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1. Introduction

Equality and inequality, democracy and oligarchy in the USA have ever varied;
and they have varied dramatically over the last century or so. Accompanying the
New Deal and the World War II came a new equality—or, in less sanguine terms,
a waning of economic oligarchy. However, the waning of the New Deal, first with
a post-LBJ de-alignment from the Democratic Party and subsequently with a 
substantial post-Carter re-alignment favouring the Republican Party, has coincided
with a restoration of inequality to 1920s, and even Gilded Age, levels (Krugman,
2002; Phillips, 2002).
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With the New Deal era, a party system emerged marked by the Democratic Party
on the left pitted against the Republican Party—and, by the 1940s, Southern
Democrats—on the right (Sinclair, 1982; Sundquist, 1983; Poole and Rosenthal,
1997; Phillips, 2002). The cleavages that came to divide the new Left and Right are
defined by issues of income maintenance, labour market equity, tax policy and
activist macro economic stabilization and employment policy (Sinclair, 1982;
Poole and Rosenthal, 1997). Key bills here were the Social Security Act of 1935 and
the Medicare and Medicaid bills of 1965, the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 and
the Office of Economic Opportunity Act of 1965, the income and wealth tax bills 
of 1935 and 1941–2, the bellwether, if truncated, Employment Act of 1946, the 
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (or ‘GI Bill of Rights’) of 1944, and the National
Industrial Relations Act of 1935 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Although 
additions to this list are possible, from Eisenhower’s extensions of Social Security
coverage to Kennedy’s initiation of Food Stamp legislation and the 1975 initiation
of the Earned Income Tax Credit, still the innovations of 20th-century Democratic
progressivism are markedly concentrated in 1935 and 1965 (and, to a lesser extent,
1941–6), low water marks, as we shall see in the history of legislative conservatism
in the USA. Race-centred civil rights issues, which divided Southern from non-
Southern legislators more than they did Northern Democrats from Conservatives,
Republicans and Dixiecrats, paint a somewhat different political landscape. Never-
theless, the key race-centred civil rights legislation—the Voting Civil Right Act of
1964 and Voting Rights Act of 1965—share in the just-noted temporal clustering of
non-racial US social reforms.

As Poole and Rosenthal (1997, 1999) have pointed out, and as Krugman (2002)
has recently publicized, the new system was marked more by moderate than
extreme partisan polarization and by a modest progressive liberalism. Then, Repub-
lican Conservatism and Interparty Polarization surged in tandem during the 1980s
and 1990s (Poole and Rosenthal, 1997, 1999) much as they had receded during the
New Deal era of 1930–70. This is dramatically evident in Figure 1, which displays
Poole and Rosenthal’s (1999) indexes of the extent of House Republican roll call
Conservatism and of interparty roll call polarization.1 (House figures are chosen
because of their relative stability in comparison with figures for the smaller, more

1 Using a mathematical technique called multidimensional scaling (MDS), one can make a map of any

set of points if we know how ‘close’ each pair of points is supposed to be. Using a kindred technique of

their own (and, specifically, a computer program called DW-NOMINATE), Poole and Rosenthal

produce a two-dimensional map of the House and the Senate. This model indicates that throughout the

last 100 years both houses of Congress have split into two major clusters, Democrats and Republicans.

It indicates that within the Democrats, the Northern and Southern members form two clusters.

Sometimes the Northern and Southern Democrats meld into each other without a gap, and other times

(especially in the 1940s and 1950s) the two clusters are so distant that they seem to constitute two 

different parties. In addition, one dimension of the map indicates that legislators naturally fall on 
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volatile Senate and the seesawing Presidency.) Figure 1 shows increasing Republican 
liberalization and interparty accommodation into the mid-1950s, followed by two
decades of at least surface stability and another two decades of reversal (i.e. a 
post-1970s Republican thrust rightwards accompanied by increasing interparty
cleavage). Specifically, interparty polarization, which Krugman (2002) stresses,
plummets throughout the 1930s, 1940s and early 1950s and then stabilizes before a
post-1970s resurgence. Republican Conservatism falls only a little less precipitously
and deeply across the 1930–60 period than did interparty polarization across the
same years. It then stabilizes for nearly two decades before bouncing back to its high,
pre-New Deal levels. More specifically, Republican Conservatism receded during
the 1940s as Wilkie and Dewey turned to campaigns as ‘New Deal’ Republicans and
languished during the Eisenhower interregnum and the Kennedy–Johnson years.
However, building on Goldwater and Nixon’s experiments in ‘Southern strategies’,
it resurged with the Reagan–Bush Republicans of the 1980s and 1990s.As Krugman
(2002) has recently signalled, economic performance changed in close tandem
with these political changes. Some semblance of the economic boom of 1940–70,

a left–right axis. (Reassuringly familiar ‘liberal’ figures like Conyers of Michigan are regularly near

one  end on the main dimension and familiar conservative ones like DeLay of Texas are regularly near

the other.)

year
1930 1947 1964 1981 1997

52.3

86.7 repconsr
polarize

Figure 1 Plot of House Republican Conservatism and interparty polarization, 1930–97. 

