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A Democracy That Works argues that rather than corporate donations, 
Republican gerrymandering and media manipulation, the conservative 
ascendancy reflects the reconstruction of the rules that govern work that 
has disempowered workers.

Using six historical case studies from the emergence of the New Deal, and 
its later overtaking by the conservative neoliberal agenda, to today’s inter-
sectional social justice movements, Stephen Amberg deploys situated insti-
tutional analysis to show how real actors created the rules that empowered 
liberal democracy for 50 years and then how Democrats and Republicans 
undermined democracy by changing those rules, thereby organizing  
working-class people out of American politics. He draws on multidiscipli-
nary studies to argue that when employees are organized to participate at 
work, they are also organized to participate in politics to press for account-
able government. In doing so, the book opens up analytical space to under-
stand the unprecedented threat to liberal democracy in the U.S.

A Democracy That Works is a fresh account of the crisis of democracy 
that illuminates how historical choices about the role of workers in the 
polity shaped America’s liberal democracy during the 20th century. It will 
appeal to scholars of American politics and American political develop-
ment, labor and social movements, democracy and comparative politics.
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Democracy in America is under the greatest threat in 60 years and in 
more grave danger now of losing its egalitarian culture and represent-
ative government than when it was attacked by al-Qaeda on 9/11. The 
Republican Party and its financial backers and supporters have embraced 
the instigator of a physical assault on the Capitol in January 2021, Donald 
Trump, who sought to block the Constitutional certification of his defeat 
in the presidential election. Republicans were not a threat as recently as 
2006 when Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell voted to renew 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, but the Republicans have launched a 
concerted national campaign to suppress the vote that might succeed in 
returning a populist demagogue to the White House. One reason they 
may succeed is that Democrats are struggling with themselves about how 
to establish an alternative democracy by and of the People.

The U.S. only became a real democracy in the 1960s, by some accounts, 
because of the actual enfranchisement of citizens regardless of race by 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the adoption of the rule of “one man, one 
vote”, the creation of two-party systems in the old Confederate states and 
because of the actual enforcement of equal economic opportunity.1 At the 
time, too, the U.S. had a dense union membership across the industrial 
states that commanded the respect of leaders of both political parties 
while millions of Americans participated in a successful mass movement 
to end the U.S. war in Vietnam. However, evidently, democracy was more 
fragile than many realized at the time. Since the 1970s, organized labor’s 
role in politics and society collapsed, progress in the economic conditions 
of life of most African Americans stagnated, social justice movements 
devolved into professionalized advocacy organizations and a new large 
population was created whose work is marginal to the market economy, 
made up of low-wage service sector workers, single mothers, racial and 
ethnic minorities, immigrants and youth.2

There are many accounts of these reversals that attribute them var-
iously to the breakdown of the New Deal coalition, the unraveling of 
the American social fabric and the assertion of previously subordinate 
social identities that divided people, a corporate reaction against paying 
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2 America’s Puzzling Semi-Democracy

for the Keynesian regulatory welfare state, the exhaustion of the eco-
nomic model of mass consumption capitalism, the microelectronics 
revolution and the end of U.S. dominance in the postwar international 
order. These explanations have their purchase, but democracy is about 
popular self-government: how did the fulfillment of self-government that 
seemed within reach in the 1960s slip from America’s grasp? In real time, 
political scientists with historical perspective identified crucial develop-
ments. David Greenstone called it the passing of the labor moment in 
American politics as a new social welfare reform thematic supplanted 
class in Democratic politics. Theodore Lowi sharply criticized the inter-
est group mode of political inclusion, proffered by the New Deal and 
redoubled by Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, for its merely procedural 
rather than substantive commitments. Samuel Huntington highlighted 
ideological impediments to liberal-managerial progress posed by the 
mounting non-corporate claims on the state. Many scholars have built 
on these themes from a variety of analytical perspectives. This book’s 
argument is about constructing political order rather than breakdown.

