process is particularly difficult in terms of the amount of 

work required. Consequently, it is mostly those 

individuals who are highly committed to some issue who are 

willing to serve on the committee. As such, the platform 

committee tends to be weighted in the favor of ideological 
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activists and this makes things difficult for the pragmatic 

interests. Thus, by 1980, the platform committee "was a 

haven for militant delegates with strong policy 

preferences. Most were reliable Reagan supporters, but 

they had joined his campaign to advance their policy goals 

too, and with the nomination secured, they were freed to 

turn to these" (Shafer, 1988:197). In 1980, the platform 

committee was lobbied intensively by a pro-life group from 

Detroit, which was a decentralized collection of local pro

life organizations put together specifically for that 

purpose. As well, the anti-ERA forces, led by Phyllis 

Schlafly, lobbied intensively. The platform committee was 

receptive to these groups and the tension mounted. The 

Reagan forces tried to control the more extreme interests. 

Schafer (1988) writes: 

As they became aware of developments on platform, 
the Reagan staff did mount a countercampaign on 
some of the most extreme proposals. Thus, the 
failure to say anything about the ERA was actually 
a subsequent compromise, pulling the committee 
back from aggressively hostile language ••• Yet in 
most areas, the national Reagan team decided that 
it would be wiser, given the composition of the 
Platform Committee, not to battle for policy 
alternatives. Moderates on the committee did not 
have the 25 percent necessary to mount minority 
reports. Conservatives could not push their 
proposals before the full convention - and its 
television audience - if they were not challenged. 
As a result, the principal strategy of the Reagan 
leadership was to leave the evolving platform 
alone (1988:198). 
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The leaders of the platform committee tried to limit 

the controversy by closing the meetings to the public. 

Although this was not achieved, party officials tried to 

keep the press in the dark about the more divisive issues. 

However, the interest groups were not to be controlled, 

however, and when the press focused on these issues, the 

conflict increased. In one subcommittee hearing, Trent 

Lott (vice-chairman of the platform committee) had to "cool 

down" one delegate who tried to insert an extreme anti-ERA 

plank by calling a 5 minute recess (Malbin, 1980). The 

initial platform draft had tried to straddle such divisive 

issues as abortion and the ERA but as they made their way 

down to the full committee, the ideological interests 

grabbed hold. Thus, on abortion, the committee wanted 

Judicial litmus tests, a constitutional amendment banning 

abortion and no federal funding for abortion. These anti

abortion planks carried easily despite the objections of 

party officials. As well, for the first time in many 

years, an anti-ERA plank was inserted into the platform. 32 

Moderate forces within the party were bitter about the 

abortion and ERA planks. In front of the full committee, 

May Dent crisp of Arizona, co-chairman of the Republican 

National Committee, argued for a more moderate tone. Along 

32A pro-ERA plank had been included in every Republican 
platform since 1944 (Blumenthal, 1988:319). 
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with the Reagan forces, the party hierarchy was able to 

water down the anti-ERA plank as well as to convince Jesse 

Helms to withdraw extreme planks on military and foreign 

affairs issues. However, the anti-abortion plank was not 

watered down. Thus, although congressional members on the 

platform committee attempted to restrain the ideological 

activists, they were only partly successful. In the end, 

congressional representatives "won some points and lost 

others, but their presence introduced an element of 

moderation that was missing from the Democratic committee, 

whose few senators and representatives generally were 

absent" (Malbin, 1980:112). In particular, the Republican 

platform was designed to appeal to some groups that the 

Republican party had not traditionally appealed to: 

organized labor, black and the poor. Thus, the platform 

"pledged to strengthen the enforcement of the civil rights 

laws, made overtures to u.s. workers put out of their jobs 

by competition from foreign imports and promised to save 

America's inner cities. As well, after meeting with 

moderate forces at the convention, Reagan agreed to present 

a more moderate tone in his acceptance speech" (Malbin, 

1980). It was GOP Chairman William Brock, who had worked 

to rebuild the Republican party national organization in 

1977, and Ronald Reagan, who were determined to present a 

centrist image. Davis (1983) writes: 



To demonstrate his abiding concern for minority 
rights (and faced with a threatened walkout of 
black delegates), Reagan personally insisted that 
Benjamin L. Hooks, the Executive Director of the 
National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People, be included among the list of 
speakers to be heard after the keynote speech. Nor 
did Governor Reagan miss the opportunity in his 
own acceptance speech to make elimination of 
'discrimination against women' a high priority in 
his planned new administration, even though the 
GOP platform openly avoided endorsing the Equal 
Rights Amendment. Not by accident, a special 
biographical film (which preceded Governor 
Reagan's acceptance speech) stressed his early 
ties with labor unions while he worked in 
Hollywood ••• the Republican nominee used his 
convention appearance and acceptance speech to 
reassure millions in the electorate that his 
future administration would be responsive, if 
elected, to the aspirations and needs of 
minorities, women, and blue-collar workers 
(1983:201). 
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Evaluating the degree of embeddedness and influence of 

social movement interests within the Republican party in 

1980 is somewhat difficult. On the one hand, the 

conservative movement and anti-abortion forces had a 

dramatic impact on the platform process. However, despite 

some setbacks, the party hierarchy and the Reagan forces 

were able to produce some moderation in the interest of a 

pragmatic politics. Thus, in the end, the more ideological 

interests were present but still not able to control the 

party. 

1980 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1980 Democratic convention stands in sharp 

contrast to the 1976 Democratic convention. By 1980 the 
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activists were back in full force as the Carter forces 

simply could not control the convention process. A major 

factor contributing to the inability of the Carter forces 

to exert control is that Carter was a particularly weak 

incumbent president whose nomination for re-election 

remained open into convention week. Thus, the Kennedy 

forces, buoyed by some late primary successes decided to 

challenge for the nomination. The uncertainty as to who 

would be the nominee,as well as Kennedy's alliance with 

many of the activists, produced an extremely conflictual 

convention and a setting in which movement activists had 

some influence. 

The resurgence ofa more open politics within the 

Democratic party is reflected in the delegate profile. As 

Table 2 (p. 178) suggests, there was an increase in the 

percentage of women and blacks at the convention, following 

a decrease in those percentages for the 1976 convention. 

As well, in 1976 only 4 delegates were openly gay whereas 

by 1980, 76 were openly gay and 6 of them ended up on the 

platform committee (Malbin, 1980:126). 

Once the rules committee had ruled against Kennedy's 

challenge on the binding of delegates, much of the conflict 

within the party centered on the party platform. The 

initial draft of the platform was produced in the White 

House well in advance of the convention, but once it made 
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its way into the platform committee neither the Kennedy 

forces nor the issue activists found it acceptable (Malbin, 

1980). Feminists, gay activists and anti-nuclear activists 

had packed various sUbcommittees. As well, there was an 

internal lobbying effort by various interest groups to 

shape the platform. For Malbin (1980) the anti-nuclear and 

gay-rights groups were similar to the anti-abortion and 

anti-ERA groups at the Republican convention in that "the 

delegate-selection processes ••• provided all four with 

opportunities not available to similar groups under older 

delegate-selection rules" (1980:121). 

Several interest groups had success on the platform 

process. The anti-nuclear people desired a minority plank 

on solar energy, and after holding a demonstration the 

Carter forces backed off. Gay Vote '80 had worked 

particularly hard at delegate-selection, on issues at 

candidate forums and for gays being put on the platform 

committee. Thus, according to Malbin (1980), by "any 

standards ••• Gay Vote '80 won some remarkable points in the 

Democratic platform. Its low-budget efforts, and those of 

the campaign for Safe Energy, demonstrated the permeability 

of the process in the clearest possible terms" (1980:126). 