Repconsr, the index of House Republican Conservatism from Poole and Rosenthal (2001); 

polarize, the index of House Interparty Polarization from Poole and Rosenthal (2001).

SER-15.qxd  4/11/03  5:09 PM  Page 273



274 A. Hicks

recurred in the 1980s and 1990s, as is depicted by the 1980s resurgence in family
income growth to pre-1970s rates in Figure 2. However, increases in median
income (which is less sensitive to changes in high income figures than mean
income) and rates of reduction in poverty stalled in about 1970, never to much
revive (Levy, 1998; Phillips, 2002). This pattern of pre-1970 rising tides for all boats,
1970s languishment and selective post-1980s economic improvement is captured
by Figure 2.

Whereas income and wealth concentration had plummeted during the 1930–68
course of the New Deal Democratic era—a time of virtual Democratic Congres-
sional hegemony and of New Deal Republicanism, despite Republican Presidential
interregnums—they have soared since the Republican resurgence and polarization
that followed Reagan’s 1980 ascent to office (Pikertty and Saez, 2001; Phillips,
2002). This is illustrated in Table 1, where we see concentrations in wealth and
income relaxed by half between 1930 and the 1970s and then returned to near 1930s
levels by the late 1990s.

From the foregoing pictures of U-shaped post-1930 trends in the concentration
of economic resources at the top and of the conservatism and polarization of
legislative partisans some questions arise. For example, how do the concentration
of economic resources and partisan conservatism relate to each other? How do 
economic oligarchy and democracy interact?

year
1947 1960 1974 1987 2000

meanfam

medfam
povrate

11.1

67.609

Figure 2 Mean and median family income and poverty, 1947–2000. Meanfam, mean family

income in thousands of 2001 dollars (from www.census.gov./hhes/ www/poverty.htmt); 

medfam, median family income in thousands of 2001 dollars (from www.census.gov./hhes/

www/poverty.htmt); povrate, poverty rate in percentage of persons below the poverty line 

(from www.census.gov./hhes/www/poverty.htmt).
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2. From golden to gilded

The most recent and extended of the works noted above are Kevin Phillips’s (2002)
Wealth and Democracy: a Political History of the American Rich, Frank Levy’s (1998)
New Dollars and Dream: American Incomes and Economic Changes, and Poole and
Rosenthal’s (1997) Congress: a Political-Economic History of Roll Call Voting, works
that merit a large and widespread readership. Not only do they reveal that the USA,
like Europe, had a Golden Age during the post-World War II era; they raise large
questions about the relation of economy and democracy. For example, are great
swings in political power likely to be strongly tied as cause or effect to great swings
in the fortunes and misfortunes of the common man? The disadvantaged? 
The most affluent? Did the liberal plateau of the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s rest on the
foundation of that same era’s economic egalitarianism? Was the return of dispro-
portionate economic gains for the most affluent cause, consequence or merely 
correlate of the Conservative resurgence? Did politics trump global economic
changes in the post-1970s era, or was it the other way around?

In his Wealth and Democracy, Kevin Phillips revives the genre of the sophisticated
journalistic and popular-historical exposé of great wealth’s depredations. [This was
once a genre prominent enough to earn Gustavus Myers’s (1910) History of the Great
American Fortunes a 1935 inclusion in Random House’s exclusive Modern Library.]
In Wealth and Democracy, Kevin Phillips charts a history of great wealth and power
from the Gilded Age of the late 19th century and before to what he sees as the 
‘Second Gilded Age’ of the current era. He investigates how the rich have parlayed
their wealth into political power and their power into enhanced wealth, sometimes
at the expense of the great majority of Americans. Phillips first concentrates his

Table 1 Income and wealth concentration, selected years

Year

1930 1939 1945 1949 1953 1962 1969 1972 1979 1989 1996 1998

Income 16.76 15.66 11.68 11.24 9.41 8.98 9.50 8.7 9.11 13.90 15.01 16.37
concentration, 
top 1%
(including capital 
gains)

Wealth 44.20 36.40 29.80 27.10 31.20 31.80 31.10 29.10 20.50 36.70 38.52 40.10
concentration, 
top 1%