Governing elites assembled a liberal-democratic order during the cri-
ses of the 1930s and 1940s from institutional materials they inherited but 
reconfigured. At that time, uniquely in U.S. political history, the organized 
working classes got a piece of national power as working people in this New 
Deal order. They joined mass-based industrial unions and they elected rep-
resentatives who legislated social justice policies for a generation, although 
not without a lot of struggle and debate. This historical liberal Democracy 
created the power to achieve broadly inclusive well-being for a generation. 
A political order is a complex institutional configuration that requires 
active management. Liberal Democrats’ efforts to hold together this coa-
lition and expand it to all working people regardless of region, race and 
gender were critical for its continued political success. Democratic leaders’ 
social justice agenda was enmeshed with their commitments to American 
nationalism and a capitalist economy. Also, the Democratic Party was 
historically anchored in the South, where state leaders were dedicated to 
white supremacy. The New Dealers’ coordination of the composite goals 
and political allegiances of the New Deal order eventually required efforts 
at renewal and renegotiation in the 1960s, but the liberal elites failed to 
devise policies to sustain economic justice for working people. Liberal 
Democracy had been inclusive and expansive for a time, but it became 
managerial and imperialist. Elites’ response to demands for full inclusion 
of African Americans (and other groups historically marginal) was tar-
geted rather than transformative. When economic growth and U.S. foreign 
leadership faltered in the 1960s and 1970s, the managerial vision did not 
unify the Democratic coalition. Some of the pieces of the New Deal order 
were reconfigured by a new neoliberal Republican coalition. Since then, 
Democratic leaders have not yet learned to rebuild their power by mobiliz-
ing the power of working people.
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This book argues that democracy thrives when working people are 
organized to participate in the decisions that govern their work lives with 
the support of political parties headed by leaders who advance partic-
ipative and accountability commitments. Liberal elites who take their 
eyes off class justice will be defeated by working-class voters as untrust-
worthy and by opponents who authentically defend privilege behind 
campaigns that divide and conquer. So, this book is an analysis of the 
coalition of elites and masses that emerged in the early 20th century, the 
specific contexts of work and politics in which real people organized and 
the democratic project’s progress through the later 20th century. It identi-
fies the social justice vision in the New Deal era – its advances, defeats and  
evolution – and its crises of commitment in the post-New Deal era. The 
book also examines the contemporary Democrats’ tentative re-engagement  
with the class justice agenda during the Obama and Biden adminis-
trations. Sustaining class justice under evolving conditions is the key to 
understanding the contemporary crisis of democracy posed by the racist 
populist authoritarianism of the Trump Republican Party.

