Unequal Democracy in America
The Long View

| Jéff Manza

Modern democratic political systems claim that all citizens have equal op-
portunities to shape the composition of their elected governments (and hence
the policies those governments adopt). In the classical model of democracy,
governments are responsive to the mass public, making public policies fa-
vored by a majority of citizens while respecting the rights of minorities. In
such a world, participation is said to foster learning and engagement on the
part of all citizens such that compromise, reasoned debate, and consensus
would become possible. Q

Of course in the real world, no model of democracy has ever proved ca-
pable of achieving such a neat equality of representation and the balancing
of competing interests. Democracy in practice falls short, perhaps inevitably
so, of the ambitious theoretical goals associated with it for the past 2,500
years. For example, one person/one vote rules seem clear enough, but other
“inputs” besides votes inevitably influence the relative power of individuals
and groups. These “other” inputs—money, networks, media use, policy
ideas, social movements—are far less evenly distributed than the right of
each citizen to cast a single ballot. However representatives are chosen,
the resulting governing coalition inevitably privileges the wishes of some
voters over others. And even representative public opinion (derived from
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polls of all citizens) provides uneven cues. Political leaders frequently make
decisions on important issues on which the will of the public is unclear or
unknowable, or the result of elite manipulation of one kind or another.

While all democratic polities exhibit shortcomings of one kind or an-
other, the American political system is defined by a set of institutional rules
and legacies of the past that enable some voices to be more readily heard
than others. No other democratic country among the rich, affluent socie-
ties allows as much money into the political system, and while the rate of
increase in the flow of political money in recent years has been shockingly
high, this has always been an important feature of American politics. No
other rich democracy has as low a rate of voter participation as the United
States, or such large disparities in participation rates by income or class.
And few other democratic countries have as decentralized a political sys-
tem as the United States, giving powerful actors multiple opportunities to
“veto” legislation they do not like. These institutional and political factors
combine to make it very difficult for redistributive policies commonly found
elsewhere to establish themselves in the United States. Political inequality is
the normal condition of American politics.

In his essay on the sources of rising political inequality in this volume,
John Ferejohn provides a broad overview of how recesnt trends in inequality
in the United States have moved faster and with more consequernces than
in Western Europe. While recognizing there are important nonpolitical
sources of rising inequality, Ferejohn notes that policy changes relating to
fiscal policy (in particular, the important tax cuts enacted during the presi-
dencies of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush) have played an especially
important role. Given this, he argues, it makes sense to look to recent po-
litical trends. Ferejohn fingers party polarization, and growing.Republican
Party control of national government, as the key proximate factors driving
public policy to endorse economic inequality.

While these partisan political factors are unquestionably important,
in this essay I want to offer a different interpretation than that of Ferejohn
(and indeed, most other commentators on rising inequality). Ferejohn and
many other writers on the new inequality sometimes imply the normal pat-
tern in America is to move toward Increasing equality, with the post-1970s

_period as the critical deviation.! But taking a longer-range perspective, it is

now apparent that the period from the 1940s through the 1970s represents
the truly significant departure from the normal pattern; it is the exception
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to the normal patterning of high inequality in the United States {especially
when we focus on rising income and wealth inequality at the very top).? The
underlying institutions, rules, and political economy are structured in ways
that almost always facilitate inequality. The current period represents, in
other words, a return to normalcy, not a departure from it.

In this essay, then, I develop a somewhat different argument about de-
mocracy and inequality in America than that of the more typical portrait

: replésented in this volume by Ferejohn. I start with some basics: the right

to vote and participate in elections, the institutionalization of a two-party
system that discourages redistribution except under pressure from social
movements from below, and the increasing openness of American democ-
racy to political money and corporate bias. The inequalities embedded in
some of these “fundamentals,” and the institutions that create them, are
well known (such as the role of money in politics), while others (like access
to the vote in the first place) are more rarely discussed. Both are important
to consider.

Institutional and political factors favoring inequality unfold over time.
Understanding contemporary inequality is no different. I begin the second
half of the essay with a brief discussion summarizing what should be viewed
as the outlier period—from World War II to the 1970s—when a number of
unique shifts (primarily having to do with changes in labor law and the reg-
ulatory regime during the New Deal, and rising racial and regional equality
from the 1950s onward) combined to make possible declining political and
economic inequality. I then turn more briefly to examine how some of the
recent return to normalcy played itself out over the past twenty-five years,
focusing on how some of the same developments Ferejohn highlights inter-
acted with the underlying institutional inequalities. The cumulative portrait
provides a related but somewhat different basis for understanding how and
why American political dynamics reinforce social inequality than that sug-
gested by Ferejohn. In the conclusion, I provide a brief speculation about
what would be required for this state of affairs to shift back toward more
equality, although I am doubtful that this is likely in the foreseeable future.

SOME FUNDAMENTALS OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

Political inequality has long been the subject of analysis by scholars
and writers, but the intensity of concern has risen in recent years in the
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context of rising economic inequalities. This is so for two reasons. First,
rising inequality has the potential to widen disparities in the “inputs”
flowing into the political system. The example of political money is per-
haps the mgst obvious. As the amounts and shares of income received
by households at the top of the distribution have increased over the past
three decades, the amount of money the rich have at their disposal to
support political causes has increased dramatically. Although analysts
have had trouble specifying the exact pathway through which money
influences policy, there are nevertheless good reasons to think that there
are links between the two.

Second, concern about inequalities in the political system may account,
at least in part, for the failure of the American political system to effec-
tively respond to rising inequality. The American welfare state stands out
in the rich democracies for its low levels of public spending (with the United
States currently devoting about 14 percent of its GDP to social spending
programs, versus an average of 26.5 percent in the West European welfare
state, and 18 percent in the other Anglo-American democracies frequently
grouped together as “liberal” welfare states).3 These figures are startling:
even a 1 percent difference in government spending is enormous (translating
to about $130 billion in public spending). To be sure, the United States does
provide massive tax subsidies for private benefits, but these private benefits
have a more limited redistributive impact.*

There are numerous other examples of the failure of the political system
to respond-to rising inequality: as Ferejohn has noted, repeated tax-cutting
disproportionately benefiting the super-rich at.a time when high-income
households are already absorbing unprecedented shares of national income;
or in the pointed refusal of Congress and the White House to adjust the
federal minimum wage for a decade after 1997, leading to a 20 percent
decline in real value (and the minimum wage has declined overall by some
36 percent in real value between 1979 and 2006).5

My argument is that understanding political inequality in the United
States requires analysis of unique institutional arrangements and embedded
practices. My focus here is on four critical “rules of the game”: the right to
vote, the patterning of participation, the nature of the party system, and the
financing of elections. Each of these has played a significant role in enabling
rising inequality to proceed largely unchecked by public policy. The con-
straints of the American political system in hindering the development of
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social democratic parties and strong unions have been a staple of political
analysis since Werner Sombart’s 1906 classic Why Is There No Socialism
in the United States? It is important, however, to revisit the issue in light of
new social and economic conditions. I begin with one of those fundamen-
tals, the right to vote. \