Feminists made several demands on the platform. The Carter 

forces did not support the funding of abortion with 

Medicaid or the denial of campaign assistance to those not 
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supporting the ERA. A coalition of feminist organizations 

lobbied for both planks and threatened to support John 

Anderson if they lost. In the end, the Carter forces had 

to accept defeat, with Carter simply reiterating his 

personal opposition to funding of abortions (Malbin, 1980). 

The platform process featured 23 minority reports of 

which 14 were approved and the platform battle, "one of the 

longest in party history, filled 17 hours of debate and 

roll calls that stretched over two days ..... (Congressional 

Quarterly, 1987:139). Carter seemed to have no choice but 

to give in to the various interests which dominated the 

convention. Davis (1983) summarizes the Carter dilemma 

well. 

In his renomination acceptance speech, President 
Carter found himself in the embarrassing position 
of lending general, though somewhat vague, support 
to key provisions of the 1980 party 
platform ••• While President Carter had serious 
reservations about planks ••• he did not want to 
risk alienating the convention majority that voted 
for them. Feminist activists, for example, had 
threatened to walk out of the convention if 
President Carter tried to disavow the Equal Rights 
Amendment plank (1983:114). 

Thus, by 1980, social movement interests found fertile 

ground within the Democratic party. The 25 percent rule 

which had been so successful for Robert strauss at the 1976 

convention became a "hollow barrier to restricted debate" 

in 1980 (Davis, 1983:112). A coalition of Kennedy forces, 



239 

feminists and environmentalists found it easy to overcome 

the 25 percent rules. 

General Evaluation of 1980 Republican 
and Democratic Conventions 

The 1980 convention year raised some important 

questions about the pattern of movement embeddedness within 

the major parties. For the Republican party the 

conservative movement had some major successes but the 

party hierarchy still has a moderating influence. At the 

Democratic convention the activists were once again 

asserting some influence as a weak incumbent could not 

control the convention. Do these trends fit the party 

domination proposition? It depends upon the time frame 

utilized. Viewed year-to-year it would appear that the 

proposition is weakly supported in the case of the 

Republican party, while there is stronger support with 

regard to the Democratic convention. For the Republican 

party, the party domination proposition would predict a 

reassert ion of party control and a shift toward a centrist 

politics given that the party has been out of power for 

four years. The party was in control of the platform 

process and both the party and Reagan forces had some 

moderating influence, but in the end, the right-wing 

activists made significant advances within the party. 

Viewed against a backdrop of continuing party erosion and 
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an increasing ideological polarization between the major 

parties, one could argue that the minimal moderating 

influences provides reasonable support for the party 

domination hypothesis. 33 For the Democratic party, the 

party domination proposition predicts that there should be 

an increase in radical demands within the party between 

1976 and 1980 as they were the party in power. This 

prediction is supported. 

A more compelling case can be made, however, for the 

party domination proposition if one looks at party trends 

over an extended time frame. From this view, the period of 

1968 to 1992 can be considered a period of Republican 

presidential domination and the party domination 

proposition would predict an increasing amount of social 

movement influence during those years. I will demonstrate 

that this is the case. Over the same period, the 

Democratic party should ultimately move back towards a more 

centrist/pragmatic politics. This is also the case. From 

this view, it could be argued that the 1980 Democratic 

convention is somewhat of an anomaly. The contested 

nomination and the alliance of the Kennedy forces with 

33Reichley (1992) argues that a general increase in 
party unity in Congress over the past 15 years is in part 
due to "the declining share of southern conservatives among 
the Democrats in Congress, the falling share of progressive 
Republicans, and the ideological polarization caused by the 
Reagan administration ••• " (1992:371). 
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interest groups which had been mollified in 1976 combine to 

briefly interrupt a general trend toward a more centrist 

politics. As well, it could be argued that the 

interruption of a period of Republican dominance in 1976 

is, in part, a watergate induced anomaly with respect to a 

more general period of Republican presidential dominance 

between 1968 and 1992. As well, the Republican party in 

1976 was responding to the remarkably pragmatic politics of 

the 1976 Democratic party. 

1984 Republican Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1984 Republican convention and platform process 

represents a continuation of a trend seen at the 1980 

convention. Reagan was a powerful incumbent and, as such, 

the White House controlled the convention in conjunction 

with conservative party leaders. The only significant 

differences between the 1980 and 1984 conventions were the 

following: First, if anything, the positions taken by the 

Republicans in 1984 were more extreme. For example, Reagan 

"became only the second Republican candidate for president, 

following Goldwater, to fail to make a direct appeal to 

black voters" (Blumenthal, 1988:319). Second, moderates 

within the party attempted to build an organizational base 

to counter the emerging domination of the party by the 
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right wing.~ Finally, in 1984 Reagan seemed to emphasize 

social issues in an effort to energize conservatives while 

in 1980 he tried to avoid them for the sake of a more 

moderate appearance (Cohodas, 1984:313-316). 

The major conflict again centered on the party 

platform. Although the Republican National committee had 

originally scheduled four regional platform hearings, Trent 

Lott of the RNC and the White House canceled those 

meetings. Conservative group 'town meetings' would replace 

them. Party moderates were upset and the moderate RIPON 

society threatened to hold separate meetings. As the 

platform draft made its way through the committee, 

moderates tried to amend planks on abortion, school prayer 

and the ERA. They were rejected decisively. The ERA issue 

received only 1 vote in subcommittee, while senator Lowell 

Weicker could not even get 10 minutes of debate on school 

prayer (Cohodas, 1984:2074). Like the Democrats, the 

Republicans had also instituted a 25% rule but, in this 

case, the rule functioned to protect the party from 

centrist interests. In the end, the moderates lost on most 

every issue. The platform committee was not only concerned 

with protecting the White House document from the 

~Representative Jim Leach of Iowa founded the 
Republican Mainstream Committee in June, 1984. 



moderates. The committee members tried to make it more 

extreme. Thus Shafer (1988) writes that: 

The more programmatically militant delegates, 
always attracted to the Platform Committee, again 
provided some overt tension for the gathering when 
they began to drive the platform in aggressive new 
directions. Again, as a result, the Reagan 
leadership had to dispatch a damage-control team 
to try to rein these initiatives in ••• some mild 
compromises were the result. Actively hostile 
language on the ERA was stymied ••• But on other 
matters ••• the committee majority could not be 
moved, and the Reagan leadership preferred to 
accept the platform as drafted rather than have a 
platform conflict on the convention floor 
(1988:200). 

1984 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

Following the 1980 convention and presidential 

243 

election the Democratic leadership desired a more unified 

and moderate convention and platform. with respect to the 

unity dimension, the goal was achieved but on the 

moderation dimension the 1984 convention was similar to the 

1980 convention. Both Southern conservatives and party 

leaders sought a more centrist orientation and the platform 

was increasingly viewed as "serious" business. For 

example, a new rule maintained that 14 percent of the seats 

on the platform committee must be reserved for elected and 

party officials in an effort to reduce the power of the 

special interests (Granat, 1984:630-631). Stuart E. 

Eisenstat, who had been Jimmy Carter's platform adviser, 

suggested that previous platforms had contained "the wish 



lists of the maximum demands of each particular interest 

group ••• To the extent that the Democratic party can move 

away from the kind of overcompromising, it will benefit" 

(Quoted in Clark, 1984:1028). 
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Despite these efforts it was generally recognized that 

it would be difficult to produce a centrist orientation at 

the convention and on the platform. Numerous special 

interests were now highly mobilized for convention 

politics within the party. For example, the Sierra Club 

"is winding up a year-long effort to elect members of 

environmental groups as delegates to the convention ••• It is 

now organizing an environmental caucus and has signed up 

100 members of congress as caucus delegates ••• 

Environmentalists will lobby for strong platform statements 

on clean air, toxic waste and wilderness designation" 

(Clark, 1984:1028). similarly, the Gay and Lesbian Caucus, 

which was officially recognized by the party in 1983, was 

courted by the Mondale and Hart campaigns as they sought to 

insert several planks into the platform. In an effort to 

move the party to a more simple and general platform, 

Geraldine Ferraro had suggested removing any reference to 

the Equal Rights Amendment from the platform. That 

suggestion produced a strong backlash from women's groups, 

and before the day was out, Ferraro went back on her 

statement. 