In part, this is a story of voter turnout and partisan alignment. 
Unionized workers voted strongly for national Democrats from the 1930s 
to the 1970s and they still are more likely to vote and support Democrats 
than un-unionized workers, but there are far fewer unionized workers 
today.3 After the enforcement of the Voting Rights Act led to a mobili-
zation of voter participation in the late 1960s and 1970s, voter turnout in 
presidential elections declined in 1980 when Reagan was elected and hit 
a modern low in 1996 in the contest between Bob Dole and Bill Clinton, 
when less than half of eligible voters participated. When turnout is low, it 
is axiomatic in the U.S. that working-class turnout is disproportionately 
low. Although turnout revived to the mid-50s in the 2000s, turnout in 
presidential elections was the good news; participation in Congressional, 
state and local elections was typically far lower. The typical member of 
Congress received 23% of the eligible votes in his district in 2014. Voter 
turnout in the 2018 Congressional elections and 2020 presidential elec-
tion set modern records, but two elections do not make a trend.4 Not only 
do we need to understand why turnout increased, but also to take the 
measure of the continuing campaigns to restrict voting, which America 
has seen before. Voter suppression was organized in the early 20th cen-
tury before the New Deal mobilization reversed gear. How to establish a 
high participation polity is the subject of this book. How did we become a 
country with the second lowest electoral participation rate in the OECD 
nations as well as being a rich country with vastly increased economic 
inequality?5 What happened to American democracy? The roots of 
semi-democracy are decades deep and precede Trump’s presidency and 
his incitement to attack the Congress over his 2020 presidential election 
defeat. A key to the deeper resonance is an echo of Sarah Palin’s 2010 
taunt of President Obama: how’s that liberal oligarchy working out?6
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It is a classic claim in political theory that oligarchy and injustice go 
together just as democracy and equality go together. Whether we get one 
set or the other depends on how institutions are organized and oper-
ated because institutions embody the commitments that a society makes 
and they teach these values as they implement them. The authors of the 
U.S. Constitution set up a complex republican institutional structure 
to temper democratic forces, but the next generation of leaders created 
political parties to aggregate votes to gain control in Washington. The 
Constitution left most of the decisions about how to organize society in 
the hands of the citizens themselves.7 The institutions and organizations 
that Americans created to govern the economy and society thereby also 
express and shape our commitments to self-government. One of the most 
obvious examples of how the latter contribute to today’s oligarchy and 
inequality emerges from the basic fact that most American adults are 
employees, not business entrepreneurs who employ others, and yet public 
policy discourages employee organization in unions and in national elec-
toral politics workers’ own organizations barely figure. This governing 
strategy is a dramatic change from America’s mid-20th-century experi-
ence. This book plumbs the causes of this effective disenfranchisement 
and it argues that the causes are not structural changes in the economy 
or the irreconcilable clash between community and society, but instead 
the political reconstruction of historic bargains about governing work 
in which Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives, and 
unions and corporate managements made their contributions. Working-
class Americans have been organized out of politics. An outcome was to 
de-democratize American politics.

How does a country become a liberal oligarchy? Is the process a rever-
sal of democratization? One approach is to invoke models of democracy 
distinguished by political theorists and operationalized by political sci-
entists to measure the progress of democratization in the world. The 
model that has been most widely deployed is liberal democracy. A lib-
eral democracy guarantees civil rights (such as equality before the law 
and property rights) even as it ensures citizen influence on rulers and 
law-making through competitive elections and other legitimate forms of 
political expression.8 If this is what we mean by democracy, then the U.S. 
still qualifies. The right to vote – in contrast to the conditions for regis-
tering to vote and casting a ballot, which are hotly contested – is more 
firmly established than before the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the two 
national parties compete for national office virtually everywhere.9 In the 
last generation, civil rights have been expanded to protect individuals 
who are not heterosexual and who have disabilities and the courts have 
broadly supported the due process rights of immigrants and criminal 
defendants. To the contrary of concerns about oligarchic semi-democ-
racy, many observers of U.S. politics worry about the dangers of too 
much participation and illiberal democracy.10 These observers’ fears 



America’s Puzzling Semi-Democracy 5

seem confirmed by the recent emergence of authoritarian leaders in the 
U.S. and Europe, who combine claims for superior popular legitimacy 
with threats to civil liberties, typically aimed at those typed culturally 
different, including by race and ethnicity. In this framework, protecting 
liberal democracy is about rebalancing popular influence on government 
policies in order to protect classic liberal principles of individual equality 
and market-based decision-making. But these models abstract from the 
contributions of liberal elites to anti-liberal populist insurgencies.11

Other scholars of democracy argue that an effective democracy 
requires a deliberative process with widespread participation and actual 
policy influence.12 Democratic society develops and improves as citizens 
make their desires known rather than assume a fixed status. This devel-
opmental notion shares the active spirit of the concept of democratiza-
tion. Much of the impetus for deliberative democracy was the evident 
weakness of the electoral connection between working-class voters and 
party leaders. The focus was on non-electoral modes of participation. 
As studies of deliberation showed, the choice of deliberative procedures 
made a significant difference in just how democratic deliberation was. 
Lower income and lower status people, women with children and others 
could easily be sidelined. One of the heralded cases was Porto Alegre 
in Brazil, where deliberative and electoral modes were combined in city 
government.13 Still others argue that democracy should include measures 
of the outcomes in the conditions of life to reflect the normative claims 
for equality as well as to forestall the minority of citizens who are favored 
by inequalities in society and the marketplace from translating their 
resources into political power to sustain those inequalities.14 On these 
accounts of liberal democracy, the U.S. comes up short.15 If we step away 
from models, which highlight inherent tensions between liberal and dem-
ocratic values, empirical analyses reveal a wide variety of institutional 
forms and practical challenges. Studies of populist politics in liberal 
democracies today point to the dislocation of blocs of voters from their 
secure institutional positions as political economies deindustrialized and 
workforces diversified, which led some voters to support authoritarian 
leaders who divide the working classes into insiders and outsiders. Why 
did the New Deal liberal democratic formula for governing in the U.S. 
lose its resonance with these blocs of citizens?