The Right to Vote

Democratic governance in the modern world is based, in part, on “uni-
versal” suffrage, at least the right of all citizens living within a political
jurisdiction to have the right to cast one (and only one) ballot for all elected
offices. Yet unlike virtually all other democratic constitutions around the
world, the American constitution does not provide a guarantee that all
citizens will be allowed to vote. When the framers met to draft the Consti-
tution, there were no models of universal suffrage (at least for white men)
to draw upon. Some participants floated ideas about declaring the vote
a right, or even a “natural right.” Such views were supported by radicals
like Ethan Allen and Benjamin Franklin. Against these ideas were various
conceptions of stakeholder democracy, in which only property owners or
taxpayers would participate. The most commonly expressed justification
-was that only “stakeholders” had a material interest in the well-being of
the community, and thus would exercise the franchise wisely. In the end,
however, the drafters compromised by delegating to the states the power
to determine who could exercise the franchise. This power remains in the
hands of the states, mediated by a series of constitutional amendments that
later curtailed some of that power. As a result of these amendments, states
can no longer discriminate based on race, sex, or age (for those over eigh-
teen years old), nor can they impose poll taxes as a precondition of voting.”

In the first few decades after 1789, many states adopted rules that
excluded many or all nonpropertied white men, as well as blacks and
women. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, the nature
and extent of the political exclusions against white men based on property
ownership tended to fall, but barriers to participation for women, Afri-
can Americans, and (increasingly) immigrants persisted. Women’s suffrage
arrived first at the state level, especially in the newer states in the West,
and later nationally with the adoption of the Nineteenth Amendment in
1920. Despite the promise of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870 (barring the
states from explicit bans based on race), suffrage was not fully secured for
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African Americans in the South until the adoption of the Voting Rights Act
in 1965, a full century after the end of the Civil War. The exclusion of Af-
rican Americans in the South is well chronicled, but it is important to note
that not all measures\adopted after the Civil War to restrict participation
were limited to African Americans. All states began adopting registration
requirements, some onerous, and a large number played with various kinds
of literacy tests to fence out certain groups of voters (many of whom were
poor whites or immigrants). The expansion of measures disenfranchising
convicted felons after 1840 (and especially after the Civil War) constituted
yet another type of restriction, one that remains in place to this day and that
has become increasingly consequential as the felon population has grown
dramatically in recent years.

Participatory Inequalities

In addition to the simple right to vote, t/here are large, persisting disparities in
participation among the eligible electorate that have long been a defining fea-
ture of American political life. Here again, the character of American politi-
cal institutions contributes to these disparities. Let’s start with the class skew
in voter turnout. Participation in American elections is far from universal;
one recent international survey shows that turnout in U.S. national elections
ranks only 138th highest among the 170 democratic countries surveyed, far
lower than all similar rich, capitalist democracies except Switzerland (which
ranked 137th). The United States is further unusual for having a substantial
cleavage-based skew in political participation: there is typically a turnout
gap of some 25 percent or more between the high turnout groups versus low
turnout groups (e.g., professionals versus unskilled workervs, or whites and
Hispanics in the case of race/ethnicity).® Such sharp socioeconomic-based
cleavages are not generally found to the same degree in other countries.1® In
other words, in democracies where almost everyone votes, there are fewer
group differences; as turnout falls, disparities in participation rise.

Why does the United States have such low levels of overall turnout, and
why are the skews between groups so large? In the social science literatures
on who votes, there are two broad streams of explanation: individual-level
factors (generally focused on education level, race/ethnicity, class, religion,
community, and knowledge/interest in politics), and political and institu-
tional factors. Sociodemographic attributes of individuals, such as education
level, are powerful predictors. For example, it is well established that people
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with more education vote at higher rates; but we cannot account for the
relatively low rate of overall voter turnout in the United States inasmuch as
most individual—le\vel factors are similar in the rich demoecratic societies to-
day. Political and institutional explanations, by contrast, point to the role of
mobilizing activities by parties and political organizations, and institutional
constraints such as voter registration requirements, the practice of holding
elections on a working day, and the (limited) range of meaningful choices
presented to voters in a two-party system. Here, there is much more varia-
tion across countries, and in combination these factors provide a useful un-
derstanding of the puzzle of low rate of participation in American elections.

"Two critical institutional rules contribute to low turnout in the United
States: (1) the difficulty of registering to vote, which is automatic in most
other countries;!! (2) the increased costs of voting as a result of holding
national elections on working days, versus on either a weekend or national
holiday in most other countries. Earlier estimates that the American system
of voter registration pushed down turnout by 8-15 percent!2 likely over-
estimate the impact today, as the difficulty of getting registered has been
eased by the 1993 “motor voter” law that requires states to offer citizens
voting registration materials through the Department of Motor Vehicles.
And a number of states in recent years—eight at this writing—have moved
to same-day registration systems, where voters can register at their polling
place. Nevertheless, in a highly mobile society where registration is typi-
cally conducted at the county level, requiring voters to register (or reregis-
ter) before casting a ballot remains a significant barrier for many. Holding
elections on a Tuesday, as mandated by the Constitution, further reduces
turnout. Cross-national estimates of the negative impact of holding elec-
tions on a working day (versus a weekend) are around § percent,? with the
penalty hurting turnout among workers with the least autonomy in their
jobs or single pérents (who have below-average incomes) the most.14

The level and type of mobilization efforts undertaken by political orga-
nizations of various kinds provide another set of explanations for why voter
turnout is lower and the skew in participation higher in the United States.!s
Low-turnout groups aré potentially subject to more influence by mobili-
zation efforts than higher-turnout groups.’ As with other participatory
inequalities, the United States stands out for its lack of equalizing vehicles.
In other democratic countries, the strength of unions and social democratic
parties gives strong, systematic, and nationwide encouragement to poor
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and working-class voters to participate in elections. The United States, by
contrast, has weak unions and completely lacks a social democratic or labor
party. As a result, voter mobilization efforts aimed at working-class voters
are much more of a patchwork, with social movement organizations play-
ing a disproportionate role. While such organizations can have impacts,!”
they cannot substitute for the embedded organizational strength of strong
unions and left parties.