The platform process was therefore an open affair 

still subject to the intense lobbying effort of movement 

interests. Although 5 minority planks offered by Jesse 

Jackson were easily defeated and for the first time the 
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platform began moving in a conservative direction on 

economic issues, the Democratic party was still not 

dominated by centrist interests. congressional Quarterly 

(1987) suggested that 

••• the Democrats invited dozens of interest groups 
to weave their goals and ideals into the platform. 
The variegated document became a symbol of the 
party's all-inclusive philosophy, as it grew to 
roughly 45,000 words after countless pressure 
groups had their say ••• The final draft was loyal 
to traditional Democratic ideology, with 
commitments to unions, blacks, feminists, the 
poor, environmentalists and other liberal 
constituencies. But it also included new ideas 
from the party's younger generation especially on 
foreign policy. The platform did not call for 
major new social spending, making it economically 
more conservative than Democratic documents of the 
previous 50 years. But in its support for 
homosexual rights, the availability of abortions 
and other social issues, it was more liberal than 
earlier platforms (1987:146). 

In the end, social movement interests were still able 

to utilize the convention and platform process to put forth 

their views. By 1984, however, the seeds of an emerging 

trend had been planted. One result of the 1980 convention 

was the decision to put together a committee solely 

concerned with the platform process. The committee, the 

commission on Platform Accountability, sought a simpler 

platform. Thus, for example, the 1984 platform did not 
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propose any specific legislation. As well, the recognition 

by party leaders that a more centrist orientation was 

necessary signaled that a shift toward a more pragmatic 

politics might occur. The creation of the superdelegate 

status was a starting point. The high degree of unity at 

this convention, however, was not the result of a simpler 

and more pragmatic platform. Rather, the unity resulted 

from the polarizing effect of the Reagan presidency. 

General Evaluation of the 1984 Republican 
and Democratic Convention 

Both the Republican and Democratic parties in 1984 

showed little change from 1980 although there was at least 

a hint that the parties were turning in opposite 

directions. On the Republican side, the conservative and 

anti-abortion forces exerted a powerful influence and the 

Reagan forces chose not to engage them as they did in 1980. 

It seems that the party was increasingly being taken over 

by movement interests. On the Democratic side, movement 

interests in the form of environmental, pro-choice, gay-

rights and anti-nuclear interest groups all had a niche 

within the party, but as mentioned earlier, there appeared 

to be a growing concern that the Democrats were too far 

away from a pragmatic politics. 
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1988 Republican Convention and Platform Conflicts 

George Bush, often perceived as a traditional 

northeastern moderate, was the Republican presidential 

nominee in 1988. However, any speculation that his 

candidacy might bring a centrist influence to the 

convention was dismissed quickly. In fact, it appears that 

the Republican party was moving even further from the 

center in 1988 and that George Bush was both unwilling and 

unable to halt this movement. In January, movement 

conservatives were fearful of a Bush candidacy but by 

August much of that had dissipated. 

As stated earlier, by 1984, moderates within the party 

were worried that they were losing their clout. In 1988 

this decline was magnified by the fact that one of their 

own, George Bush, could do little to stop the decline. The 

central goal of the Republican Mainstream Committee was to 

give moderates a voice, as they were determined not to be 

shut out on the 1988 platform. The moderates, however, had 

virtually no grassroots organization. Consequently, there 

was little they could do to bring pressure (Berenson, 

1988a). They were easily overshadowed by conservative 

groups. In fact, as Elving (1988k) reports, when some 

moderate to liberal witnesses were permitted to testify in 

front of the platform committee, conservative suspicions 

about Bush strengthened, leading to a mobilization of the 
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right wing. Thus, "about a dozen conservative groups, five 

senators and 32 House members formed a coalition called the 

committee to Save the Reagan Platform ••• The coalition 

includes the Liberty Federation, the Moral Majority, Young 

Americans for Freedom, High Frontier, Christian Voice, the 

Fund for a Conservative Majority and Citizens for America" 

(Elving, 1988k:2153). At the convention site in New 

Orleans they would closely monitor the platform process to 

ensure that its conservative stance would not be diluted. 

A movement away from a centrist politics appeared to 

have been consolidated. In fact, the "GOP seems more 

certain than ever that a bold, even controversial set of 

ideas is the best way to capture hearts and minds" (Elving, 

1988k:2153). The party platform itself became nearly six 

times longer than the corresponding Democratic platform and 

"if the 1988 convention is unlikely to shorten its party 

manifesto, it is less likely yet to leaven its yeasty 

conservatism" (1988k:2153). Thus, while the Democratic 

platform was moving from 45,000 words down to 3,500, the 

Republican platform went from 30,000 words to 40,000 words. 

Although the party platform was supposed to reflect an 

alliance between Bush and the conservatives, the influence 

was essentially one-way. Bush said he could coexist with 

it. For Elving (19881), the conservative movement had 

taken over the party by 1988. He writes: 
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Bush's embrace of the platform was preordained by 
his new, uneasy partnership with conservatives ••• 
The party gathering in New Orleans is the fullest 
flowering to date of the seeds planted by Barry 
Goldwater in 1964 and nurtured through the succeeding 
quarter-century largely by Reagan (19881:2248). 

The choice of Dan Quayle for vice-president reflected 

the potency of the conservative movement. Similar to the 

Democratic party in 1968 and 1972, the activists sought 

total control of this and future Republican party 

conventions. 

1988 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1988 Democratic convention and platform process 

reflected a trend toward a more centrist politics. This 

trend emerged from the tension between major forces within 

the party. Elving (1988b) describes an intense battle 

between these forces by 1988 • 

••• at odds ••• are two larger forces within the 
party. Each sees itself as the force of the 
future, and each presses its claim to ascendancy 
whenever possible ••• one force is the left -
progressive movement that toppled the party 
hierarchy over vietnam and has generally held sway 
since. Its agenda is social change, income 
redistribution and non-interventionist foreign 
policy ••• The other force is the party's older, 
nontraditional center-labor coalition. It is 
oriented toward economic growth, a strong defense 
and the social viewpoint of the blue-collar family 
(1988b:1583). 

As in 1984, the party hierarchy sought a move to the 

center to reestablish a link to mainstream America. One 

way to achieve this was to produce a more centrist 
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platform. Most of the party officials involved in the 

platform process were determined to produce a short and 

general platform that did not play to the special 

interests. But, as in 1984, the platform committee faced 

considerable pressure from the 50 activists, lobbyists and 

advocates slated to testify before the committee (Elving, 

1988a: 1321). Thus, Michele Aisenberg of the DNC Women's 

Caucus and Kristina Kiehl, chairman of voters for Choice, 

suggested that women "will not tolerate a platform that 

hedges or tries to duck on abortion rights" (Quoted in 

Elving, 1988a:1321). As well, Jesse Jackson expressed some 

doubt. In particular, Jackson was concerned that the 

nominee, Michael Dukakis, was responding to the demands of 

the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC). The DLC was 

formed to help give moderate and conservative Democrats a 

voice within the party. In particular, the group was 

oriented to the concerns of southern Democrats. 