Income concentration figures are from Pikertty and Saez (2001, Table A2); wealth concentration figures are from Phillips (2002,
Chart 3.5).
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attention on several historical eras: the Gilded Age of a century ago and the three
great 20th-century booms—the 1920s boom, the long and relatively egalitarian
post-War boom and the more sporadic Reagan–Bush–Clinton boom. He goes 
on to analyse the governmental, global and technological engines of wealth 
production, to dissect the rhythms of the politics of the wealthy and their antago-
nists across the last century and to ‘think ahead’ about wealth and democracy in
‘the new century’. Readers accustomed to a scholarly fastidiousness about theory,
argument and evidence will find much about which to quibble. However, the schol-
arly edifice that would arise from a scaffolding as ambitious as Phillips here provides
would be a master-work. Moreover, in strictly social scientific terms, the array and
quality of data provided are quite extraordinary.

For the historical record on American living standards (as opposed to wealth
and income concentration) during recent decades, the reader can do no better than
to turn to Frank Levy’s (1997) New Dollars and Dreams. This explores the puzzling
economic landscape of the 1980s and 1990s, in which (much like today, despite a
general, post-1999 economic deterioration) low unemployment goes hand in hand
with sluggish wage growth and high-income inequality. Levy pursues this explo-
ration in the contexts of an even more sweeping review of economic trends in the
welfare of average Americans. Central to Levy’s story are the facts of Figure 2: post-
1970s decelerations, amidst more resilient aggregate economic growth, of previ-
ously improving median income and poverty reduction. However, Levy’s (1998)
account is detailed and nuanced well beyond the suggestive power of Figure 2. It is
replete with descriptions, and incipient explanations, of much more finely gained
trajectories (e.g. median income changes for ethnic and other sub-groups of the
population; income changes by quintiles of households as well as for median
households; poverty changes specified to race, ethnic and age groups; and similarly
refined figures on labour force participation and unemployment). Among the
explanatory factors mentioned are the oil and food price inflation of the 1970s, the
market deregulation and corporate downsizing of the 1980s and 1990s, female entry
en masse into labour markets, the migration of jobs to the suburbs and politics.

Levy’s report tends to end about 1996 and is less detailed for the affluent than for
the common citizen and the poor. However, many of the data for recent years are
now readily available at http://www.census.gov and an astonishing data set on the
incomes of the more affluent is now available from Pikertty and Saez (2001) (and
from http://www.nber.org/papers/w8467.pdf). Figure 3 complements Levy (1998)
and the derivative Figure 2 with some data on the most affluent. In particular,
Figure 3 displays data from Pikertty and Saez (2001) on the income share of the top
household income centile and data on the wealth of the richest centile that I have
gleaned from a combination of these income data and wealth data from Wolff
(1996, 2001) and Phillips (2002, p. 123). The new data include both the data on
wealth shares for the top 1% of US households available from Wolff and Phillips for
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sundry years and estimates of annual wealth shares generated using Piketty and
Saez’s data on income for the top centile of US households. (The top centile’s share
of wealth tends to be 1.8 times as great as the top centile’s share of income.2) 
This picture will serve us well as background for Krugman’s (2002) provocative
discussion of wealth and politics. However, for this, some review of Poole and
Rosenthal’s (1997) Congress is also useful.

2 More specifically, the actual wealth share in percentage terms for 20 observations from Phillips (2002,

p. 123) is equal to 10.837 � 1.804 times the actual income share [for the same observations with data

from Pikertty and Saez (2001)]. The coefficient of determination for this simple ordinary least squares

regression is 0.65. The annual wealth data in Figure 3 are the predicted values of wealth derived from a

combination of the above equation and the annual income data from Pikertty and Saez (2001). Actual

wealth figures would probably be considerably more volatile and less in synchronization with income

data than the predicted wealth values of Figure 3. However, the impression conveyed is probably a good

stylization of the relation of wealth concentration to income concentration and to time for the years and

data sources in question. Note that Pikertty and Saez (2001) present some wealth estimates of their own

based on estate declarations gathered in relation to the estate tax. These estimates indicate that whereas

the real dollar value of average estates has returned to late-1920s levels, the value of large estates relative

to national income has fallen by more than two thirds; and they appear to be inconsistent with the wealth

shares reported by Wolff (1996, 2000).

year
1930 1947 1964 1981 1997

0

10

20

30

40

50  wealth

 wealthp
 income

Figure 3 Income and wealth shares of most affluent centiles of households.