The upshot of these dynamics has been that in the United States par-
ticipation inequalities are far greater than in elections in other countries.
Writing in 1949, V. O. Key asserted that “the blunt truth is that politicians
are under no compulsion to pay much heed to classes and groups of citizens
that do not vote,”'8 a conclusion that has been frequently reasserted. But
the problem in American politics is even more dramatic than this implies.
Other types of political engagement are even more unequal. Later in the es-
say, I will take up differences in donations to causes and candidates, which
arguably are the most important source of participation inequality aside
from voting itself. But it is worth noting that research on all forms of politi-
cal participation—including working on a political campaign, participating
in a protest event, writing a letter to an elected official, civic volunteerism
of any kind—finds large inequalities between resource-rich groups and dis-
advantaged groups. The definitive study in this area remains that of Sidney
Verba, Kay Lehman Scholzman, and Henry Brady, who find evidence of
even larger disparities in other types of political activity than voting.!” For
example, while 17 percent of those earning over $75,000 a year (in 1989
dollars) reported working-on a political campaign, only 4 percent of those
earning under $15,000 did; 73 percent of the former report being a member
of a political organization, but only 29 percent of the latter; SO percent of
the affluent group wrote to an elected official at least once in the previous
year, while only 25 percent of the low-income group did.

The Party System and the Political Expression of Labor Interests

The institutional arrangements that shape and define political parties,
along with their relative hostility toward organized labor, have combined to
produce another key source of political inequality. American unions have,
historically, been far weaker and represented fewer workers than in nearly
all other rich democratic countries. Some part of the explanation stems
from unique economic factors: American firms in the nineteenth century
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were big enough to successfully resist unions they did not want, setting in
motion a limited style of “craft unionism” in which only a handful of Amer-
ican workers were orga\nized.20 A generation of scholarship has now shown

that institutional and legal barriers to union growth made it impossible for

unions to organize workers in the way that they were in Western Europe.?!
Union density in the late 1920s was under 10 percent of all private sector

-workers, a figure that put the United States at the bottom of the democratic

world. American firms grew to dominate the global economy before the
1930s without having to battle organized labor.

Organized labor has generally had a relatively weak foothold in the
workplace, but when we turn to political institutions the situation is even
bleaker. The electoral system established by the Constitution—a “first-past-
the-post” electoral system, in which the candidate (and party) winning the
most votes in a single district wins the seat—makes it virtually impossible
for third parties to gain traction. This has locked in place a party system in
which socialist; Communist, social democratic, and labor parties have never
been viable political contenders. The relentless logic of this “majoritarian”
system has proved remarkably durable in enforcing major party hegemony.
The reasons are not hard to fathom. While proportional representation sys-
tems allow minority parties to gain representation in legislative bodies with
5 percent of the vote or less, in the United States only the candidate/party
winning the most votes in legislative districts wins the seat. A new party seek-
ing to build support cannot do so gradually by electing a few representatives
and building a reputaﬁon. Regional third-party efforts—most notably the
Populists of the late nineteenth century and the Midwestern Progressives in
the twentieth—have occasionally been viable for a period of time, but these
efforts were easily parried by the major parties and their voters co-opted.??

The two-party system had become firmly established by 1840, and
there has been only one successful example of a third party entering the
political system and displacing one of the dominant parties since then—the
Republican Party breakthrough in the intense conflicts of the pre-Civil
War era in the 1850s and 1860 (when Abraham Lincoln won the presidency
on a Republican ticket). American political history is littered with failed
third-party efforts, many of which were launched by serious people with, in
some cases, significant resources and/or apparent political opportunities.??

The stranglehold of the two-party system has had two major conse-
quences. First, it has meant that both major parties are broad umbrella
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coalitions and winning elections always means winning a majority of votes 4
in the center of the ideological spectrum. To be sure, egalitarian political
ideas have not always been absent from American politics. The “radical
Republicans” of the Reconstruction era, and in certain regions and histori-
cal moments the Democratic Party, have promoted egalitarian programs.>*
The Democrats have also, however, been far more strongly influenced by
a broad coalition with heavy Southern representation. The Southern wing
of the party was deeply hostile to any policies challenging the Jim Crow
system, which greatly narrowed the range of acceptable possibilities for
egalitarian public policies.?® Egalitarian policies and reforms that impact
the racial order were continually frustrated by Southerners until the final
decades of the twentieth century. ’

Second, as we have noted, the two-party system has prevented a po-
litically viable social democratic party from emerging. Even where social-
ism gained a partial foothold in American politics, it would eventually be
strangled by the two-party system. The now vast “American exceptional-
ism” literature was first invented to capture this failure.2® The absence
of such a party is important for two reasons. A durable finding in the
comparative politics literature is that strong left parties facilitate more
generous welfare states.?” The path to welfare state generosity through
party strength is twofold: when left parties control governments, they can
redirect taxing and spéﬁding policies toward redistributive outcomes; but
even when out of government, strong left parties provide important elec-
toral competition that can push centrist and conservative parties toward
greater generosity.?8

Powerful left parties are also important for shaping pubhc discourses
and keeping issues relating to poverty and inequality “on the policy agenda.”
Parties do more than just seck votes; they also organize voters and politi-
cal ideologies into a coherent spectrum, providing citizens with inputs that
remind them of egalitarian ideas and values, as the extensive literature on
the cognitive bases of political beliefs suggests.>” When the party system
includes strong left parties, political debates in the media are much more
likely to.include pro-equality viewpoints, and media coverage of groups and
individuals making egalitarian arguments grows. The narrower spectrum
of ideological debate throughout most of American history has significantly
reduced the visibility of egalitarian politics.
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Perverse Openness: Corporate Influence and Political Money

The fourth institutional source of political inequality is the paradoxi-
cal “openness” of the American political system. Because of its uniquely
fragmented and decentralized structure, with multiple powers devolved
to states, counties, and local governments, with federal courts having sig-
nificant veto power as well, there are numerous avenues for organized
interests to express themselves (or block measures they oppose). While
decentralization has on occasion meant that progressive states could inno-
vate in new ways, the so-called “laboratories of democracy” have far more
often meant that powerful actors have multiple “veto points” to defeat
legislative initiatives they do not like in the courts or in state- and local-
level governments. 30

Tracing policy outcomes in almost any major policy domain inevitably
leads to the conclusion that diverse veto points have hindered redistributive
impulsés. A few examples should suffice. Federal courts have notoriously
frustrated progressive liberal designs at many points in American history;
the Warren Court of the 1960s stands out as a remarkable exception to the
general rule that the courts have limited the powers of the federal govern-
ment to regulate economic activity or reduce the political power of influen-
tial interests.3! Decentralized governance has similarly been impactful. The
case of social welfare has been particularly well studied. Robert Lieberman
and Jill Quadagno have shown how state-level implementation of social
welfare programs foiled the universalist intentions of national reformers
in the New Deal and Great Society eras, respectively.®* As implementa-
tion devolved to state (or local) governments, holes were punctured in the
programs to shift benefits away from African Americans (or to hold down
benefits and make sure that they would not operate as alternatives to low-
wage labor markets). Many other examples could be mentioned as well.?