The initial draft of the party platform was moderate 

in tone and extraordinarily short. The Jackson forces had 

little impact and, as such, the document was weak on the 

ERA and made no mention of federal funding for abortion. 

The draft totalled 3,500 words whereas the final draft in 

1984 came to 45,000 words (Elving, 1988d). Party leaders 

were ecstatic about the short and general platform as 

"Dukakis and the party hierarchy feared that controversy in 
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the platform will needlessly alienate the white middle 

class" (Elving, 1988d:1797). Thus far, Jesse Jackson had 

not forced many issues although he did get the necessary 25 

percent to force some issues onto the floor of the 

convention. Some party leaders, however, relished the 

thought of a public confrontation with the Jackson forces 

since a floor fight could make it appear that the party was 

fighting to move to the mainstream (Elving, 1988C). It was 

this appearance that troubled so many Republicans. 

positioning himself to Jackson's right, but still 
in the party's left center, Dukakis has reaped the 
perceptual benefits of seeming to be a 
moderate ••• The centrist aura that all this lends 
to Dukakis galls Republicans, because he and 
Jackson are not polar opposites in ideology 
(Elving, 1988e:1798). 

In recent years, the Democratic party leadership had 

sought ways to bring the party back to the political 

center. There were three approaches. First, issue 

activists had to be removed from positions of power within 

the party apparatus itself. "There was a growing sense that 

the party apparatus was dominated by the Democrat's 

activist wing, which kept the party riveted on narrow-gauge 

issues, such as freedom of choice on abortion ••• " (Merry, 

1988:1944). To help reassert the influence of elected 

officials who tend toward a more pragmatic politics, Paul 

Kirk, the head of the DNe "diminished the activists' access 

to the party apparatus by doing away with special caucuses 
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and special vice-chair positions. He eliminated the off

year midterm convention, traditionally a forum for the 

activist wing's brand of media politics, and spearheaded 

instead a 1986 party conference that was dominated by 

Democratic officeholders" (Merry, 1988:1945). 

Secondly, the creation of the superdelegate category 

in 1984 helped reassert the influence of party officials 

within the convention through the automatic reservation of 

delegate slots for party or elected officials. In 1984 

there were 568 superdelegates and by 1988 superdelegates 

accounted for 646 out of 4,162 total delegates. The trend 

from the 1970s to 1980 reflected a decline for party 

delegates. Thus, in 1980 only 8 senators and 37 

representatives served as delegates. By 1988, however, 272 

members of congress served as delegates. For Elving 

(1988f), the response of the Democratic party to the 

activists in the 1980s was similar to their response in 

1976. Rules were changed by 1976 which cut back on the 

number of women and black delegates which helped bring a 

Southern centrist governor to the White House. Similarly, 

"the accent during most of the 1980s was on re-establishing 

a role for party and elected officials" (Cook, 1988b:1801). 

Finally, by 1988 some Democrats wanted to win enough 

that they submerged ideological interests for the sake of a 

more pragmatic politics (Elving, 1988f). This is similar 
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to the recognition by many former Goldwater delegates of 

the importance of playing to middle America as opposed to 

acting on the basis of more narrow ideological interests. 

In the end, however, Jesse Jackson was not shut out of 

the platform. He was able to insert nine compromise 

planks. "Most notably, however, the platform avoids 

positions and language that might alienate conservative and 

moderate democrats, thus giving the party one of its best 

opportunities in recent years to reassemble a winning 

coalition" (Joint center for Political studies, 1988:32). 

As well, the insertion of the Jackson planks occurred out 

of the glare of national television. 

Thus, by 1988, the trend toward a more centrist and 

pragmatic politics appeared to be consolidated. In the 

process, movement interests lost their clout and, in fact, 

witnessed dissension in their own ranks. For example, the 

pro-choice coalition was deeply divided by the late 1980s. 

Some groups such as NOW wanted to bolt the Democratic party 

for a third-party while others felt that it was important 

to maintain some influence within the two major parties. 35 

From my view, this tension was inevitable given the 

conflicting demands of political pragmatism and social 

movement interests. 

35At the July 23, 1989 NOW convention in cincinnati, a 
third party resolution gained unanimous approval (Newswee~, 
August 14, 1989:21). 



General Evaluation of 1988 Republican 
and Democratic Conventions 

By 1988 the Republican and Democratic parties were 

moving in opposite directions. The Republican party was 
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increasingly dominated by a resurgent conservative movement 

that was spearheaded by the religious right. The 

Democratic party, however, was moving closer to a more 

pragmatic politics and in the process risked alienating 

itself from social movement interests which had become a 

mainstay of the party. But it was believed by many that 

this was the price that had to be paid for success at the 

presidential level. 

1992 Republican Convention and Platform Conflicts~ 

The Republican convention of 1992 reflects a 

continuing domination of the Republican party by 

conservative activists. The main conflicts centered on the 

party platform and, in particular, on the issue of 

abortion. Although the platform plank on abortion was 

virtually the same as in 1988, by 1992 there was more 

intense opposition to it by a better organized campaign of 

Republicans who are pro-choice. However, by 1992, 

conservative and pro-life activists were more entrenched 

~AS of March, 1992, there is relatively little 
scholarly analysis of either the 1992 Republican and 1992 
Democratic Conventions. Consequently, these sections are 
somewhat thinner in terms of information than previous 
years. 
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than ever within the party apparatus. As Hager (1988b) 

reports, there was "not much chance activists would get 

their debate, let alone change on the platform. Party 

operatives were so confident there would be no changes that 

they printed up an expensive-looking, bound version of the 

document that was ready for delegates and the media well 

before activists were scheduled to mount any floor 

challenge" (1988b:2519). 

President Bush helped seal the abortion plank with his 

appointment of Oklahoma Sen. Don Nickles, "an ardent 

abortion foe, to chair the panel" (Donovan, 1992:170). 

Every attempt by pro-choice advocates was beaten back 

easily by the committee. Thus, the 1992 Republican 

platform committee "chose to produce a no-compromise 

reaffirmation of the core values ••• And if the hard-line 

approach meant some party moderates would go away mad, the 

judgment of conservatives, party officials and the platform 

committee was: So be it" (Hager, 1992a:2466). In what 

party moderates saw as an attempt to soften the blow on 

abortion, Barbara Bush was quoted as saying that abortion 

was "a personal choice ••• The personal things should be left 

out of, in my opinion, out of platforms and conventions" 

(Quoted in Hager, 1992a:2469). 

In the end, party moderates were "infuriated" with the 

conservative platform as it "gave conservatives most of the 
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language they wanted on core social issues" (Hager, 

1988b:2519). Conservative activists were particularly 

pleased with both the convention and the platform. Jerry 

Falwell, former head of the Moral Majority said, "I think 

it is the best convention the Republicans have had in my 

recollection" (Quoted in Suro, 1992:A12). Phyllis 

Schafley, who is credited with preventing any moderating 

influence on the abortion issue, suggested that they had 

prevented any "wimpy politicians" from diluting the 

abortion plank which was "one of the cleanest, clearest 

victories we have had ••• Bush needs that as a kind of 

backbone" (Quoted in Suro, 1992:A12). 

The increasing importance of the Christian right 

within the Republican party appeared to be occurring at the 

state and local level as well. For example, by 1987 a huge 

rift had developed within the Republican party in Arizona 

between fundamentalist activists and mainstream 

Republicans. In 1992, Pat Robertson claimed that the 

Christian Coalition had tripled its chapters from 220 to 

600 in one year. Thus, although the Christian right has 

exerted significant influence at the presidential level, 

"the coalition has shown its greatest strength in local 

elections, turning out religious-right voters en masse for 

targeted low-turnout races" (Perkes, 1992:B9). 
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1992 Democratic Convention and Platform Conflicts 

The 1992 Democratic Convention represents the 

cUlmination of a trend towards a more centrist/pragmatic 

politics within the Democratic party. Both the convention 

and the party platform were designed to send a message that 

the party was no longer dominated by the hard core issue 

activists. Thus, Gov. Ned McWherter (D-Tennessee) 

suggested that "this country's ready for a change, and 

those of us from all extremes have to come into the middle" 

(Quoted in Katz, 1992:2087). 