The long historical record of American politics suggests that our current 
condition of semi-democracy is not unique. Popular participation waxes 
and wanes.16 American semi-democracy is a durable form of authority, to 
use the terminology of political development theorists of political order, 
but by the same token, it is not permanent.17 Yet, many students of the long 
record conceive the patterns in functional terms of political adjustment to 
socio-economic change. In contrast to this conception of politics as cycles 
of participation and oligarchic concentration, I think the problem is how 
various historical forms of political order are constructed. The current 
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puzzle is not just the atrophy of popular self-government and the mechan-
ical exhaustion of a historical political economy based on manufacturing 
industry, but the deliberate construction of new forms of oligarchic polit-
ical order.18 Governing work relationships is a crucial resource of political 
order because work is central to daily life.

Points of Departure to Analyze Semi-Democracy: Structures,  
Choices and the Work Nexus

Two points of departure for this book’s analysis of American semi- 
democracy demonstrate the significance of work relationships. One is 
explanations of economic inequality that focus on structures of market 
competition (abetted by technological innovation) and national culture. 
These explanations deploy thin accounts of institutions and mimic the 
neoliberal governing framework that divides work and politics. I intro-
duce the concept of the work nexus to illustrate strong institutional 
structuring. The second point of departure is explanations of electoral 
politics that focus on individual voters’ choices that infer citizens sup-
port semi-democracy. In contrast, theories of situated action explain 
how individuals respond to contingencies in complex institutional envi-
ronments with ideas and alliances that create new patterns of work and 
politics. In the following section, I will show how this approach enriches 
the policy histories of American political development and alerts us to 
the possibilities for democracy today.

Was the Cause of Liberal Oligarchy Market Dynamics  
and Cultural Predispositions?

Millions of Americans have poor experiences in the labor market. About 
a third are considered marginal workers, whose pay is stagnant or too low 
to rise above official poverty, whose benefits and job rights are meager, 
whose scope of action is constricted and whose employment security is 
tenuous.19 There are two common, misguided explanations for this expe-
rience. One is that global market competition, spurred by technological 
innovation in communications and transportation, rewards the global 
high-end innovative classes and the global low-cost laboring classes, 
which leaves the American working classes out of luck. Moreover, the 
global mobility of capital puts pressure on governments to reduce the 
costs they impose on doing business, which leads to investor tax cuts and 
austerity in public services as well as reduced government regulation and 
support for union rights.20 Yet, these market forces do not have universal 
application. Other rich countries, like Sweden or Denmark, have about a 
third of the rate of poverty as the U.S. and their rates of unionization are 
higher in open economies, although every country struggles to maintain 
its standards.21 Moreover, the U.S. government has been a major, if not the 
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major, proponent of global economic integration. American employers are 
not simply responders to global market forces.22

A second misguided explanation for labor market outcomes is 
America’s liberal market culture. American and comparative political 
studies commonly pose a contrast between the U.S. and other countries. 
In European countries, historical Social-Democratic and Corporatist 
movements of labor and capital won strong government policies that 
encouraged patient capital and blocked marginal work, whereas in 
Liberal America, unions and managers preferred voluntarist labor-man-
agement relations and business-led economic development.23 The main 
objection to the cultural explanation is that the U.S. has changed its rules 
that govern work many times. According to the logic of cultural essen-
tialism, the U.S. was equally Liberal when the private sector union mem-
bership rate was 35% during the Eisenhower administration and when it 
fell to 6% today and just as Liberal under white supremacy as under equal 
employment opportunity.24 Two countries with similar political cultures 
are the U.S. and Canada, but despite greater public opinion support for 
unions in the U.S. than Canada, Canada has much higher union mem-
bership.25 More plausibly, what it means to be a liberal democracy in the 
U.S. has changed. How change occurs is the subject of this investigation.