Another key source of openness stems from the unique role of money in
the financing of American politics. Compared to other democratic polities,
the American system of campaign finance allows for an unprecedented role
for external funds to flow into the system. American politics have always
been awash with cash, as First Amendment principles have equated “free
speech” with the right to invest in politics and permitted Congress rela-
tively little scope for setting limits on political investment (with the Supreme
Court’s recent ruling that unrestricted “independent” corporate campaigns
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on behalf of political candidates cannot be limited by Congress merely the
latest in a century-long struggle).>*

The flow of money from businesses interests and the rich to candi-
dates for politic&l office in America is hardly a recent phenomenon. Oppo-
sition to big money in politics has been expressed in periodic muckraking
journalism, Hollywood movies, and populist political rhetoric about the
role of “big money” in politics. Fears that wealthy corporate and individual
campaign donors were buying government influence were sufficiently pro-
nounced early in the twentieth century that an early attempt at campaign
finance reform, the Tillman Act of 1907, sought to ban all corporate contri-
butions to federal campaigns. The effectiveness of this legislation, however,
was limited by lack of enforcement and its susceptibility to loopholes and
donations in the name of-individuals. In her pioneering study of campaign
contributions in the 1928 election, Louise Overacker found, for example,
that nearly 70 percent of all money contributed came from donations of
over $1,000 ($12,410 in 2009 dollars).?5 Similar limitations have charac-
terized the numerous attempts at campaign finance reform right up to the
present, including most recently the 2002 McCain-Feingold legislation,
which has done virtually nothing to halt the flow of funds into the system.3¢

How and in what ways does political money matter? Theories of “in-
vestor” influence on the parties and legislation have proved difficult to
definitively test and validate.3” Much of the recent debate turns on com-
plex methodological issues, producing what two leading analysts have
characterized as “the statistical morass that surrounds the study of cam-
paign finance.”3® We do not have the space here to discuss the debates
over competing analytical approaches, but suffice it to say that scholarly
consensus about the impact of money has proved elusive.3? The complex
array findings are more easily understood when broken down into four dis-
tinct outcomes: (1) who runs for political office {making a serious run for
political office increasingly requires the capacity to raise huge amounts of
money); (2) who wins (underfunded challengers have an almost impossible
task against incumbents, although above a certain threshold the impact of
resources on outcomes declines); (3) the voting patterns of legislators (who
sometimies have to think about the needs of past and hoped-for future
donors); and (4) other outcomes, such as facilitating access to legislators
through the interest group process. At every stage of this process, there
are compelling arguments and empirical evidence to suggest money skews
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outcomes, even if in no area is money alone plausibly viewed as a single
decisive factor.40

<

Starting with the “who runs” question, there is good evidence that
fund-raising requirements deter some kinds of potential candidates. Most
dramatically, increasing numbers of super-rich individuals make runs for
political office (or finance a favored ballot initiative campaign). A new per-
sonal spending record for political office was recorded in 2010 by Meg

- Whitman, former CEO of eBay, in her campaign for California governor;
Whitman spent over $140 million. The previous record, just set in 2009,
was the $108 million Michael Bloomberg spent to be reelected to a third
term as mayor of New York.

Such dramatic examples aside, the routine requirement for being a “se-
rious” candidate for elective office is the ability to tap a well-heeled network
of affluent individuals and political action committees. The days of the
“grassroots” campaign run by citizen-volunteers employing shoe leather
and determination are largely over, except in small local electoral contexts.
This is most problematic for candidates outside the political mainstream
such as left-liberals and socialists, who want to advocate policies that would
tax the rich—the very people they must raise money from—aggressively.
The so-called “money primary” matters in particular because it shapes who
gets media coverage.

At the same time, however, we should not overstate the point. There
is evidence that in certain times and places, sophisticated, well-organized
candidates with egalitarian views can package their positions appropriately
and surmount the money hurdle effectively. Affluent egalitarians can be
located and convinced to give; unions remain active political players (donat-
ing about $50 million in recent electoral cycles); and other sources of pro-
gressive financing from groups like environmentalists, feminists, anti-war
and anti-nuclear groups, and others can come together in some cases. Every
election cycle produces a few such candidates. But these counterexamples
fly in the face of a much larger trend in the other direction.

Evidence of the impact of political money on who wins elections is
notoriously more difficult to:analyze. Republicans have for the most part
since 1896 maintained a significant edge in support from large donors,
and clear overall advantages in recent years where clear documentation
is available (with overall marginal advantages of between 10 and 20 per-

cent, higher when in control of both Congress and the White House).*!
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But both parties have long received enormous cash inputs from large do- ; . a four
nors, and it is rare in recent clections for serious Democratic candidates throu
| to lack sufficient resources. Strikingly, in recent years the Democrats have : into ¢
‘\ built a competitive \donor base of business PACs that is somewhat dif- to the
ferent than the Republicans, with huge shares coming from industries ; listen

‘ such as finance, trial lawyers, and the entertainment industry, while the
i Republicans receive disproportionately more from industries like oil and

‘ pharmaceuticals. INTE
% The research literature findings consistently show that well-funded INEC
\ challengers have, not surprisingly, a better chance to win. But whether If po.
; incumbent spending influences reelection chances is harder to determine. : there
g\ Incumbents typically work harder to raise money (and receive more money ineq
i from the national party) in close elections, thus making it appear as if decli
' money doesn’t matter in analyzing the universe of cases.*? In recent elec- the |
’ln toral cycles, the ability of both major parties to concentrate resources in a proc
\‘ handful of close races with either an open seat or a threatened incumbent ing "
L has meant that it is rare that lack of resources alone accounts for the out- incr
\ comes of the most contested races. Nonetheless, rising rates of incumbent " tory
| reelection in an era when politicians are increasingly unpopular suggest '1 limi
\ indirectly that the ability of incumbents to raise vast sums contributes to “ 191
declining competitiveness. forr
The most important issues OVer political money, and its impacts on : rapi
policy outcomes, however, ultimately concern whether politicians adjust righ
their policy positions or votes to respond to the wishes of their largest do- j‘ full
nors. Evidence of outright vote selling or the creation of “spot” markets sub
where elected officials exchange votes for future donations is rare, although 197
when found such scandals typically generate lots of media attention. Yet it awi
is rarely the case that the amount of money coming from any one donor is f anc
of sufficient magnitude to ensure’a legislator’s vote, especially as the totals ‘ ish
being raised have grown so dramatically. Other factors—party member-
ship, legislator’s ideology and beliefs, public opinion (perceived or actual), the
or strategic calculations about how a vote will impact future elections and ing
career prospects—have greater measurable impact on legislative behavior ; ro
in the most serious research on the topic.*? 1 M
Stronger arguments can be mounted for more subtle forms of influ- : jast
ence, such as “access” to clected officials that enables donors to press their th

case more effectively than those who do not give.** Such access, arguably i en
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a fourth type of impact, may shape legislation at the margins, for example,
through the creation of special hidden tax breaks or exemptions inserted
into legislation that can, in the aggregate, be quite expensive and deleterious
to the overall purpose of a bill.#* Access ensures that special interests are
listened to, even if access alone does not drive the policy agenda.