The 1992 delegate profile reflected the increasing 

influence of party regulars at the convention. There were 

772 superdelegates at the 1992 convention, constituting 18 

percent of all delegates. As well, 80 new seats were to be 

filled by state party regulars. Thus, as suggested in 

Table 2 (p. 178), there was a steady rise in party 

representation among delegates since 1984. The creation of 

the superdelegate category appeared to have functioned in 

the way that it was intended. It was designed to help 

reassert the pragmatic interests of party politics among 

the delegates. 

By 1992, the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC) had a 

prominent role within the Democratic party. The DLC helped 

challenge the old Democratic establishment. "It was a 

rescue, a bold campaign to free Democratic candidates from 
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the clutches of the interest groups" (Mathews, 1992:A11). 

In fact, Bill Clinton had served as chairman of the DLC. 

Although Clinton's running mate, Al Gore was generally 

perceived as a liberal, the Clinton-Gore ticket was "more 

moderate than any the party has offered in decades. 

Southern Democrats are pleased with the ticket despite the 

fact that Gore is fairly liberal. At least he is not a 

Northeastern liberal" (Cook, 1992b:2020). One of the 

issues arising from the increasing importance of the South 

in modern party politics is the opposite effect that it had 

upon the two major parties. As detailed earlier, the 

emerging influence of the South within the Republican party 

pushed that party toward the extremes in the form of the 

conservative movement. within the Democratic party, 

however, southern influence in the form of the DLC exerted 

a moderating influence upon the party. 

In 1992, the DLC and its think tank, the Progressive 

policy Institute, were embedded within the Clinton platform 

forces and many of the ideas that made it into the platform 

had come out of the DLC. Thus, although the platform 

continued to support many traditional liberal values, it 

was clearly a more moderate document. In fact, my 

observation of the platform process revealed the extent of 

control that the more centrist forces had over the content 
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of the platform. 37 For example, on the issue of 

environment there was significant pressure for a more 

intense and detailed set of planks. One by one a pro-

environment delegate would propose an addition or amendment 

to the platform. On each occasion, however, a Clinton 

delegate would then be recognized to say that the language 

in the platform was sufficient. The Clinton forces had the 

votes and there was little debate. This scene illustrates 

the changing relationship between the party hierarchy and 

movement interests. By 1992, movement interests were on 

the defensive within the Democratic party. Although the 

author of the initial platform draft was a former McGovern 

activist, this did nothing to deter the momentum of a more 

centrist politics. Thus, John D. Holum wrote: 

We fought so many ideological battles that I'm 
weary of that, and it cost us the opportunity to 
win a majority of votes (Quoted in Katz, 
1992:2087). 

The Jesse Jackson and Jerry Brown forces were 'upset 

with the shift to the center. For Jackson, it's "all so 

Southern; it's all Democratic Leadership Council, so it's a 

fairly narrow ticket" (Quoted in Cook, 1992b:2020). For 

Brown, it was "like the Republican party and corporate 

America have taken over the Democratic party" (Quoted in 

37This account results from the author's observation 
of platform hearings which were broadcast by C-SPAN I and 
C-SPAN II during the summer of 1992. 
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Katz, 1992:2087). In the end, Jerry Brown was unable to 

brinq any of his 22 platform proposals before the committee 

and was not even allowed to address the platform committee 

(Arizona Republic, 1993b:A7). As well, any potentially 

damaqinq effects of serious platform rancor was diminished 

by the fact that the platform debate was intentionally 

scheduled to occur durinq the broadcast of the 1992 Major 

Leaque all-Star qame (Wiley, 1992:C1,C5). As well, Jesse 

Jackson backed down on any threats to mobilize dissension. 

Aqain, however, I am not suggesting that movement 

interests were abandoned. For example, the 1992 platform 

and convention takes a strong pro-choice stand. Recent 

Supreme Court decisions had galvanized both sides of the 

abortion issue and the major parties were not immune to 

this rancor. However, in terms of setting a tone and 

making specific legislation the Democratic party in 1992 

was more hostile to traditional activism. Thus, the 

platform endorsed the use of military force in some 

circumstances and supported a surviveable nuclear 

deterrent. The shift to the center was most clear as the 

platform demanded a restoration of "basic American values 

includinq a greater emphasis on work, family and individual 

responsibility" (Pear, 1992:3). The Economist (1992) 

characterized the proceedings as "The Left-out Left" 

(1992:30). 
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The 1992 election year saw a further crystallization 

of opposite trends in the major parties. The Republican 

party had become a haven for right-wing activism. The 

Democratic party, on the other hand, had moved toward a 

centrist politics in which movement interests are more 

restrained. Like Goldwater in 1964 and McGovern in 1972, 

George Bush was defeated in 1992. In the aftermath of that 

defeat most of the political pundits argued that the 1992 

Republican convention was a showcase for the takeover of 

the party by increasingly extreme interest groups. Thus, 

not long after the convention, Rich Bond, the outgoing 

chairman of the Republican National Committee chided his 

party for its exclusion of mainstream interests. 

Similarly, the newly elected chairman of the RNC, Haley 

Barbour, in a speech before the reinvigorated Ripon Society 

said that the "politics of exclusion is the politics of 

defeat" (Barbour, 1992). In that same speech, however, he 

suggested that the party power structure must be 

decentralized to foster activism at a more local level. 

Toward that goal he planned to cut by half the staff of the 

RNC. As suggested in this analysis, however, it is the 

Washington influence itself which exerts pressures toward a 

pragmatic and centrist politics. If this is correct, then 
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one can envision a continuation of a major power struggle 

within the Republican party. 

Evaluation of 1960-1992 Period 

The second proposition suggested that the embeddedness 

of movement activity within party politics will vary 

according to the particular party's position at the 

presidential level. Thus, parties which have been out of 

power will face increasing pressure for a more pragmatic 

and centrist politics. In that situation, movement 

interests are not expected to flourish. On the other hand, 

for a party which has been in power, it is predicted that 

more radical interests will increasingly make demands on 

the party such that it becomes difficult to maintain a 

centrist and pragmatic politics. One result of the 

intersection of these opposing trends is the removal of the 

old party from power and the beginning of a new cycle. What 

is the pattern of movement embeddedness within conventional 

politics during the period 1960-1992 and does it fit this 

proposition? 

I argued earlier that the 1960-1992 period is unique 

in the sense that there is a structural and cultural 

conduciveness for the emergence of movement activity within 

the major parties. Thus, in 1960 both the Republican and 

Democratic parties felt increasing pressure from the civil 

rights movement. However, it was in 1964 that the 
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Republican party was dominated by the conservative movement 

while the Democratic party was taken over by movement 

interests between 1968 and 1972. I argued that the 

Goldwater phenomenon was not an anomaly. Rather, there are 

some reasonable explanations for the vulnerability of the 

Republican party at that time. Once the Democratic party 

became a haven for movement interests in 1972 both parties 

would, theoretically speaking, be subjected to the 

pressures described in the second proposition and be moving 

in opposite directions. There was some initial support for 

this proposition. Between the years 1964 and 1972 the 

Republican party gradually reasserted a more pragmatic 

politics following the Goldwater disaster and, in the 

process, the conservative movement was effectively 

contained. The Democratic party in the years 1964 to 1972 

found itself going in a different direction culminating in 

the takeover of the Democratic party in 1972 by movement 

interests. Thus, by 1972 there was a reversal of political 

fortunes, with the Democratic party finding itself in a 

position similar to that of the Republican party in 1964. 