In contrast to competitive markets and the market society thesis,  
I argue that work is political in the broadest and deepest sense of being 
deliberately organized rather than an outcome of compulsive responses 
to external stimuli. Work is a nexus of government regulation, of domi-
nation and freedom (Table 1.1).26

Table 1.1 The Work Nexus

• Work is what almost all able-bodied adults do. It is an important aspect of
how we realize our ideas and spirits in cooperation with others.

• The design of jobs determines the bundle of tasks and skills that compose
occupations and their relationships to each other.

• Employment rules determine what is legal labor exchange and what is not, such 
as undocumented labor, wage theft, “yellow dog” contracts, non-compete
agreements, slave labor, convict labor, child labor and sex work.

• Employment rules determine job status as temporary or full time, regular
employee or contractor, employee-at-will or bargaining unit member or man-
ager, employee of a subcontractor or lead firm and eligibility for workplace
training and promotion opportunities.

• Employment rules determine an employee’s pay, civil rights at work, rights in
layoffs and recalls, scope of authority, obligations and liability, occupational
safety and health and terms of coordination with personal life, including
work time scheduling, child care, family leave and job benefits.

• Paid work largely determines individual livelihood, family support and
access to and the amount of social benefits, such as old-age pensions, unem-
ployment compensation, disability benefits and eligibility for tax credits and
tax refunds.
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Work is where public and private rules, both formal and implicit, con-
verge to govern the quality of daily life for virtually all adults. These 
include the rules that guarantee equal employment opportunity; that 
define what is legal labor exchange and what is not, such as wage theft, 
slave labor, convict labor, child labor and sex work; how jobs are designed 
with what skills and authority; that determine career paths and family 
life, including flexible work schedules, child care and non-compete agree-
ments; pay and working conditions, including eligibility for overtime 
pay and whether an employer can refuse to cover contraception in an 
employee’s health benefits package; one’s employment status as tempo-
rary or full time, regular employee or contractor, bargaining unit member 
or manager, employee of a subcontractor or lead firm, the distribution of 
rights and authority to make decisions in the workplace and one’s level of 
Social Security pension benefits, among many others. Workplaces today 
are among the most socially diverse spaces, far greater than, say, churches. 
The governing rules are not random. Comparative studies have shown that 
the U.S. is systematically different from other countries in how it governs 
work27 and, yet, notice that the number and variety of rules makes it clear 
that the distinction is not that the U.S. is a “free enterprise” system that 
loathes government regulation. Instead, the U.S. governs work for the 
same reason that other countries do – it is so central to the quality of life – 
but we now do it less democratically than they do.