S
INTERREGNUM: POLITICAL SOURCES OF DECLINING
INEQUALITY IN AMERICA (CA. I937-1I975)

If political institutions have historically favored the powerful over the weak,
there was one historical period in twentieth-century America in which
inequality declined. The view propounded in this essay is that it is the era of
declining inequality, not the current era of sharply rising inequality, that is
the phenomena to be explained. Five unique forces combined in this era to
produce declining inequality: (1) tax reforms, especially those adopted dur-
ing World War II but largely maintained through the 1970s, which vastly
increased income taxes on the highest earners; (2) changes in the regula-

- tory regime during the New Deal, in particular those that set important

limits on the financial sector, a key driver of wealth inequality in both the
1910s/1920s and again since the early 1980s; (3) New Deal labor law re-
forms, which initially worked to the advantage of unions and assisted in the
rapid growth of private sector unions in the late 1930s and 1940s; (4) civil
rights reform breakthroughs, which finally ended Jim Crow and extended
full citizenship rights to African Americans, enabling the lowest-earning
subgroup to make significant income gains (relative to whites) through the
1970s; (5) paralleling the end of Jim Crow, the South modernized, moving
away from heavy reliance on agriculture toward industry, oil, real estate,
and finance, raising incomes of all groups in the historically most impover-
ished region of the country.

Each of these dynamics has been widely explored elsewhere, although
the role of the modernization of the South and its contribution to declin-
ing inequality through raising incomes in that part of the country has not
routinely been included in much of the discussion of midcentury equality.*
Marginal tax rates on high earners prior to 1981 were at levels that seem al-
most incomprehensibly high today. Raised to 90 percent during World War II,
they remained at 70 percent all the way until 1981. Such rates dampened
enthusiasm for high earners to seek outsized compensation packages. New
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Deal regulatory changes that made “banking boring,” as Simon Johnson
and James Kwak put it in their fine analysis of the sources of the financial
crisis of 2008, provided steady profits but constrained the financial sector
from the excesses that created super-wealth and ultimately financial col-
lapse in the 1920s (and again in the 2000s). It was much more difficult for
high earners to leverage exceptional returns in the market during this era.
Unions also enjoyed their one period of ascendance in this era. During the
New Deal, institutional reforms (first in the National Industrial Recovery
Act of 1933, and then under the National Labor Relations Act of 1935)
made it possible for unions to be organized on a broad basis, in some cases
industry-wide (such as in steel, autos, and coal). Though it would take often
heroic militance, union growth did happen. Union density—the percent-
age of all workers organized into unions—would reach over 35 percent by
1950. Finally, improving conditions for African Americans in the North
(where industrial expansion opened decent-paying jobs from the 1950s on-
ward), and civil rights legislation and Supreme Court rulings in the 1960s
challenged the social and political exclusion of African Americans, while
also generating unprecedented educational and labor market opportuni-
ties for a “new” black middle class. The rapid growth of the “New South”
after 1970 benefited immensely from the region’s grudging, uneven, but
relatively rapid acceptance of the end of Jim Crow (with the region’s other
attractions, in particular its virulent antiunion environment, making it at-
tractive to Northern capital and spurring rapid growth in the region). As
incomes in the South (both black and white) moved closer to the national
median, inequality declined.

Missing from this list are two other critical—albeit temporary—
factors: the remarkable expansion of higher education, and American global
economic dominance. Although the United States had long led the world
in both the size and extent of its system of higher education and the scale
and scope of its national economy, the comparative advantage skyrocketed
aftér World War II as political coalitions across the country emerged that
promoted educational opportunity. The rapid growth of higher education
through the expansion of state universities from the 1950s through the
1970s significantly aided upward social mobility.** More recently, however,
declining investment in higher education has halted the rise of an “educa-
tional meritocracy,” and allowed several European countries to surpass the
United States in terms of college graduation rates.*” The global positioning
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of the United States in the world economy after World War 1T was also a
unique but transient phenomenon. American economic dominance in the
aftermath of World War II made it much easier for firms in key industries
to be assured of relatively high profit margins and better positioned to com-
promise with their workers, especially when nudged by relatively strong
unions.

The moderation of the classical sources of unequal democracy in the
middle part of the twentieth century produced the “middle class America”
now so cherished by many of the harshest critics of rising inequality (“Post-
war America was, above all else, a middle-class society,” writes Paul Krug-
man in the opening of his book on rising inequality®®). Inequality declined.
Political polarization was modest. Public policy moved left, especially in
the 19603; but it is striking to note that for all the talk of a conserva-
tive “Southern strategy,” the rhetoric of the Nixon administration belied
frequently liberal extensions of Great Society programs during the early
1970s.5! Right up until the era of stagflation that followed the 1974-1975
recession, America enjoyed its one (and only) period of declining inequality
since the Civil War. It would not last.

THE NEW POLITICAL INEQUALITY

Thus far we have discussed how American political institutions favor cer-
tain kinds of political disparities that favor those with more resources, and
some of the resulting consequences (and how and why they abated in the
middle part of the twentieth century). The contemporary era of rising in-
equality entailed not only the abating of each of the five factors identified
earlier, but also a striking reassertion of the power of the institutions of
unequal democracy. In this section, I turn to a brief survey of some of these
developments.

With respect to the mid-century forces of equality noted in the previ-
ous discussion, each gave way beginning in the 1970s and 1980s. Policy
changes have been widely noted. Marginal tax rates on high earners were
cut in 1981, 1986, 1990, and 2001 (falling as low as 28 percent after the
1950 tax reform before stabilizing in a narrow range of 3639 percent since
1993). Dramatic reductions in “cépital gains” rates (just 15 percent since
2001) provide an especially useful source of tax avoidance for high earn-

ers at the top who enjoy significant capital earnings. Finally, steady union
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decline had, by the 1990s, left organized labor as but a shell of its former
self, concentrated especially in the public sector (where its impact on wages
was limited).