In this case, ideological activists dominated the 

convention while the Democratic nominee lost by a wide 

margin. 

As suggested earlier, the 1976 and 1980 conventions 

were difficult to interpret in terms of the scheme 
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developed here. On the one hand, the reassertion of a 

pragmatic/centrist politics by the Democrats in 1976 was 

quite predictable as a response to the politics of 1968 and 

1972. By 1980, however, the activists had already 

reestablished their influence at the convention. The fact 

that Jimmy Carter was a weak incumbent and the nomination 

was seriously contested is probably the best explanation 

for this quick reversal. The high degree of uncertainty 

and the necessity of a Kennedy alliance with interest 

groups who had been shut out at the 1976 convention was 

conducive to a resurgence of activism within the Democratic 

party. In this sense, it could be argued that the 1980 

convention year was an anomaly and, when viewed over an 

extended period, 1976-1992, there was a gradual reassertion 

of a centrist/pragmatic politics. As well, these anomalies 

suggest that cycles are not automatic but depend on 

outcomes of political struggles and sometimes those 

outcomes are ambiguous. 

An alternative explanation is, of course, the 

possibility that the 1976 period defined a lull in social 

movement influence from the left and that by 1980 and the 

election of Reagan there was a resurgence of salient 

movement issues on the left. Thus, Himmelstein (1990) 

argued that in the early 1970s social issues were 

particularly important to the American public. By 1979, 
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however, few Americans were concerned with explosive social 

issues (1990:104-105). This shift occurred despite the 

existence of "powerful, contending social movements" 

(1990:104). However, this explanation would not account 

for the high degree of movement activism at the 1980 

Democratic convention nor the gradual reassertion of a 

centrist/pragmatic politics within the Democratic party 

between 1984 and 1992. As well, the fact that social 

issues were not central to the 1980 Reagan campaign 

(Himmelstein, 1990) would not account for the emergence of 

the Christian Right at the 1980 Republican convention. 

That social movements have exerted an independent 

influence on the party structure is indisputable, however. 

For example, one constituency of the hard right within the 

Republican party during 1964 were the anti-civil rights 

southerners (Reichley, 1992). As suggested earlier, the 

great movements of the 1960s were an important factor in 

the vulnerability of the major parties during that period. 

In the case of the Republican party, the watergate 

scandal and an economic recession temporarily interrupted a 

period of Republican presidential domination between 1968 

and 1992. Over that time span the party gradually shed the 

centrist politics necessitated by Goldwater and moved 

toward a politics dominated by movement conservatives. 

Thus, during the period 1960-1992, both parties had 
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experienced both sides of the cycle. The Democratic 

convention became dominated by movement activism between 

1968 and 1972 and by 1992 a pragmatic party hierarchy is in 

control. The Republican convention, on the other hand, was 

taken over by conservative activists in 1964 but was 

quickly reoriented by 1968. Between 1980 and 1992 the 

Republican convention became increasingly dominated by 

movement interests again. 

The Mechanisms of centrist Control 

As stated previously, the pressure for a centrist 

political orientation stems from the demands of a two party 

system (Downs, 1957; Sartori, 1976). The emergence of 

social movement activity within the major parties produces 

a tension between opposing interests and, as such, the 

period 1960-1992 has seen both major parties pulled in both 

directions. How is it that the major parties have been 

able to reassert a centrist orientation? 

Three general processes have helped the major parties 

reassert centrist interests at the conventions over time. 

The first involves the creation of rules which affect the 

distribution of delegates and the ability to influence the 

platform. For example, it was rules changes in the form of 

proportional representation that opened up the Democratic 

party between 1968 and 1972 to issue activists. However, 

by the 1980s the creation of the superdelegate category, as 
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well as the elimination of a "quota" system of delegate 

selection, gave the traditional party interests more 

representation among the delegates. As well, rules changes 

affected the ability of issue activists to have a say on 

the platform. Thus, the emergence of the 25 percent rule 

within both parties made it more difficult for narrow 

interests to have their issues considered. Minority planks 

could not even be heard without the necessary 25 percent. 

It must be noted, however, that these same rules can be 

utilized to shut out centrist interests if such interests 

are in "the minority. For example, the 25 percent rule has 

been a major obstacle to centrist interests within the 

Republican party during the 1980s. 

A second process helping to reassert a centrist 

orientation involves the reemergence of more traditional 

party interests to control party processes. For example, I 

have described previously the process by which Ray Bliss 

and associates were able to purge Goldwater forces from 

positions of power within the Republican party. A similar 

process occurs with Robert strauss and the Democratic party 

in 1976. 

By the 1980s, the Democratic party was in the process 

of being rebuilt into an effective national organization. 

Charles Manatt who became chairman of the ONC in 1981 found 

the national organization in shambles (Reichley, 1992:364). 
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A recentralization of control made the national party 

machinery more effective at fundraising, candidate 

assistance and broadening the base of support. In the 

process, the Democratic party began to lose some of its 

ideological sharpness.~ For example, Ann Lewis, one of 

those responsible for the reemergence of the national 

organization, suggested in 1984 that the Democrats "have 

been through a period of looking inward, of rewriting 

rules, of reforming procedures. I think it is time now to 

begin talking about ••• issues - to give more attention to 

what the Democratic party really stands for" (Quoted in 

Reichley, 1992:378). That the Democratic party was 

becoming increasingly hostile to issue activists as a 

~his is not to argue, however, that a highly 
centralized national party organization is a sufficient 
condition for the reassertion of a centrist political 
orientation. For example, it is well recognized that the 
Republican party has developed a particularly strong national 
party organization since the late 1970s (see Himmelstein, 
1990; Reichley, 1992); yet, that party has increasingly come 
under the influence of the conservative movement. It may be 
that a strong national party organization is a necessary but 
not sufficient condition for the reassert ion of control. As 
well, Blumenthal (1988) argues that the Republican National 
Commi ttee is mostly concerned with the technological and 
fundraising dimension of electoral politics and, as such, is 
not concerned with social policy. Thus, by "rendering the 
RNC a robotic factory without a program, the manufacture of 
the policy agenda is left outside of the party" (1988:313). 
For Blumenthal, the conservative movement simply utilizes the 
RNC as a tool for its own interests. In this sense, a strong 
national party organization does not guarantee a centrist 
politics. The logic of my argument would predict that the 
centrist concerns of the national committee varies according 
to the positioning of the given party at the presidential 
level. 
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result of this resurgent national machinery seemed clear. 

As Reichley (1992) writes: 

Tony Harrison, a former state legislator from 
Gary, Indiana, who had come to Washington to help 
manage the ONe's 1984 registration drive after 
working in Jesse Jackson's campaign for the 
Democratic presidential nomination, had concluded 
that national parties built around fundraising and 
technology were suppressing party differences that 
would make elections meaningful. 'Parties in the 
united states' he said, 'have become more illusion 
than real. voters are running out of motivation, 
particularly blacks are running out of motivation, 
to favor one party over the other' (1992:378). 

The implication of this argument is, of course, the 

possibility that the seemingly inevitable march toward 

party erosion has been exaggerated. The fact that the 

parties have at various points been able to reassert a 

pragmatic orientation is evidence of some level of party 

strength. Few scholars of political parties would argue, 

however, that the major parties can be what they once were. 

