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Since the dawn of American mass politics, social movements have 
confronted political parties with radical demands for change – and 
slammed into the hard limits of organisable alternatives in national politics. 
The movements that entered mainstream politics did so only with the 
acquiescence of other major players inside political parties: they built an 
organisational capacity that parties coveted, and dropped radicals who 
stirred parties’ ire. On the other hand, the movements that parties deemed 
unappealing remained outside in the cold – while their carcasses might be 
picked over for the occasional policy, their visions remained unrealised. 
From abolitionists before the civil war all the way up to the Tea party and 
Black Lives Matter today, movements have had to pay a high price to 
join together with parties. Yet given the rules of the game, it is a price well 
worth paying.

The myriad veto points in the United States frustrate fundamental 
change, far more than in parliamentary systems along Westminster or 
continental models. The Framers in 1787 feared concentrated power, 
whether from a despot above or the mob below, and designed a system 
to frustrate majorities. Bicameralism – including the extra-constitutional 
Senate filibuster that is the graveyard for so many reformers’ dreams – 
the presidential veto, federalism, and judicial review design still work to 
frustrate movements with dreams of a polity remade.

The American electoral system pushes movements inside existing 
parties: Democrats and Republicans are the only games in town, 
full stop. The electoral college forces candidates for president to 
assemble a national majority across disparate states, and thus 
diverse constituencies. While billionaires may provide the dollars to 
mount campaigns, neither party can rely on the One Percent alone. 
Democrats must win the descendants of unionised rubber workers 
in Ohio, along with immigrants and outdoor enthusiasts in Colorado, 
new-tech entrepreneurs and African Americans of all stripes in Virginia. 
Negotiations that in multiparty systems accompany the formation of 
coalition governments, in the US take place inside parties themselves. To 
build such diffuse majorities, the various powers inside American parties 

Opinion

US academic Daniel Schlozman traces the difficult history of American radicalism, 
where social movements and mainstream politics come together. The rules of 
engagement are neither clear nor fair, he argues, but each side needs the other in 
order to build support and drive change.

Achieving radical change
Social movements and the partisan promise

J22-2_text_150917.indd   153 17/09/2015   15:52:51



Juncture \ Volume 22 \ ISSUE 2 © 2015 The Author/s. Juncture © 2015 IPPR

154

must cooperate to find candidates and issues acceptable to all factions 
– and to an electoral majority.

At every major turning point in the American party system, new 
movements making radical demands have sought to enter mainstream 
politics. But a political party will accept a social movement as a partner 
only with the support of a winning coalition inside the party. If there is no 
movement that meets the terms the party sets, then there is no alliance. 
So unless these movements maintain links to other power centres, 
parties will continue to kneecap radicals, foreclosing policies in the short 
run and possibilities for more drastic change down the road. 

American radicalism has failed less because its citizens, in some 
Lockean paradise, have magically opted for the market, and more 
because popular movements aiming for radical change haven’t been 
able to build the coalitions they need to break through powerful barriers. 

Race and class lie at the roots of these failures, but these factors 
make sense only in the context of coalition politics. While Republicans 
and Democrats face the same electoral system, these limits on new 
interventions have hit the political left hardest, as the American political 
system has circumscribed egalitarian politics. 

In 1860, the abolitionist movement stood at the centre of the nascent 
Republican party. Yet after the civil war and the end of slavery, the 
abolitionist movement failed to sustain an alliance between African 
Americans and their northern supporters, on one hand, and a Republican 
party dominated by northern industry, on the other. The same 
industrialists who welcomed abolitionists in the 1850s, when they feared 
that southern capital would build a transcontinental railroad, spurned 
African Americans in the years following the civil war, when demands for 
land redistribution and labour contracts threatened to destroy the cotton 
economy on which they depended, and to incite their workers.

In the 1890s, the agrarians of the Populist movement frightened core 
interests in both parties. Under duress, the Populist rump in 1896 
agreed to fusion with the Democrat party, under the banner of the ‘free 
silver’ currency standard. Even that gambit failed, as urban workers 
spurned silver, and the farmers’ dream of a cooperative commonwealth 
vanished forever. In the New Deal years, the new Congress of Industrial 
Organizations discarded the old nostrums of the labour movement, 
embracing both social legislation to protect all workers and the 
Democratic party, which had secured these gains. Together, labour 
and northern Democrats forged a modicum of a mixed economy and 
a welfare state; eight decades on, their battered partnership endures. 
But northern Democrats had no national majority. Starting in 1938, a 
conservative coalition of northern Republicans and southern Democrats 
stymied liberalism for a generation; the Taft–Hartley Act that they passed 
over Harry Truman’s veto in 1947 still throttles unions today. 