The most important shifts, however, came in the wake of financial sec-
tor deregulation and the resulting wave of financialization that transformed
the American economy and socicty from the early 1980s onward.5* “Bor-
ing” banking was transformed by the growth of a shadow banking sector,
new financial instruments that went largely unregulated (and the profits
under-taxed at the low capital gains rate), a bank merger movement, and
eventually the wholesale shift of conventional savings banks into invest-
ment banks and fully integrated firms drawing fees across a range of fi-
nancial transactions they historically were not involved in.53 Super-profits,
along with rapidly rising wages in the financial sector, soon followed.?*

What factors brought about these changes? I would insist that any cred-
ible analysis must take the long view, conceptualizing the recent period as
only the most recent manifestation of the regular rhythms of American
political inequality. Each of the institutional underpinnings of unequal de-
mocracy reasserts itself. The right to vote began to decline, as a new wave
of immigration after 1965 and rising rates of felony convictions left one
in ten adults living in the United States unable to participate by 2008.5
Among eligible voters, the participation skew between advantaged and dis-
advantaged voters and donors has widened. With respect to participation,
the consensus view was that from the 1950s through the elections of the
mid-1980s there was relatively little change in the patterning of postwar
participation: the gap between workers and managers, or highly educated
and poorly educated citizens, remained roughly constant.5¢ But since the
late 1980s, the most careful analyses suggest that there has been an increas-
ing skew in participation.’” Disparities in other kinds of political participa-
tion widened further, as rising inequality enabled the super-rich to increase
their “investment” in politics. In recent decades, incentives for political
candidates to seck funding have increased dramatically. Political strategists
and campaign managers have reached consensus that high-spending media
campaigns are the most efficient way to reach voters, and that “serious”
candidates for office need to raise funds (with the “money primary” of-
ten signaling who is, or is not, a serious candidate). The consequences of
this shift toward television-based campaigning are startling enough. Ex-
hibit 1 suggests that since 1978, there has been a nearly tenfold increase in
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EXHIBIT I
Trends in national election campaign finance, 1978-2006
(in millions of dollars, inflation adjusted)

Total Total Total Total
Election Year business labor ideological individual
1978 o 66.5 31.8 8.3 NA
1980 93.4 353 13.1 NA
1982 -~ . 106.7 43.2 22.9 NA
1984 e 122.4 48.4 28.3 NA
1986 111.4 54.2 34.0 NA
1988 152.3 58.0 32.9 NA
1990 139.4 52.7 22.4 NA
1992 263.1 62.4 26.7 459.8
1994 - 262.7 . 63.6 30.4 353.6
1996 407.7 71.8 33.5 536.5
1998 357.3 65.5 37.8 407.2
e 2000 : 669.7 104.7 54.0 817.6
' 2002 615.5 96.1 68.6 719.3
2004 769.4 101.6 77.1 1,014.2
2006 631.7 88.9 67.1 703.0
A1978-2006
(midterm elections) ’ 950% 280% 810%
A1980-2004
(presidential) . 823% 288% 589%
A1992-2004
(individual) J 154%

SOURCE s>: 1978-1984: Corrado (1987); 1986-2000: Federal Elecﬁon Commission Reports {www
fec.gov) and Center for Responsive Politics (www.opensecrets.org).

NOTES: All estimates shown in 2006 dollars. “Total” includes hard and soft (unregulated) contribu-
tions during 1992-2002 to all candidates for national office (U.S. House, Senate, and the presidency).
After 2002, totals include hard and estimated 527 (ideological advocacy) contributions. Note that
1992/96/2.000/04 are presidential years, and thus reflect higher overall contributions than in midterm
Congressional elections without presidential ballot.

real dollars contributed by business interests to candidates for American
national elections, as well as steady and seemingly inexorable growth in
contributions from affluent individuals. One would be hard pressed to
imagine that contributors give large amounts and get nothing in return,
although (as noted above) the consequences are more subtle than is com-
monly understood.

Changes on the supply side have also influenced these trends: the vast
increase in wealth at the top has expanded the resources available to “in-
vest” in the political system.*® And rising household affluence creates a sim-
ilar dynamic. Giving arﬁong the wealthy for all purposes—civic, charitable,
religious, as well as political—has increased in this era of rising inequality.
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While much of this giving may have benign consequences, no such simple
conclusions would be appropriate when it comes to political money.

Of perhaps equal or greater concern in recent years is the impact of
political money in funding “agenda-setting” organizations. Increasingly
centralized corporate control over the media undermines advocacy of pro-
gressive causes. The rise of Internet-based media provides a potential but
as yet largely unrealized counterweight. The remarkable growth in the re-

‘sources flowing into conservative think tanks and foundations is especially

significant. Starting in the 1970s, business organizations and conservative
foundations began providing resources on a heretofore unprecedented scale
in support of policy formation organizations inside the Beltway.*® The con-
siderable power of these policy organizations to intervene in political de-
bates, get their representatives into the media, and provide policy advice to
presidents and Congress is well established.®! By all accounts, such organi-
zations play a significant role in setting the policy agenda.®? To the extent
that the policy organizations with the greatest resources are disproportion-
ately promoting a conservative policy agenda—as numerous studies have
found3—they contribute to a larger environment in which many egalitar-
jan policy ideas are simply “not on the agenda” for discussion.5*

Recent Political Dynamics: Republicans Ascendant,
Democrats in Disarray

Aside from the long-run dynamics, more proximate factors (including some
of those discussed in the Ferejohn essay) merit brief attention. The rising
political power of the business-oriented wing of the Republican Party, which
has to a large extent set the national policy agenda from the early 1980s
through at least 2006, is particularly important.5> Republican political lead-
ers from Ronald Reagan through George W. Bush, as well as a new genera-

“tion of Republican politicians and party activists, have moved the party to

the right. Although there is some disagreement over what impact this shift
has had on public policy, it is certainly clear that Republican control over the
policy agenda has moved tax policy, regulation, and foreign policy rightward
in the past thirty years. Combined with high (and growing) rates of incum-
bent reelection, many very conservative and principled Republicans have
persisted in office without serious challenge from Democratic opponents.5

The Republican majority between 1994 and 2006, and the.conserva-
tive movement that fostered it, however, lost significant ground in the 2006
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midterm elections. The decision of the Bush administration to start and
sustain an increasingly unpopular war in Iraq backfired, as the party lost
control of both housés of Congress and a majority of statehouses to the
Democrats. The Republican majority that many observers thought had suc-
ceeded in consolidating power at the time of the 2004 presidential election
has unraveled, at least for the time being.

Yet the election of Democrat Barack Obama in 2008, with a substantial
Democratic majority in Congress, did little to produce a return to egali-
tarian policymaking of the post—-World War II period. Against bitter op-
position, the Obama administration has pushed through a national health
plan that—if it is fully implemented—promises to provide health insurance
coverage to about 95 percent of all Americans by the time it goes into effect
in 2014. The administration’s heavily compromised financial sector reform
legislation partially reverses some of the massive deregulation of finance
that underlay the financial crisis of 2008. But these modest legislative vic-
tories did little if anything to reverse the course of the past thirty years,
and it strains credulity to think that under current conditions the Obama
administration will be able to push policy much further.