Wealth, household wealth income share held by the wealthiest affluent 1% of households 

(cf. Wolff, 1996, 1998; see Table 1); Wealthp, predicted value of measure of the household

wealth income share held by the wealthiest affluent 1% of households (cf. Wolff, 1996, 1998 for

data and footnote 2 on prediction); Income, measure of the household income share held by the

most affluent 1% of households (from Pikertty and Saez, 2001).
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In Congress, Poole and Rosenthal consolidate over a dozen years of work on the
structure of roll call voting in the US Congress. This structure, they find, is a simple
one, that can stably array roll call votes and legislators along one or two quasi-
ideological dimensions for long spans of time. The latest phase of this structure,
which undergoes transformations during the 19th century, runs since shortly 
after the Civil War up to today. It is for the most part dominated by a single 
conservatism–liberalism dimension that differentiates roll call votes (and legisla-
tors) in terms of the extent of government regulation of, and intervention in, the
economy. It is complemented by a second dimension that differentiates legislators
along North–South, largely race-related, lines. This is relatively important during
the roughly 1940–75 period of a virtual three-party system of Republicans, South-
ern Democrats and Non-Southern Democrats. It becomes less important during
the 1980s and 1990s when the North–South dimension largely merges into the first,
socio-economic conservatism–liberalism dimension.3

The principal dimension is not the same as the classical liberal–conservative ide-
ological continuum because this principally assumes an attitudinal stance or belief
structure. Poole and Rosenthal’s dimensions reflect, above all, the exigencies of
effective coalition formation and maintenance and of party interest and discipline
within the institutional world of the US Congress; they express less an ideological
structure than a behavioural equilibrium resulting from the logic of coalitional and
partisan exigencies. Still, though the Poole and Rosenthal dimensions are more
directly behavioural and interpersonal than ideological and cultural, more legisla-
tive than electoral, they evoke the familiar ideological dimensions. Not only do 
the dimensions of Poole and Rosenthal’s models serve to map the structure of roll
call voting and evoke parallel ideological structure, but they are also useful for 
tracing party and party-faction ideology and interparty and interfactional cleavage 
over time.

Figure 4 presents figures from Poole and Rosenthal (2001) that array median
party positions on their principal dimension, ideologically interpreted and tracked

3 The mathematical quantities that support such qualitative observations allow us to answer fine-

grained questions like what is a particular Congress’s left–right score for a particular party, i.e. what is

the place (the score) of a median Republican or a Democrat (or a Northern or Southern Democrat) 

on the Left–Right dimension of Poole and Rosenthal’s 2-dimensional map? Or what is the degree of

polarization between the two major parties, i.e. what is the difference in such scores between two

parties. The left–right dimension is especially prominent since the mid-1980s for since then this one

dimension suffices to locate legislators on the map, in part because the map is virtually one-dimensional

(if we consider the principal dimension vertical, the map has become more like Chile, or the 

California costal highway than, say, Texas or New York). Indeed a one-dimensional model will predict

over 85% of roll-call votes correctly. (This exposition of Poole and Rosenthal, 1997, is credited to 

Ellenberg, 2001.)
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over time. In particular, it plots annual median conservatism scores for House
Republicans, Northern Democrats and Southern Democrats for each Congress,
1930–98. Some main conclusions, apart from that of a very largely uni-dimensional
structures of roll call voting structure (or legislator ‘ideology’) are these: ideological
models outperform ‘economic’ models of voting; ideological structure remains
fixed during a legislator’s tenure; and mass political realignments among the voters
are not matched by changes in roll call realignments.

On this last point, it merits noting that the electoral realignments of 1896 and
1932–6 made famous by Burnham’s (1970) Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of
American Politics did not transform the structure of Congressional roll call voting.
Instead, they shifted legislators along the principal ‘conservative–liberal’ (or ‘redis-
tributive’) dimension first to the numerical advantage of Republicans around 1896,
next to that of Democrats around 1932. Indeed, the jump in the importance of the
second ‘North–South’(or racial) dimension of Congressional behaviour that began
with Southern repudiation of the Fair Labor Standards Bill of 1938 is more promi-
nent for the structure of Congressional roll call voting than is the earlier 1932–6
emergence of extensive, non-Southern Democratic partisanship and, with it, stable
Democratic electoral majorities.