The U.S. has become a liberal oligarchy of semi-democracy and a 
facsimile competitive market economy of corporate oligopoly. In the 
facsimile competitive market economy, large corporate employers have 
disintegrated their once sprawling empires by selling divisions, refocus-
ing on core competence and value and developing new forms of control 
over work. David Weil demonstrates how they redefined labor problems 
as matters of commercial contract by outsourcing work to smaller sup-
plier companies that the center firms stimulate into competition to pro-
vide services. The center firm delegates human resource issues to those 
firms and escapes pay and working conditions obligations. It turns wage 
relations into price relations.28 This form of organization has many effi-
ciency gains for the large firms and their investors. It creates ersatz entre-
preneurial opportunities for “small” (sometimes even large) companies 
whose business models are determined by the contracting center firms. 
But the facsimile creates a new hierarchy that produces social costs by 
lowering the labor share of national income and creating new workplace 
negative externalities, such as unsafe work and lack of economic secu-
rity; it undermines traditional values of solidarity among working-class 
people at work, common cause in the economy, values of fairness and 
inclusion and opportunities for popular organization and electoral par-
ticipation. This facsimile market economy is deeply undemocratic and 
the dominant ideology of marketism29 misleads political discourse about 
corporate authority as it features voluntary action (Table 1.2).
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The politically deliberate character of work organization is shown in 
the policy experiments that our elected leaders run, big and small, all 
the time. We should ask ourselves if the evidence is not yet in on sev-
eral long-running experiments that the U.S. has been conducting, which 
may help to explain the comparatively high rate of marginal workers in 
the U.S. and working-class political alienation. How well has lagging 
the minimum wage behind inflation for the last generation improved the 
economic security of workers and their families, the ostensible purpose 
of the policy? How well has the mass incarceration of poor, mostly non-
white working-class men, advanced equal economic opportunity? How 
well has curtailing union membership worked to improve the health and 
safety of blue-collar workers? The evidence suggests that the answer to 
each question is not very well. We should reflect on the evidence of dys-
function, learn our lessons and adjust the rules to achieve better out-
comes. Why don’t we? Part of the answer is that reform is not simply 
a matter of facts and group interests.30 Modifying policy necessitates 
formation of alliances and the acquisition and use of power because 
rule-changing involves wielding legitimate authority. Reform alliances 
require a vision of common purpose that is compelling. Employment 
policy rules can be tools for more or less engagement by individuals in 
self-management and in sharing information and developing organiza-
tional skills. Oligarchy and domination are built on an organization of 
work that bottles up individual participation and blocks reform at the 
property rights barrier. But domination itself is work, as Pierre Bourdieu 
phrased it, in that it requires alliances, power and commitment, too.31 
One might as well say that democracy is work. Both are fragile because 
of the persistent effort required.

Work is not only political; it is a field of action. Change is imminent in 
individual habits of action when routine leads to unworkable situations, 
which provoke individuals to cast doubt on their habits and to reflect on 
the rules that govern relationships.32 Individuals re-imagine how their 
actions could bring about a better way to get things done by recombin-
ing resources (rules and roles). Elites and non-elites do this as a matter 
of course, pragmatically, in specific situations.33 These resources might 
be the passions of one’s colleagues at work, formal roles and informal 
groups, union organization, budgets, legal authorities of public agencies 

Table 1.2 Liberal Oligarchy

Semi-democracy + Facsimile market economy

Low voter turnout Industry concentration
Class pattern in turnout Captive franchises and contracted suppliers 

and employees
Race pattern in turnout Productivity gains for the investors
Low working-class representation Corporate self-governance
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and the stock of cultural images and meanings that characterize a soci-
ety.34 The process of change involves individual creativity, deliberation 
and learning. Success in the reconstruction of work requires innova-
tors to put the remiss objects of their perception in some new intelligi-
ble scheme that harnesses others’ energies to gain authority for a better 
outcome. The workplace is not the only field of action; self-governing 
skills may be transferred to other locations.35 Rules that enable partici-
pation at work can help make full citizens of employees because the scope 
of self-determination through work is directly related to the scope of 
self-government in politics. The organizational independence, the confi-
dence, the information, the initiative and the cooperative problem-solv-
ing at work are also characteristics of the democratic process through 
which public discourse recognizes its common subjects and themes.36 In 
contrast, arm’s-length labor contracting and bureaucratic hierarchy are 
directly translated into elite domination: employers who design jobs that 
lack participation have consistently opposed legislation and government 
actions that would improve the status of employees.37