Their control of grassroots processes has been dismantled 

and their ability to control national level politics is 

increasingly called into question (see Reichley, 1992:377-

381).39 Thus, during the 1960-1992 period, the parties do 

function to reassert some control, but it also seems that 

their ability to do so diminished. It may be that the 

Democrats in 1992 are not able to reassert a pragmatic 

orientation to the degree that they were able to do so in 

39Thus, the Christian Right has virtually taken over the 
Republican party in some states. 
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1976. Similarly, it may be that the Republican party will 

never be able to contain the conservative movement to the 

degree that they were able to in 1968. In this case, the 

cycle or variation in movement activism should diminish 

over time so that the parties themselves function as social 

movement organizations. 

The third process which has helped the parties 

reassert some control is the recognition by issue activists 

that they must be judicious in selecting when and where to 

assert their demands. Within the Democratic party, in both 

1976 and 1992, numerous activists were willing to subvert 

temporarily their own interests for the sake of the party. 

As well, by 1968 some Goldwaterites had learned a painful 

lesson and were willing to work within the more pragmatic 

boundaries of the Republican party. This is not to argue, 

however, that it is necessarily irrational for movement 

interests to make demands upon the party even if it does 

result in a loss at the presidential level. The ability to 

exert influence in convention politics may help movement 

interests have an impact at the congressional level 

regardless of the outcome of presidential elections. There 

are choices to be made. If a presidential victory is 

critical, then the rational action for the more extreme 

movement interests would be to at least temporarily subvert 

their own interests until after the election. Thus, 
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following the election of Bill Clinton, the centrist 

oriented DLC was becoming alarmed at the willingness of the 

Clinton administration to respond to the demands of liberal 

interest groups. Joseph Lieberman, vice chairman of the 

DLC said just five months into the new presidency 

I believe a lot of Democrats who had previously 
voted for President Reagan and President Bush 
voted for President Clinton because they really 
felt he was a different kind of Democrat ••• Some of 
the ideas most central to the DLC have not seemed 
to be central to the administration in its first 
four months (Arizona Daily star; May 23, 1992:A4). 

It can also be suggested that the movement of the 

party back to a pragmatic center may not be solely a 

function of party dynamics. It may be that movement 

interests demobilize following electoral defeat so that the 

party out of power faces fewer obstacles as it shifts back 

to the center. Thus, the process of recentralization can 

be conceived as an interaction of party reorientation and 

movement demobilization. For example, following electoral 

defeats, some interests such as the women's movement have 

faced dissension over issues of institutional embeddedness. 

The splitting of a given movement may be a form of 

demobilization. 

Benefits and Costs of Participation 
in Convention/Electoral Politics 

There are two central benefits for movement interests 

engaged in conventional politics. First, movement 
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interests which achieve some success by definition have 

some leverage within the institutionalized political 

sphere. Although the degree of leverage will vary 

according to some combination of the size, organizational 

infrastructure, membership intensity and financial 

resources of a given interest group as well as the strength 

of the particular party, embeddedness within party politics 

is in essence a form of institutional access. Of course, 

the nature of this leverage can range from specific 

legislation and court appointments to more symbolic forms. 

This later dimension is one of the major benefits to be 

achieved with respect to party platforms. Thus, symbolic 

leverage is the second major benefit of participation in 

conventional politics. 

As indicated in the methods section, numerous scholars 

have viewed the platform process with disdain and a minimum 

of intellectual curiosity. From the point of view of 

movement interests, however, the cultural/symbolic 

environment is often a barrier to collective action. What 

might be viewed as a trivial statement in a platform by 

some can be viewed as a source of cultural legitimacy from 

a different view. Thus, the insertion of a civil rights 

plank in both the 1960 Democratic and Republican platforms 

was a dramatic success for the civil rights community. The 
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ideological barriers were starting to erode and it would be 

difficult for politicians to run from such interests. 

There are several potential costs of participation 

within conventional politics for social movement interests. 

Some of these have already been alluded to. First, the 

ultimate irony of movement access within conventional 

politics is the fact that such access can result in the 

weakening of the party to which the movement is attached. 

Second, the embeddedness of movement interests within 

conventional politics can lead to a fracturing of the 

movement itself. I have already mentioned the internal 

conflict generated by the utilization of institutionalized 

politics within both the environmental and women's 

movements. Such conflict can also occur between leaders 

and followers. For example, at the 1976 Democratic 

convention one of the reasons why Robert Strauss was able 

to exert some control over the Women's Caucus was that the 

leadership (i.e., Bella Abzug and Patt Derian) had a more 

diverse agenda than their constituency (Reeves, 1977:96-

97). Bella Abzug was running for the U.S. Senate and, as 

such, she wanted an orderly convention. Patt Derian was a 

major backer of Jimmy Carter. 

It could be argued that the leadership of the Women's 

Caucus had been coopted. Thus, by the late 1980s the 

women's movement had become increasingly disenchanted with 
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the Democratic party. At NOW gatherings in 1987 and 1992 

some of the discussion centered on the possible distancing 

of women's organizations from the party. From the point of 

view developed in this dissertation, however, this tension 

should not be surprising. The degree of openness of the 

political opportunity structure varies over time and I have 

argued that the dynamics of conventional politics is an 

important factor in that variation. By the late 1980s the 

Democratic party is by necessity moving towards a more 

pragmatic and centrist orientation. In that political 

environment, few social movement interests should be 

expected to flourish. 

It may be argued that the empirical validity of both 

elitist and pluralist conceptions of power as they pertain 

to social movement activity varies according to the 

accessibility of the political opportunity structure. I 

have shown that with respect to conventional politics, 

social movement interests' ability to inhabit the major 

party convention is patterned according to the demands of 

presidential politics. Thus, during some periods, an 

elitist conception of power is valid. At other times, 

however, an elitist conception of power may not do justice 

to the intimate link between movement interests and party 

politics. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

In this dissertation I have examined the embeddedness 

of social movement activity within several dimensions of 

institutionalized politics. My initial goal concerned the 

development of a conceptual scheme which facilitates an 

understanding of the linkage between social movement 

interests and institutionalized politics. This conceptual 

scheme highlighted political party strength as a central 

factor in shaping the relationship between collective 

action and the political system. In the process I have 

sought to broaden the conceptualization of social movement 

activity so that scholars do not become stuck in an 

either/or mentality of pluralist versus elitist conceptions 

of power. Thus, I argued that the political opportunity 

structure varies over time and that political party 

strength is an important dimension of that variation. 

I examined the following dimensions of 

institutionalized politics: Litigation, lobbying activity, 

PACs, direct democracy, general interest group activity and 

convention politics. In each case, it appears that social 

movement interests have increasingly utilized those 

institutional avenues and, despite the costs, the wider 

range of avenues into the political system defines a more 
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open political opportunity structure. However, I did not 

argue that political party erosion was directly related to 

the increasing embeddedness of social movement within each 

of those avenues. Rather, I speculated that party strength 

might be related to some of those dimensions. I believe 

that it is necessary to develop a general empirical 

description of social movement embeddedness within 

institutionalized politics in order to ascertain a general 

trend in that activity. This trend should serve as a signal 

to social movement scholars that the form of social 

movement activity is changing and that the conceptual 
. . 

schemes utilized to understand social movements must be 

sufficiently flexible to deal with those changes. 

The two propositions address more directly the 

relationship between political party strength and social 

movement activity. The first proposition asserts a general 

relationship between party strength and the ability of 

social movement interests to utilize institutionalized 

politics. The historical analysis suggests that party 

strength, conceived as the ability of traditional party 

organizations to control the political process, is related 

to the ability of social movement interests to inhabit the 

major parties. Thus, it is not until the 1960s that the 

major parties become vulnerable to a vast array of interest 

group activity. In essence, party politics becomes an 
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increasingly viable route for the assertion of movement 

demands. As well, as the pragmatic orientation and cohesion 

functions of a strong two party system diminish, political 

action on the basis of ideological interests has greater 

leverage. It is in that kind of environment where social 

movement interests are expected to flourish within 

institutionalized politics. 