The main reason for this stark conclusion is that the electoral bases

of the major parties have shifted in important ways -that discourage the
parties—notably the Democrats—from pursuing an expansionary program
of social provision. In the debate over trends in class voting in the United
States, recent work has suggested two apparently contradictory findings.
Income-based models have found persistence of the classical alignment,
with lower-income voters remaining as Democratic as before.6” To be sure,
growing affluence (perceived or actual) has pushed all voters to the right,¢8
but the relationship between relative income groups and vote choice has
remained as strong as ever.%’ '

However, an occupational-based model of class voting produces a more
nuanced picture. Classes (as measured by occupational location’) have re-
aligned politically. In our own six-class-model distinguishing professional,
managers, the self-employed, routine white-collar workers, skilled manual
workers and supervisors, and nonskilled workers, we find that considerable
realignment has indeed occurred. The results of our statistical analysis of
class voting—originally presented in Hout, Brooks, and Mzmza,k—/1 and most
recently updated and extended by Hout and Moody”2—suggest a number
of striking trends. Professionals had moved from being the second most
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Republican class to the most Democratic class by the late 1980s. The self-
employed moved from a centrist position to a strongly Republican bloc in
recent elections.. Skilled and nonskilled workers have shifted toward the
center, although nonskilled workers remain in Democratic alignment.

The question of trends in class voting—and how they may be impact-
ing elections more generally—has been reignited by the debate over the
widely discussed best-selling book by Thomas Frank, What’s the Matter
with Kansas?” Frank argues that white working-class voters have defected
to the Republicans, and into an alliance with affluent voters, creating a
coalition “uniting business and blue collar” because of Republican inroads
into the working-class electorate based on appeals to symbolic social issues
and traditional family values. Our own investigation of these trends sug-
gests a somewhat different picture.”* We find evidence that social issues
have become an important source of occupation-based class realignment,
but 7ot because conservative views on such issues have pushed working-
class voters to the right. Rather, we find strong evidence that social-issue
liberalism has pushed professionals toward the Democratic Party.” But
while these professionals have changed their partisan identity, they have

‘not become more supportive of social spending for the poor or other re-

distributive measures.

To chart the overall impact of change in the social bases of contempo-
rary party coalitions, it is informative to focus on how the intersection of
turnout, class-based voter alignments, and the size of groups combine to
shape the Democratic and Republican parties’ coalitions. In other words,
by taking into account the relative size of social classes as well as their
turnout and vote choice, we can obtain a better sense of the combined
impact of class politics on the electoral strategies and policies that politi-
cians and parties will ultimately pursue. Indeed, because processes such
as manual workers’ declining size and decreasing willingness to support
Democratic candidates are difficult to reverse over short periods of time,
they set in place powerful constraints that party officials cannot readily
ignore.

How have class voters’ turnout levels, alignments with parties, and rela-
tive size influenced the major parties’ coalitions? In earlier work with Clem
Brooks, I find that the Democratic Party experienced a major electoral shift
from between the 1950s and the 1990s, moving from a party with far more
working-class voters than professional and managerial voters to one with
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larger representation of the latter groups and a sharply diminished work-
ing-class electorate. We estimate the ratio of working-class to professional/
managerial voters fell from almost 3:1 in 1960 to about 1:1 by 1992, and
it has nudged even further in the direction of middle-class electorate since
then.76 In other words, while in 1960 there were three working-class voters
for every professional/manager voter, by the 1990s the Democratic coali-
tion had reached parity between working- and upper-middle-class voters.””

Decomposing this shift revealed several dynamics. Professionals have

~both grown in size and become significantly more Democratic. Both skilled
and nonskilled workers have moved toward the center, although at differ-
ent time periods. Skilled workers in the 1960s and early 1970s and non-
skilled workers in the 1980s and 1990s moved toward the political center
(although the latter remain in Democratic alignment, albeit not to the same
extent as before 1980). Because both classes have declined in size, their rela-
tive contributions to the Democratic coalition have shrunk. This develop-
ment only deepens when we consider a smaller but still significant increase
in the share of votes coming from routine white-collar workers, which has

_also risen since the 1960s.

With such a significant shift in where the votes are now coming from,
itis hardly surprising that Democratic strategists and politicians have faced
less pressure to extend the economic and social policies of the New Deal.
Indeed, it is precisely the growing prominence of middle-class voters within
the Democratic coalition that provides party leaders with incentives to em-
phasize market-related and meritocratic policy ideas and arrangements.
To be sure, there remain significant differences between the Democratic
and Republican Parties. Political scientists Larry Bartels and Nathan Kel-
ley have produced econometric evidence suggesting that since World Woar
11 inequality has grown significantly faster under Republican presidents.”®

Democrats in office have tended to slow the inequality express. But com-
pared to their New Deal and Great Society predecessors, they have done
nothing in recent decades to reverse it.

What about the Republican coalition? Has a similar shift occurred
among the Republican electorate? In short, the answer is no. Like the
Democratic coalition, the Republican coalition shows a marked increase
in the representation of professionals and managers, although unlike
the Democratic coalition it is managers rather than professionals who pro-
vide the bulk of the increased vote share from the educated middle classes.
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The share of Republican votes coming from the working class has remained
much steadier, as increased Republican voting among some segments of the
working class has offset their declining size in the population as a whole.
The most striking change, we believe, concerns not class but religion: the
share of Repubhcan votes coming from mainline Protestants has dropped
precipitously. Once half of all Republican voters, mainline Protestants to-
day provide less than one-fifth of all Republican votes.” This group once
provided the electoral backbone of moderate and liberal Republicanism,
supportive of civil rights and modest support programs for the poor. The
mainline population, for various demographic and market factors, has
hemorrhaged membership since World War I, while the increasing conser-
vatism of the Republican Party on social issues has prompted them to move
to the political center.®? The loss of this moderate center has been, I believe,
a critical but little-noticed source of the rightward shift of the Republican
Party over the past fifty years.

Finally, we would be remiss if we did not mention enduring changes
in public opinion that have, since the 1970s, made redistributive policy
proposals difficult. From a comparative perspective, it is clear that Ameri-
cans are dramatically less supportive of redistribution through the welfare
state than citizens in other rich democracies.?! But even within an already
constrained political market for redistribution, some small but significant
trends in public opinion have further tightened opportunities for redistri-
bution. I have explored some of these shifts in a recent paper with my col-
leagues Brian McCabe and Jennifer Heerwig;32 our key general conclusions
are that declining confidence in government and rising conservative politi-
cal ideological identity have offset Americans’ persisting support for soc1al
spending programs across the liberal agenda.

A WAY OUT?