The stability (rather than change) of employment relationships is solid-
ified by institutional agents who cultivate the notion of the reasonable-
ness and normalcy of the rules by encouraging players on the field to 
adopt its categories and to appreciate the practical accomplishments that 
they help produce. In economic theories of institutions, the feedback of 
benefits and the prospect of costs (and uncertainty) of radical change 
are incentives for incremental adjustment.38 For example, the New Deal’s 
“industrial relations system” worked because it organized consent from 
employees for the purposes of the corporation, established rules of fair 
play for unions and managers in the conduct of their relationship, pro-
vided an umpire to adjudicate disputed plays, actually delivered stable 
employment and rising incomes for a long generation and served the pub-
lic interest by containing class conflict.39 Later I criticize the rigidifica-
tion of industrial relations, but it was a kind of democratic order based 
on organized participation with achievable ambitions.40 Institutional 
change (rather than stability) re-engages values of consent and fairness 
that are embedded in the institutions.41 Change emerges from the inev-
itable disjunction between an institution’s authority and unpredictable 
work conditions when agents invoke rules and challenge them as they 
are tasked to solve problems. The legitimacy of a given organization of 
work is especially exposed when the positive feedback fails, such as when 
new workers make claims for improved status that are denied and when 
industrial change is associated with the loss of jobs and income security 
but the rules are not adjusted to produce better outcomes. These situa-
tions arose in the 1960s and 1980s and they are examined in Chapter 5. 
Today, the historical rules for participative industrial relations under the 
New Deal National Labor Relations Act have become very hard to mobi-
lize or adapt because workers have been disempowered.42
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In short, the poor labor market performance can be partly explained 
by the combination of the rules, the consequences of the rules as condi-
tions changed and a deliberately established “democratic deficit” in which 
employer-investor voices are privileged and employees’ voices for consent 
and fairness are blocked or sidelined.43 The employment relationships 
continue in practice, of course, as agents repeatedly adjust to contingen-
cies as best as they can. Across the U.S., workers have been organizing 
to influence policymakers to change the rules of work through organi-
zations often based outside the workplace, documented in Chapter 7. At 
the same time, employers oppose them and anti-labor politicians seek to 
re-direct these efforts with alternative messages and images (e.g. threat-
ening immigrants and celebrating contract entrepreneurs).

Do Voters Prefer Oligarchy or Do Oligarchs Create Followers?

The second point of departure for the analysis of liberal oligarchy are 
theories of electoral behavior that argue that Americans do not actu-
ally support liberal democracy. These studies typically rely on polls and 
deploy an anemic concept of institutions in service of a realistic explana-
tory theory of our state. Compared to the conception of reflexive individ-
uals who work with others on a daily basis, models of democratic elitism 
conceive ahistorical, one-dimensional individuals and institutions with-
out meaning, which typically disconnect the ways that individual experi-
ences are shaped by institutional commitments. Citizens are conceived as 
rational individuals or anomic groups. Trade unions, which are purpose-
ful organizations with an agenda, fit poorly in these models.

According to the theory of elitist democracy, the most realistic con-
ception of the principle of Rule by the People is a process of individ-
ual voting for the leaders of one’s choice in elections to fill public office. 
Citizens do not vote for policies.44 Citizens are very unlikely to be well-
enough informed to participate meaningfully in policy decisions; the 
process of government is complicated and costly to master and they have 
other things to do with their time.45 Citizens can make reasoned judg-
ments about which candidate will serve their interests with the help of 
political party cues. The electoral process vindicates democracy as long 
as voters have a choice of two alternatives – candidates, political parties 
– and as long as there are future elections. Then the would-be leaders are 
compelled to compete for the voters’ favor and the voters can keep the 
leaders accountable at the next election for what they have done in office. 
Elite control is a matter of course. An apparent flaw in this theory is that 
if citizens do not have the resources to inform themselves about public 
affairs, then voters are apt to be manipulated by well-informed elites who 
can take advantage of asymmetric information. The cost for citizens of 
gaining information to determine the most effective vote will deter most 
from doing much more than absorbing the free information provided 
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by election campaigns and social media.46 Thus, a gap could open up 
between voters’ interests and the policies that government officials adopt 
because election campaigns do not have to address all of a citizen’s 
interests in order for a politician to be elected. Perhaps an authoritarian 
populist could appear who casts doubt on all official information and 
proclaims, like Trump, that only he can make the government responsive 
to the true interests of the people. However, the competitive party envi-
ronment is supposed to check this possibility because if voters are misled 
by one party, another party can point this out in order to gain an advan-
tage. Elite competitive behavior is the motor of accountability and all 
voters should be satisfied by their choices, just as economic markets are 
always clear. This is a theory of liberal democracy without citizenship, 
governance effects, and change.

