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The Democrats now have the oppor-
tunity the Republicans spurned, 
which is to build a broad coalition in 
the center and become once again 
the nation's governing party. But to 
achieve that, the Democrats must 
stand for values that connect with 
those of most Americans. The center 
is meaningless, after all, except as a 
platform for enacting legislation the 
public wants. 
 
Some Democratic initiatives are ob-
vious after the November election: 
The public wants changes in Iraq 
policy that reduce the costs and 
dangers for America; reform of an 
arrogant and corrupt congressional 
leadership; and an end to partisan 
political bickering. The new House 
speaker, Rep. Nancy Pelosi, had a 
disastrous post-election week in 
which her first priority seemed to be 
settling scores rather than solving 
these big problems. Shame on her! 

But let's assume for the moment that 
the new Democratic majority won't 
commit instant suicide with a con-
tinuation of Pelosi's payback poli-
tics, and that it will get serious 
about governing. 
 
What are the issues where the De-
mocrats should plant their flag and 
try to create a new majority? Two 
are no-brainers that should have 
broad bipartisan support next year: 
reviving the Clinton administra-
tion's push for national health-care 
policies that can save costs and im-
prove care, and getting serious 
about alternative energy policies 
that can reduce demand for foreign 
oil. Sen. Hillary Clinton has already 
staked out these issues, which will 
enhance her stature as a 2008 presi-
dential candidate. 
A third big Democratic idea was 
advanced this week by Jim Webb, 
the senator-elect from Virginia, who 
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promises to be one of the most in-
teresting voices in the new Con-
gress. He argued in the Wall Street 
Journal that the Democrats should 
focus on economic justice. "Amer-
ica's top tier has grown infinitely 
richer and more removed over the 
past 25 years," he wrote. "It should 
be the first order of business for the 
new Congress to begin addressing 
these divisions, and to work to bring 
true fairness back to economic life." 
Former senator John Edwards, an-
other leading Democratic contender 
for 2008, has put his stamp on this 
same issue through his new Center 
on Poverty, Work and Opportunity 
at the University of North Carolina. 
 
Webb and Edwards are right about 
the dangers of rising inequality in 
America. Studies by the Census Bu-
reau, the National Bureau of Eco-
nomic Research and other organiza-
tions all report growing inequality 
in income distribution over the past 
35 years. According to a June 2000 
study by the Census Bureau, the gap 
between rich and poor began wid-
ening sharply in the early 1980s. 
From 1980 to 1992, the share of na-
tional income going to the top fifth 
rose by nearly 18 percent. 
 
The income gap continued during 
the technology boom and the stock-
option frenzy of the Clinton years, 
according to studies by a leading 
analyst of inequality, James K. Gal-
braith of the University of Texas. He 
notes that the collapse of the tech 
bubble and the surge of military 
spending under President Bush shif-
ted the pattern of winners -- but 
from blue-state counties to other 
blue-state counties. In a recent pa-
per, Galbraith found that the big 

gainers of the 1990s -- Santa Clara, 
San Mateo and San Francisco coun-
ties in California and New York City 
-- were the top four losers from 2000 
to 2004, while the four big winners 
after 2000 were the District of Co-
lumbia and Fairfax, Los Angeles 
and San Diego counties. 
 
The Democrats' challenge is to fuse 
populist anger with the party's other 
dynamic movement -- the call for 
fiscal reforms made by former Trea-
sury secretary Robert Rubin and 
other members of the Hamilton Pro-
ject, which seeks budget-balancing 
changes in entitlement spending. 
The goal should be to articulate po-
licies that are at once pro-equality 
and pro-growth. That's a tall order, 
especially at a time when the U.S. 
economy appears to be slowing. 
 
Lawrence Summers, a former Trea-
sury secretary and Harvard econo-
mist, suggested the right balance in 
a column in the Financial Times last 
month: "The best parts of the pro-
gressive tradition do not oppose the 
market system; they improve on the 
outcomes it naturally produces. 
That is what we need today." 
 
If the Democrats hope to re-create 
the "big tent" of a true governing 
coalition, they have to find policies 
that bring together the wings of 
their own party. Successful eco-
nomic policies will be those that ad-
vance the interests of Main Street 
without destroying those of Wall 
Street, and vice versa. Solving that 
puzzle is a big intellectual challenge. 
It should motivate and unite the 
Democrats -- from Webb and Ed-
wards to Clinton and Rubin -- as 
they move toward 2008. 
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