After presentations of their model in two early chapters, Poole and Rosenthal 
trace the history of their dimensions and associated cleavages in the two subsequent

year

 Repconsr

 Ndemcons
 Sdemcons

1930 1947 1964 1981 1998

0

20

40

60

80

100

Figure 4 Ideological histories of the three-party system. Repconsr, measure of Republican 

Conservatism from Poole and Rosenthal (2001); Ndemcom, measure of Northern Democratic

Conservatism from Poole and Rosenthal (2001); Sdemcon, measure of Southern Democratic

Conservatism from Poole and Rosenthal (2001).
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chapters. A chapter (Chapter 5) on realignment details distinctions (and interrela-
tions) between their roll call conception of Congressional alignments in terms of
the structure of roll call voting and classical theories of mass voter alignment and
realignment. In wrapping up, Poole and Rosenthal contrast their coalitional–
ideological theory of voting with both economic theories and alternative coalitional–
ideological theories; they consider the complication of strategic voting; and they 
document a high degree of correlation between the most commonly utilized of the
post-War interest-group ratings of ideology and their own principal dimension.

The last two chapters highlight broad long-term and current trends, most perti-
nently the recent fusion of liberalism–conservatism and North–South dimensions
that arose as the South became fully open to Republican Congressional, as well as
Presidential, candidates.

3. Synchronized U-turns

In his highly provocative ‘For Richer’, Paul Krugman (2002) has already discussed
much of what I discuss here. For example, he has pointed to the egalitarian char-
acter of the 20th century’s middle, roughly 1942–72 economic boom that was 
discussed here in connection with Levy (1997) and Phillips (2002). In addition, he
discusses the 20th century’s economic trajectory of first declining, then resurgent,
income and wealth concentration at the top, also highlighted in Phillips (2002) and
Pikertty and Saez (2001); and he addresses the concurrent U-shaped time path of
party polarization documented in works by Poole, Rosenthal and colleagues 
(see McCarty et al., 1997; Poole and Rosenthal, 1997, 2001). Indeed, he links together
these two 20th-century journeys. For Krugman, we are ‘back in the days of The
Great Gatsby’, if not before; and politics are part of the return.

In his discussion of the two U-turns—one economic and one political—
depicted here, Krugman tends to attribute causal primacy to the economic one.
For Krugman (2002), ‘the growing inequality of our incomes probably lies behind
the growing divisiveness of our politics’. Apparently this divisiveness does not sim-
ply result from some general tendency for dispersion of resources to polarize party
politics, for Krugman specifies that ‘the polarization of politics has occurred
because the Republicans have moved to the right, not because the Democrats
have moved to the left. And actual economic policy has moved steadily in favor of
the wealthy.’

Is the association between economic concentration and party conservatism and
polarization as strong as Krugman suggests? My calculations of simple zero-order
correlations among the measures from Pikertty and Saez (2001) and Poole and
Rosenthal (1999, 2001) to which both Krugman (2002) and I have referred indicate
that the correlations are substantial. Specifically, the correlation between income
concentration at the top and Republican conservatism is a very high 0.834, while
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the correlation between party polarization and income concentration is a notable
0.573. Figure 5 provides a striking picture of the parallel movement on income con-
centration among the most affluent centile of US households and House Republi-
can Conservatism. (As ranges and variances of the two series vary considerably,
I standardized each to vary between 0 and 1.)

For Krugman, we might be ‘back in the days of The Great Gatsby’ for reasons
principally socio-economic. Perhaps we were taking a U-turn back to a Gilded Age
because, in an age of globalization, ‘blue-collar workers . . . were losing ground in

year

 rephs100
 centi100

1930 1947 1964 1981 1998

0

25

50

75

100

Figure 5 Income concentration (top centile) and House Republican Conservatism, 1930–98.*

Centi100, measure of the household income share held by the most affluent 1% of households

(‘Income’ of Figure 3; from Pikertty and Saez, 2001) transformed to vary between 0 (for 

minimum value) and 100 (for maximum value); Rephs100, measure of Republican Conservatism

from Poole and Rosenthal (2001) (‘repcons’ of Figure 1) transformed to vary between 0 

(for minimum value) and 100 (for maximum value).

* Note that the transformations of ‘income’ and ‘repconsr’ as Centi100 and Rephs100, respectively,

yield not only well scaled variables with common 0–100 metric but also, because the range of

each variable is stretched, yield more concave U-curves. These transformed variables sharpen

comparisons between scales of income concentration and Republican Conservatism. The

transformations of Centi100 and Rephs100 correlate 1.00 with the original scales ‘income’ and

‘repconsr’, respectively, as they must as they conform to the principle that correlations between

scales are invariant in the face of changes of origins (here via addition of an original scale’s

minimum) and rescalings by multiplication (here by the reciprocal of the original’s maximum, or

division by that maximum). See Gujarati (1995, pp. 79, 89).
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the face of competition from low-wage workers in Asia . . . stagnation or decline in
the wages of ordinary people, with a growing share of national income going to the
highly educated’. Perhaps we were heading into a century that was beginning to be
as tilted towards privilege as the beginning of the last century because the ‘torrid
pace of progress in information technology, so the story went, had increased 
the demand for the highly skilled and educated. And so the income distribution
increasingly favored brains rather than brawn.’Perhaps, our re-gilding has been due
to the emergence of a ‘superstar’ economy in which tournaments of reward for
wealth production have been nurtured by modern communication technology.