The second proposition seeks to ascertain the pattern 

of social movement embeddedness within major party politics 

during the 1960-1992 period. Given a conflicting set of 

interests between the party organization and social 

movements, it was predicted that the dynamics of 

presidential politics would produce variation in the 

pattern of embeddedness of social movement interests within 

the major parties. The historical analysis supports this 

contention. Although many scholars have implied that the 

party out of power will be more vulnerable to social 

movement demands, I have shown that the dynamics of 

presidential politics produces an opposite effect. The 

necessity of a centrist orientation for electoral victory 

in a two party system compels those parties out of power to 

reassert some level of control to ensure a centrist 

orientation. It is when those parties achieve victory and 

are in a dominant position that they become viable conduits 

for the assertion of movement interests. It is the tension 
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between these interests that produces a cyclical-like 

pattern of social movement embeddedness within the major 

parties during the 1960-1992 period. However, as suggested 

in the previous chapter, a continuing process of party 

erosion would likely diminish the ability of the major 

parties to reestablish control. One consequence of this 

would be the blurring of distinctions between social 

movement organizations and political parties. In this sense 

one might argue that the political process will 

increasingly be aggregated around social movements as 

opposed to political parties. For now, however, the major 

parties still have some power, although that power varies 

over time. The major point made in this dissertation is 

that social movement interests operate in a variable 

political opportunity structure and that the dynamics of 

party politics help account for that variation. 

I have already argued that the analysis of party 

conventions and platforms is worthwhile from a social 

movements perspective as they comprise a significant 

dimension of institutionalized politics. There were four 

justifications. First, embeddedness within conventional and 

platform activity is by definition some level of 

institutional access. Secondly, as Gerald Pomper has shown, 

party platforms are not necessarily meaningless activity in 

the sense that platform planks are often turned into 
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specific legislation. Third, success at party conventions 

and on the platform can be conceived as a measure of the 

power of a given interest group. Thus, success at the 

convention may be translated into congressional influence 

or more general cultural influence. Finally, recognition of 

interest group demands within the party platform can be a 

source of cultural legitimacy for a given movement. 

Future Avenues of Research 

I have documented that some institutionalized politics 

have been effective for social movement interests. The 

focus of this dissertation, however, has been concerned 

with the pattern of embeddedness of social movement 

interests within institutionalized politics. Future 

research should be oriented toward a more precise 

examination of the ramifications of participation within 

the various institutional avenues. For example, it is worth 

considering the fate of those movement interests which find 

themselves on the losing side of electoral politics. In 

other words, what happens when those interests lose an 

institutional base of power? Must they resort to more 

extreme and non-institutional tactics to assert their 

demands? Will such interests move down to a more local 

level of politics? As well, what are the effects of 

participation within institutionalized politics on the 

utilization of non-institutional forms of collective 
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action. As described earlier, the Schlozman and Tierney 

study is suggestive of an inverse relationship between the 

two but that data are not conclusive. contrary to the 

vision offered by an elitist conception power, it appears 

that the emergence of the Christian Right within the 

Republican party has facilitated the growth of both 

institutional and non-institutional strategies of 

collective action. In addition to the emergence of a 

network of organizations oriented toward working within 

established political institutions, there has been an 

increase in grassroots activity and the utilization of more 

confrontational tactics. Himmelstein (1990) writes: 

In states as diverse as Michigan and Arizona, 
determined evangelical activists gained control 
of local Republican party organizations. At the 
same time, the focal point of the antiabortion 
movement shifted from conventional political 
activity to operation Rescue, an effort to block 
access to abortion clinics by using civil 
disobedience tactics (1990:203). 

other questions might revolve around the following: Is 

there variation in the success rate of legislative or 

jUdicial agendas for movement interests according to the 

degree of embeddedness within institutionalized politics or 

the outcome of presidential politics? As well, future 

research can more precisely articulate a measure of 

institutional embeddedness. For example, what are the 

distinctions between the various dimensions of 

institutionalized politics as they pertain to social 



movement activity and what are the relationships between 

the alternative avenues? 

other Issues 
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Some scholars have described the period following the 

great social movements of the 1960s as reflecting a paucity 

of social movement activity. This dissertation challenges 

that assertion. Although the sheer magnitude of issues is 

less than what they once were, there appears to be an 

abundance of social movement activity in a more specialized 

form. More to the point, however, is the implication that 

social movement interests are more directly embedded within 

established political institutions and, as such, that 

activity is not often taken seriously within the social 

movements' literature. At one time, there may have been 

valid empirical reasoning for that point of view. However, 

I have tried to demonstrate that a central feature of 

institutionalized politics, political parties, have 

undergone changes which facilitates a more open political 

opportunity structure. For example, one would be hard 

pressed to make the case that the emergence of the 

Christian right within conventional politics has been 

fruitless. Thus, alluding to arguments made in the first 

chapter, the fact that the form or tactics of social 

movement activity has altered is not sufficient reasoning 

for dismissing it as something other than social movement 
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activity. It may be that at one point it was useful to 

maintain a separation between the study of social 

movements, interests groups and, political parties. However, 

given an increasing linkage between those phenomena, the 

separation is increasingly unwarranted. 

Many scholars view the takeover of the Democratic 

party in 1972 as the defining movement of the intersection 

of social movement interests and party politics. This 

dissertation questions that assumption and, as such, 

questions the traditional assumption that it was the great 

movements of the left which functioned to erode party 

strength. I have made the case that it was, in fact, 

movement conservatives from the right who were the first to 

takeover the party structure in the 1960s. I have argued 

that party strength itself shapes the degree of structural 

conduciveness for the emergence of social movement activity 

within the major parties. In this sense, party erosion can 

be considered a necessary condition for the intersection of 

those interests. social movement activity is, of course, a 

necessary condition as well. The meeting of these phenomena 

produces the pattern of embeddedness described in the 

historical analysis. 

As implied throughout this dissertation, I have 

developed a macro-structural theory of extremism. I argued 

that the erosion of party strength facilitates the 
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emergence of increasingly extreme interest groups within 

major party politics. The emergence of David Duke within 

the Republican party is one example of this phenomenon. 

Despite the efforts of George Bush, Ronald Reagan and the 

Republican National committee, the Republican state Central 

committee of Louisiana refused to denunciate emphatically 

Duke's candidacy (Rickey, 1992:61). The national party 

organization simply did not have the power to control 

politics at the local level. 40 

within a week of Duke's victory, at the end of 
February, Lee Atwater polled the members of the 
RNC's executive committee, and they voted 
unanimously to censure Duke. Although widely 
approved outside of Louisiana, this action was 
roundly denounced by many Republicans in the 
state. Mail started flooding the party's state 
headquarters on North sixth street in Baton Rouge 
(Rickey, 1992:61). 

Finally, I want to reiterate one important 

ramification of the pattern of embeddedness of social 

movement interests within party politics. As suggested 

earlier, the erosion of political parties places social 

movement organizations in a more powerful position with 

respect to the aggregation of political interests. In this 

4°Two additional explanations factor into the Duke 
phenomenon. First, Duke had an independent base of 
financial support which reflects the decreasing importance 
of the major parties on that dimension. Secondly, the 
novelty of the Republican party in the South suggests that 
there never was a traditional party apparatus for Duke to 
overcome. However, the inability of the national party 
leadership to influence the Louisiana party structure is 
suggestive of party weakness at the national level. 
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sense, social movements might provide an alternative 

linkage between the citizen and the state. Thus, from both 

an empirical and conceptual view the distinction between 

political parties and social movement interests becomes 

less valid. 
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