Since the 1960s, these encounters have become more frequent. 
Movements on the left and right have pressed ever greater demands 
on the state. Parties have retreated from their traditional roles in 
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organising and funding campaigns, instead looking outward to 
allies to appeal to an electorate whose loyalties have frayed and 
attenuated. On the Democrat side, the civil rights movement and, in 
its wake, movements concerned with women’s rights and gay rights, 
along with the environment and consumers, jostled alongside labour 
and business interests, from banks to Hollywood, for a place in the 
party’s councils. 

In opposition, conservative whites organised too. Evangelical pastors, 
many of them angry at the Carter administration’s plans to limit the tax 
exemptions for the lily-white Christian schools (or ‘seg academies’) that 
were established in the wake of desegregation, formed the nucleus of 
the Christian right. The movement awakened Protestants to the dangers 
of abortion, traditionally a Catholic issue. The long-sleepy National Rifle 
Association, founded by Union officers to teach marksmanship, remade 
itself to combat any restrictions on gun ownership. And homeowners 
and taxpayers angry at government incursion organised against an 
overweening state and its undeserving claimants. 

These messy confrontations continue today, shifting parties’ 
trajectories towards movement priorities. The ‘Tea party’, the latest 
of the waves of grassroots protest that have animated conservative 
resurgence, trains its sights on perceived ‘RINOS’ (Republicans in 
name only). If some of its high-profile candidates have faltered under 
the spotlight, the Tea party nonetheless dominates politics in most 
of the 25 states under unified Republican control. Here, much more 
than at the federal level, they have realised their vision: slashing taxes, 
blocking the expansion of Medicaid and cutting other programmes for 
the disadvantaged, and passing draconian restrictions on abortions. 

On the left, activism stirs – but the endgame is unclear. In the wake 
of the financial crisis at the end of the last decade, the Occupy 
movement succeeded in focussing attention on economic inequality, 
but spluttered out when the tents came down. Today, the Black Lives 
Matter movement seeks to end police violence and force Democrats 
to address issues of race head-on. As with their predecessors, these 
movements seek first to break through and remake public debate, and 
then to institutionalise themselves for the long haul.

Parties have no monopoly on social change, nor is alliance by itself 
a panacea. Power requires nasty compromises. Movements must 
walk a tightrope in order to maximise their influence within parties, 
and the right tactics aren’t always clear. As in marriage – perhaps an 
inevitable metaphor – allies squabble, often publicly. Indeed, without 
the threat of exit – or divorce – movements lose leverage inside parties. 
At times, these disruptions bring to mind Morris Udall’s old line that 
when Democrats want a firing squad, they form a circle. At other times, 
a movement follows the party’s priorities sycophantically, as when 
the Concerned Women for America, a leading Christian right group, 
made support for the Contras in Nicaragua its top priority in the 1980s 
– surely a higher priority for Ronald Reagan than for the women in the 
group’s prayer circles.
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In a bitterly partisan era, however, nonpartisan strategies soon hit 
hard limits. Courts offer only limited recourse. Throughout most 
of American history, courts have proven hostile to movements for 
fundamental social change – they rarely wish to leapfrog too far ahead 
of public opinion on controversial matters. Through their exercise of 
the appointment power, it is parties who decide – especially in periods 
of unified government – whether to put up judges who are receptive to 
movements and the sometimes-novel legal interpretations they may 
present. For their part, movements find increasing peril in assuming 
allies on both sides of the aisle; the environmental movement learned 
as much in the cap-and-trade debacle of 2009 and 2010. As it woke up 
to reality, the Democratic party, through unilateral executive action to 
regulate greenhouse gases, soon began to respond.

The leading Democrat candidates for the 2016 nomination have 
learned these lessons, at least tactically. Hillary Clinton has not simply 
moved left with the tenor of the times: on voting rights and, especially, 
on immigration, she has responded to organised pressure. Movements 
organised at the local level, coalesced behind a clear set of ideas, and 
made them politically palatable. Clinton, ever pragmatic, understood 
that she could win over blocs of voters and future voters critical to 
achieving a long-term electoral majority – but only with substantive 
policy concessions to movements’ demands, and promises to fight for 
them. Bernie Sanders, a nominal independent, has not simply sold out 
his socialist scruples in running for the Democrat nomination, as he has 
loyally supported Democrats on procedural votes for a quarter century 
in Congress. He recognises that radicalism must proceed through the 
two-party system – even if, in practice, much of his platform resembles 
that of, say, Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers in the 1960s. 
And when Black Lives Matter protesters shut down a Sanders rally, he 
quickly issued a powerful statement on his plans to address ‘violence 
waged against black and brown Americans’.

Yet the challenge is larger than any particular candidate or campaign. 
Apart, movements will flounder, parties will ossify, and citizens will 
wonder what happened to their democracy. Together, movements and 
parties offer a flickering promise of democratic renewal.

Daniel Schlozman is assistant professor of political science at Johns Hopkins 
University, Baltimore, and the author of When Movements Anchor Parties: 
Electoral Alignments in American History (Princeton University Press, 2015).
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