However, Krugman (2002) is sceptical of these explanations, stating, at least with
reference to the USA, that ‘in the last few years there has been a growing sense
among economists that none of these hypotheses work’. In particular ‘Globaliza-
tion can explain part of the relative decline in blue-collar wages, but it can’t explain
the 2,500 percent rise in C.E.O. incomes. Technology may explain why the salary
premium associated with a college education has risen, but it’s hard to match up
with the huge increase in inequality among the college-educated, with little
progress for many but gigantic gains at the top. The superstar theory works for Jay
Leno, but not for the thousands of people who have become awesomely rich with-
out going on TV.’ Krugman further argues that, ‘The Great Compression—the 
substantial reduction in inequality during the New Deal and the Second World
War—also seems hard to understand in terms of the usual theories. During World
War II Franklin Roosevelt used government control over wages to compress wage
gaps. But if the middle-class society that emerged from the war was an artificial 
creation, why did it persist for another 30 years?’

Krugman rounds off this discussion by stating that ‘Some—by no means all—
economists trying to understand growing inequality have begun to take seriously a
hypothesis that would have been considered irredeemably fuzzy-minded not long
ago. This view stresses the role of social norms in setting limits to inequality.
According to this view, the New Deal had a more profound impact on American
society than even its most ardent admirers have suggested: it imposed norms of
relative equality in pay that persisted for more than 30 years, creating the broadly
middle-class society we came to take for granted. But those norms began to unravel
in the 1970’s and have done so at an accelerating pace.’ However, Krugman’s wrap-
up is partly political: ‘What economists like Pikertty and Saez are now suggesting is
that the story of executive compensation is representative of a broader story. Much
more than economists and free-market advocates like to imagine, wages—particu-
larly at the top—are determined by social norms.What happened during the 1930’s
and 1940’s was that new norms of equality were established, largely through the
political process. What happened in the 1980’s and 1990’s was that those norms
unraveled, replaced by an ethos of “anything goes”. And a result was an explosion of
income at the top of the scale.’
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Krugman (2002) points to an important research agenda, but he hardly attempts
to detail a research programme in ‘For Richer’—after all, an article in The New York
Times Magazine, not in a scholarly journal. He does not try to extensively specify the
political mechanisms that might underlie the rise and fall of egalitarian norms;
and he perhaps overstates the extent to which political change can be attributed 
to inegalitarian trends.

Still, what research agenda Krugman does point to merits mention. Sketchy
though they are, Krugman’s research suggestions, which the volumes by Levy,
Phillips and Poole and Rosenthal help to round out, do merit some commentary
and elaboration.4 Indeed, theoretical and research leads in Krugman (2002), Levy
(1997), Phillips (2002) and Poole and Rosenthal (1997) are rich enough to warrant
confinement of their discussion here to our leading questions: How do economic
oligarchy and democracy interact; how do the concentration of economic
resources and partisan conservatism—to stress one political phenomenon—relate
to each other?

On the causes of the new inequality at the top, Krugman addresses some of the
most straightforward prospective political explanations for changing income and
wealth concentration at the top, namely actual policy change, for example tax policy
change. He notes the following of major tax changes past and present: ‘The major
tax cuts of the past 25 years, the Reagan cuts in the 1980’s and the recent Bush cuts,
were both heavily tilted toward the very well off. The major tax increase over that
period, the increase in payroll taxes in the 1980’s, fell most heavily on working-class
families. The most remarkable example of how politics has shifted in favor of the
wealthy—an example that helps us understand why economic policy has rein-
forced, not countered, the movement toward greater inequality—is the drive to
repeal the estate tax. The estate tax is, overwhelmingly, a tax on the wealthy.’5

4 For all its ambition, Levy’s New Dollars and Dreams contains little political analysis. Similarly, Phillips’s

Wealth and Democracy merely reopens its vast and recently neglected topic. Despite its ‘redistributive’

reading of its principal ideological dimension, Poole and Rosenthal (1997) barely initiate investigation

into redistribute causes and consequences of the structure of Congressional roll call voting. In fairness,

though, inquiry into these linkages is further advanced in McCarty et al. (1997).