The interaction of longstanding American political institutions and recent
political trends provides little evidence to suggest that public policy will
contribute to reducing inequality for the foreseeable future. If the argu-
ment of this essay is correct, America will not be building a redistributive,
European-style welfare state any time soon. For those concerned about ris-
ing inequality, this conclusion is a bleak one indeed.
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Are there any forces that might nudge policy in another direction? His-
tory provides useful examples, even if mechanical application of lessons
from the past is always problematic. These lessons suggest that the sources
of any future reversal of inegalitarian policy trends lie not in a simple re-
making of the electoral map, such as electing more Democrats to Congress
or to the White House, but rather in challenges developing from outside
the major political institutions. At key turning points in the history of the
American welfare state, it has been challenger social movements that have
shaken the political order in ways that have pushed complacent Democratic
majorities to raise taxes on the wealthy and provide greater social supports

“for disadvantaged groups. This was true, most importantly, in the 1930s

and again in the 1960s. In the 1930s, labor and social movement militance
pushed the Roosevelt administration toward sweeping legislation that cre-
ated, in the span of just a few years, the foundations of a national welfare
state and strong unions capable of defending workers’ interests across a range
of industries. Franklin Roosevelt ran on a platform calling for a balanced
budget and business-government collaboration. The “Second New Deal”
policies adopted from 1935 through 1937—including the Social Security
Act, the National Labor Relations Act, and the Fair Labor Standards Act—
could hardly have been anticipated in 1932. But movement-driven events
pushed FDR and the Democratic majority in Congress to contemplate, and
ultimately adopt, policies that altered the course of inequality in America.
What happened in this critical period? One key factor was the backdrop
of large, powerful social movement activity: the labor movement, unem-
ployed workers’ movements, the Townsend mobilization of the Aged—all
contributed to disrupting the normal pattern of American politics, and gave
the movements® allies in Congress and the administration unprecedented
room to push for new policy reform. The scale of the upsurge in the 1930s
is easily forgotten today. There were numerous takeovers of factories by
workers engaged in sit-in strikes (over eighty in 1937 alone), a remarkable
upsurge in successful organizing drives across a wide swath of industrial
America, three large citywide general strikes in 1934 (in San Francisco,
Minneapolis, and Toledo), and countless mass protests of unemployed

workers and the poor.%3

A similar dynamic erupted from the mid-1950s onward, when an
increasingly militant civil rights movement challenged the previous
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subservience of the Democratic majority to the segregationist preferences of
its Southern wing. As with the labor-based social movements of the 1930s,
the remarkable mass mobilization of African Americans in the South forced
(mostly Northern) politicians to confront an enduring set of inequalities,

In the span of a less than two years, the social order of the Jim Crow South
was swept away by federal legislation (with the adoption of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965). None of this could have
been predicted in 1960, when John F. Kennedy narrowly won the White
House on a platform with moderate positions on civil rights consistent with
that of previous Democratic leaders. And the success of the civil rights mo-
bilization created a space of other, related mobilizations to extend civil

rights to women and ethnic minorities.
These historical examples suggest how a seemingly entrenched inegal-
itarian configuration of institutional and political forces can be forced

to move toward greater equality. Yet while they provide hope, they also
suggest just how daunting is the hurdle facing supporters of egalitarian
I politics. The labor and civil rights movements of the 1930s and 1950s/60s
] were remarkable movements that cannot simply be conjured up again. Any

\[ survey of the American movement landscape in the first decade of the
| twenty-first century can only conclude that while we may be in a “social
| movement society” on a small scale, with lots of single-issue advocacy
o groups claiming to be membership organizations, there are no large-scale
7 " egalitarian movements currently on the horizon of similar scope and
: power to those of the 1930s or 1960s.8* Pessimism can only follow from
this conclusion.8’
; ‘ The historical lessons of the 1930s and 1960s do, however, provide one
powerful parallel for today. In both periods, massive migration (the exter-

nal migration from Central and Southern Europe between the 1880s and
¥ 1920s, and the internal migration of African Americans from the 1920s to

| the 1960s) was slowly remaking the sociodemographic foundations of the

1 American polity. The populations of America’s cities and regions were shift-
( l ing dramatically in both periods. In the first period, immigrant voters were
‘ ! slowly being incorporated into the political system. By the 1930s, under
the leadership of Northern liberals inside the Democratic Party, these vot-

ers provided the difference in critical electoral contests. By the late 1950s,

several decades of strong African-American migration from the South to

i the North transformed the social bases of the Democratic coalition, making
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Northern politicians much more sensitive to the demands of their increas-
ingly black constituents.

A similar dynamic is already well underway. Rising rates of immigra-
tion since 1965 are slowly changing the face of the American polity. Latino
voters are approaching 10 percent of the electorate nationally, and in key
states like California, Illinois, and Florida they have already begun to shift
the political balance (with Texas and many other states likely to experience
similar movement in the near future). Most projections have Latinos mak-
ing up as much as a quarter of the total electorate by the middle of this
century. Recent developments, including the tensions around immigration
reform, may serve to keep Latino voters in an “aligned” position with the
Democrats much the same way as Jewish voters entered an enduring al-
liance with the Democrats during the New Deal, an alignment that has
largely persisted even in the face of growing wealth and status in the Jew-
ish community. If Republican politicians continue to promote harsh anti-
immigrant policies, a process that seems inexorable in the face of threatening
political demography, one can envision an enduring alignment taking shape.

While a growing Latino electorate may benefit the electoral fortunes of
the Democratic Party in the future, this does not in itself ensure more egali-
tarian public policies willlemerge. But when combined with other emerging
trends, the possibilities are intriguing. Because of a persistent gender gap
ranging from 7 to 14 percent since 1980,% the overwhelming support of
African-American voters for Democratic candidates, and the growing size
of the Latino clectorate, approximately three-quarters of the Democratic
Party vote today comes from either women or racial and ethnic minorities.
And that proportion will continue to grow in the future. This sociodemo--
graphic shift suggests the potential basis for pressure on Democratic politi-
cians to respond in new and different ways to the emerging social problems
of the twenty-first century. -

Yet the ultimate lesson from American history is that electoral devel-
opments by themselves are unlikely to significantly reverse the inequality
express of the past three decades. In some ways, the election of President
Barack Obama represents the first successful expression of the new Demo-
cratic majority. But in the absence of large-scale pressure from new social
movements from below, disrupting the balance of institutional and politi-
cal forces, the Obama administration and the Democratic Congresses of

2006-2010 did little to initiate an assault on inegalitarian America. Key
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structural reforms that might shift the institutional context back closer to
the environment of the late 1940s—for example, the passage of the so-
called “card check” union legislation that would significantly alter the
nearly impossible organizing obstacles unions currently face—will require
a drastically different political environment than at present. Because it is
difficult right now to envision where such pressure might emerge, one can

conclude only that the political regime of inequality in America is likely to
persist.
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