
3/25/17

1

TURNER'S CONVERGENCE:
SECTIONALIST GOVERNANCE 

IN THE US AND EUROPE

Alasdair Roberts

Truman School of Public Affairs

University of Missouri

www.aroberts.us

OUTLINE

• Declinism and the "crisis of democracy"

• Is Neil deGrasse Tyson right?

• Frederick Jackson Turner's prediction

• What is sectionalist governance?

• The fall and rise of sectionalist governance in Europe

• The fall and rise of sectionalist governance in the US

• Variations on the theme

• Welcome to politics as usual
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We are more like Europe, and our sections are becoming more and more the 
American version of the European nation.

We have become a nation comparable to all Europe in area, with settled geographic 
provinces which equal great European nations. We are in this sense an empire, a 
federation of sections, a union of potential nations.

Our politics and our society have been shaped by sectional complexity and interplay 
not unlike what goes on between European nations.

In party conventions as well as Congress the outcomes of deliberations bears a striking 
resemblance to treaties between sections, suggestive of treaties between European 
nations in diplomatic congresses.

We have furnished to Europe the example of a continental federation of sections 
over an area equal to Europe itself.

Frederick Jackson Turner, "The Significance of the Section in American History." 
Wisconsin Magazine of History 8, no. 3 (1925): 255-280.

TURNER'S CONVERGENCE
SECTIONALIST GOVERNANCE (1)

• Part of a governance strategy for societies that have sharp 
divisions in identity and preferences

• In which activism by winners is dangerous because it will:

• Undermine perceptions of legitimacy among losers

• Aggravate fears of domination by winners

• Threaten societal cohesion and order

• Causes large variations in policy over time

• Make "credible commitments" on policy infeasible

• In which leaders are conscious of the fragility of the union

• Key tasks for leaders:  Agenda discipline; evasion, temporizing,
distraction, equivocation, and "straddling"; compromise and 
"adjustment of differences"; satisfaction of honor; reconciliation 
of followers to compromises; sanctification of compromises

SECTIONALIST GOVERNANCE (2)

• "Statesmanship in this nation consists not only in representing the 
special interests of the leader’s own section, but in finding a formula 
that will bring the different regions together in a common policy. . . . 
[There is a] need for tolerance, for cooperation, for mutual sacrifices 
by the leaders of the various sections."  (Turner, 1925)
• Exemplars: The Triumverate of Clay ("The Great Compromiser"), Webster, 

Calhoun

• Contra: Ultraists, One-Idea Men, Fanatics, Radicals, Fire-eaters 

• Institutions:  Senate as "center of gravity," often operating in 
executive session, and buffered from direct democratic control

• Challenges: 
• Territorial expansion, migration, financial crises, other events or trends that 

up-end compromises.  

• Democratization and pressures toward sectionalization and expansion of 
conflict (Donald, 1960; Schattschneider).

IN EUROPE: 
TURNER IS WRONG AND RIGHT

• Wrong in the short run

• Resumption of Europe's "civil war"

• Right in the long run

• Post-war construction of mechanisms for cooperation

• The EU style: complicated, opaque, plodding, uninspiring

• Incomprehensible to the modern American sensibility

• But tensions arise because

• Agenda grows too quickly

• Shocks such as expansion, financial crisis, migration

• Democratization intensifies

• Hubris among elites about capacity to master sectionalist politics?

• Undue rigidity in institutional design? Myth of the "final agreement"
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IN THE US: 
ALSO WRONG IN THE SHORT RUN

• Turner's Significance of Sections wins Pulitzer, May1933

• Rise of centrist governance: from FDR to Nixon

• The "decline of sectionalism", trope, 1940s onward

• "The end of ideology": Bell, 1960

• "The two major political parties agree on fundamentals: they 
offer alternative policies to the voters only on relatively small 
points of difference." Lindlblom, 1959

• Expansion of federal responsibilities

• Executive dominance and presidential activism

• The era of the "First 100 days": Schlesinger, 1957

BUT RIGHT IN THE LONG RUN?

• Evidence of deepening divisions

• Party polarization

• Divisions of opinion by geography, race, preferred media

• Cyber-sectionalism?

• Attempts to resist sectionalization:

• Admonishing conservatives: welfare state is "here to stay"

• Attempts to "rebuild the center"

• Attempts to correct the other side's "misinformation"

• Mismatch between societal realities and mode of 
governance

• Panic over Trump's 100 days: "fast-moving authoritarianism"

Poole, Keith. (2016). The	polarization	of	the	Congressional	parties.	
[Data	File].	Retrieved	from	
http://k7moa.com/political_polarization_2015.html
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Peter Schuck, 2014

Mann and Ornstein, 2012

Donald Kettl, 2016

VARIATIONS IN 
SECTIONALIST GOVERNANCE

• Differences between US and Europe
• In Europe, alignment of cleavages and borders makes "exit" a viable response 

to governance failures

• In the US, societal fractures do not permit exit

• Differences in self-awareness about the mode of governance?

• In US, incongruence between inherited institutions and emerging mode of 
governance

• Differences between past and present

• More pressure for openness, participation

• Technical infeasibility of maintaining secrecy

• Media segmentation; but also infeasibility of "split messaging"?

• Lower tolerance for compromises on fundamental rights

• Lower tolerance for political controversy and uncertainty

• Illegitimacy of violence as response to failed deal-making
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POLITICS AS USUAL

• The end of an unusual phase in US politics?

• And the realization of Turner's convergence

• Not just US and Europe:

• Factionalization as the norm, not the exception, especially in the 
world's most populous states

• FSI measures on Factional Elites, Group Grievance

• "Politics is civil war by other means"

• Maurice Duverger, The Idea of Politics, 1966