5 Krugman’s details about the tax, which I bypass here, have been criticized for exploiting a late-1990s

bubble in asset appreciation and a 1999 spike in the realization of capital gains (see Wanniski, 2003, at

http://polyconomics.com/showarticle.asp? articleid�2269). However, the broader point about a 

concentration of inheritance tax burdens among the very wealthy seems robust, although Pikertty and

Saez’s (2001) discussion of changes in the estimated size of estate suggests that estates, if assessed as

shares of national income, have not returned to the degree of concentration known around 1929.

(Thanks are offered here to Cummings, 2003.) John Weidners (2003) makes the interesting point 

that Krugman’s U-shaped time plot of income concentration over time might be an artefact of two

hump-shaped Kuznets curves joined by the interval between the end of one cycle of technological inno-

vation and the beginning of another (Mihttp://home.pacbell.net/weidners/jottings3/Krug_56.htm).
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For all his boldness, Krugman would hardly claim to have settled questions
about the relative roles of changing politics and social norms, globalization and
technology, or to have exhaustively blueprinted a research programme for inquiry
into the relations between the new conservatism and the new inequality. For exam-
ple, we clearly do not know what factors, political or not, policy-related or not, do in
fact lie behind the presumed new ‘ethos’ of ‘anything goes’. Here, again, Krugman is
trenchant, but tersely so. He notes some ways whereby ‘public interest’ organiza-
tions might serve as means for the purchase of influence (e.g. by spreading miscon-
ceptions about the distributional consequences of cuts in the inheritance tax). But
what, one asks, of changes in modal academic economic opinion itself?

On the causes of political change, mounting partisan polarization and conser-
vatism, Krugman no doubt overstates his case if we take it to rest narrowly on the
assertion that ‘the growing inequality of our incomes probably lies behind the
growing divisiveness of our politics.’As Poole and Rosenthal (2000, 2001) repeatedly
stress, economic polarization is most directly rooted in the conservatism of
Southern Democrats within the larger Democratic Party and, increasingly, in
strengthening of the Republican Party in the South. Indeed, if we correlate the
Republican share of Southern House membership with Poole and Rosenthal’s
(2001) measures of House polarization and House Republican conservatism 
for 1960–98, we find correlations of 0.738 and 0.729, respectively. Of course, the
purchase of influence that may buy inegalitarian policies also may buy votes; and
disproportionate campaign financing by the rich, as Krugman notes, may buy votes
as well. However, the sources of the second, non-military, post-World War II
Republican occupation of the South have roots in events such as the Civil Rights
Movement and ‘the Great Society’—not to speak of globalization or Republican
strategy itself—that are not easily reduced to resurgent economic inequality.

4. Towards a research programme

On the roots of the new inequality at the top, more questions than Krugman asks
assert themselves. How large a role can taxation play when the data from Pikertty
and Saez to which Krugman refers,and with which Figure 5 was partially constructed,
are on pre-tax income? Did the Reagan-era tax cuts so enhance the post-tax income
and investment of the affluent that returns on increased capital quickly showed 
up in increased pre-tax income? Did a normative change in views of corporate
remuneration at the top trigger a jump in such remuneration? Can we afford not to
revisit such economic roots of income concentration as increasing returns to
human capital theory, global competition and asset appreciation?

On the causes of increased partisan polarization and conservatism and the
increased Republican conservatism beneath each, I would, again, propose further
questions. How might increased income concentration among the affluent be 
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relevant? In particular, how relevant can income concentration be, given the array
of forces, ostensibly independent of income concentration, that appear to have
fuelled a conservative upsurge? These include the Southern reaction to the civil
rights movement and the more general (if disproportionately Catholic) working-
class reaction to Great Society Federal interventionism and New Deal secularism.
Might increases in campaign financing favouring conservative candidates increase
with income concentration at the top?6 Might income inequality simply be an
effective indicator of forces beyond, behind and in lock step with such inequality,
for example, an increasingly activist libertarian, laissez-faire, anti-state political
economic culture among the well heeled? Might such cultural change substantially
underlie the political changes at issue?

5. Theory, history and comparative inquiry

For readers who want not just a question but hypotheses, I suggest that scholars
turn to this pair of hypotheses. First, concentrations of income and wealth among
the most affluent tend, by augmenting the political resources of the most advan-
taged, to augment the conservatism of parties and legislators. Secondly, increased
partisan and legislative conservatism tends, by such legislative means as tax policy,
to increase the concentration of income and wealth among the most affluent. In
addition, increased conservatism may promote increased political polarization.

Still, more historically mindful readers might ask, how are political-economic
interaction between income and wealth concentration on the one hand and polit-
ical conservatism on the other hand to be reconciled with such seemingly once-
and-for-all historical transformations as these: the early-1930s emergence of ‘New
Deal’ Democrats; the late 1930s emergence of a legislatively powerful ‘conservative
coalition’ of Republicans and Southern Democrats; the 1966–80 emergence of a
nearly ascendant, South-centred Republican Party?7 In particular, might 
the emergence of the progressive, North-centred New Deal Democrats have 
been quite independent of any prior level of income inequality? (As for any 

6 Simple, small-N correlation between data on Pac and soft-money contributions for 1978 through

2000, and the data on income concentration (for the top income deciles) and Republican Conservatism

are consistent with a business campaign-funding linkage between income concentration on the one

hand and Republican Conservatism on the other hand. The correlation between an income concentra-

tion and business campaign-funding is a substantial 0.692, while the correlation between business 

campaign-funding and Republican Conservatism is a whopping 0.912. Business campaign figure are 

figures on business Pac and business soft-money contributions from Manza et al. (2003).

7 One could go on. What of interplays between wealth and income concentration at the top and else-

where along distributions of income and assets? What of the possibly cascading effects of political

realignments beyond the purposes or fortunes of the rich?
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independence of the New-Deal-era economic flattening from the policies and
culture of New Deal liberalism, such a departure from the second of the hypothe-
ses just presented is hard to suppose.) Might the Southern relocation of the core
base of the Republican Party go so far towards explaining the post-1970s rises in
Republican Conservatism and in interparty polarization that any actual causal
impact of increasing inequality at the top to the political changes at issue becomes
marginal or non-existent?8

These last considerations of historically specific alternatives to economic 
oligarchy as explanation for political conservatism and, vice versa, to political con-
servatism as cause of economic oligarchy, highlight this essay’s essentially US focus.
Some might ask if the historical trajectories of (and relations between) economic
oligarchy and political conservatism that have been discussed here are not general
characteristics of affluent capitalist democracies. Might not attempts to under-
stand economic concentration at the top and partisan conservatism best focus on
explicitly cross-national propositions about interlocked fortunes of the rich and of
conservatism?

The data adduced here do not suggest an affirmative answer to the first question,
although they are too limited to preclude one. In particular, data on income con-
centration are not very supportive. Specifically, data in Pikertty and Saez (2001,
charts 19–21) on household income concentration in France (for the top decile, the
top centile and the top 0.1 centile of households) and in the UK (for the top 0.1 
centile) show less 1980s and 1990s increase in income concentration at the top than
they do for the USA—dramatically less for France, discernibly less for the UK. For
the economic stratosphere in question, whereas US income shares ascend persis-
tently from 1978 to 1998, French ones stay about the same for the same time period.
Whereas the US income share for the top 0.1 centile of households rises from 2% to
6% across these two decades, that for the UK rises from 1% to 3%: rates of concen-
tration triple in both cases but rise twice as many percentage points in the USA 
as they do in the UK (Pikertty and Saez, 2001, chart 21). Data on partisan and 
legislative conservatism that might readily provide clear support for homogeneous
trends or causal process across even affluent democracies are not available.9

8 Might political-economic synergies operate whereby economic advantage might be politically com-

pounded, as where Southern sentiments favouring states’ rights bolster opposition to Federal taxation

and regulation or where political opportunities for the wealthy opened up by regional political shifts

might be advanced by expanding pools of potentially political funds?

9 Although data that might provide strong, immediate, cross-national empirical clarification on partisan

and legislative conservatism are not available, something might be gleaned from Budge et al.’s Mapping

Policy Preferences (2001), although comparability of these data on party platforms to Poole and

Rosenthal’s on roll call behaviour is doubtful and more than a most superficial gleaning is beyond this

essay. Superficially, a French ideological stability to match French stability in economic 
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Are the core institutional similarities between the USA and other affluent capi-
talist democracies able to override seeming differences in market and political reg-
ulation—labour union clout and its governmental extension, earnings structures
and tax systems, campaign financing and electoral participation—sufficiently to
ground relations of income (and wealth) concentration to partisan ideology and
politics that are similar across these democracies? This strikes me as a very open
question.

Still, the entanglement of wealth and income concentration, on the one hand,
and of democratic politics, on the other hand, that is addressed here for the USA
certainly warrants historical inquiry in other nations. Very likely it can motivate
fruitful comparative inquiry into the political economy of the rich and democracy.
After all, such inquiry can survive, and illuminate, a range of possible relations
between the two forces.
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