Rather than a meta rule of rational behavior outside of time, the analy-
sis of how liberal oligarchy can emerge from electoral developments calls 
for a more robust conception of institutional influence on the preferences 
of real individuals. Individuals formulate their interests in rich institu-
tionalized spaces, which means that we are concerned not only with what 
demands are expressed, but also with how the policies that are adopted 
shape the institutional conditions of individual experience and political 
expression. For example, with single-member district elections, parties 
game the district boundaries to shape the electorate. Anti-union laws 
hinder workers from formulating collective interests. To the extent that 
the theory of elitist democracy can explain semi-democracy and author-
itarian populism, we might observe that the party elites get the voters 
they create. Although the elitist model of voter behavior is abstracted 
from observations of practical elite-mass relationships, there is a sharp 
divide among political scientists about whether the electoral system is 
unresponsive to popular demands or enables the full expression of under-
lying anti-liberal sentiments and views.

Consider first the argument about the declining responsiveness of 
elections to a wide range of persistent popular preferences expressed in 
established polls like those conducted by Gallup, such as raising taxes on 
the wealthy, securing paid family leave, increasing the minimum wage, 
steady support for abortion rights and favorable attitudes about unions. 
There are two major explanations for why parties ignore these prefer-
ences. One is the cartel theory of party leadership, in which the leaders 
of the parties (Democrats and Republicans in the U.S. and in other coun-
tries with multi-party systems the leading parties of the primary blocs 
of parties) disagree over many issues, but nonetheless agree on core pol-
icies. Because of this core agreement, they do not make these issues that 
conflict with them the subject of their campaigns for the people’s vote. 
For example, a cartel analysis of the crisis of democracy in the European 
Union countries is that the core policies that the elites agree on, which 
did not gain robust electoral support, are neoliberal public management 
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of the Great Recession (fiscal austerity, benefit cutbacks, labor market 
deregulation and bailouts for the banks) and immigration.47 In the U.S. 
case, both the Republican George W. Bush and the Democrat Barack 
Obama bailed out the financial companies but not homeowners. The 
explanation is that it is not the voters who are the primary constituency 
of party officials, but the major financial investors in the parties.48 Martin 
Gilens found that where the preferences of the very richest citizens clash 
with American public opinion, the parties respond to the former rather 
than the latter.49 In the rational actor model of the economics of informa-
tion, the investors are well informed about government policies because 
these are part of their daily business.

This elite analysis may help explain the 2016 Trump campaign’s manip-
ulative strategy. It deployed a technically sophisticated social media 
strategy that, among other tactics, eventually spent millions of dollars to 
micro-target voters in swing states. The targeting techniques were used 
to mobilize individuals who are attracted to conspiracy theories and the 
web sites that promote them, like Breitbart News and InfoWars, and to 
suppress pro-Clinton voters.50 Trump replayed the strategy in 2020, but 
when he lost, he incited a mob with misinformation that he really won to 
assault the Capitol while the Congress was ratifying the Electoral College 
tally. Trump’s insurrection was waged in the name of real Americans, 
who self-identify as white and who believe themselves solely entitled to 
choose the president. Most House Republicans supported Trump and his 
Senate allies’ proposal to substitute a commission for the Constitutional 
procedure. Contemporary realists are apt to conclude from the evidence 
of popular idiocy and manipulation that participative democracy is a 
hopeless dream and that we should reduce our expectations to something 
like tribal pluralism if not elite rule.51 Given the assumption of elite lead-
ership in the model, we might focus on the prevalence of anti-democratic 
values among elites and their preferences for manipulative electoral 
campaigns.52

The second explanation for declining responsiveness focuses on the 
voters’ socioeconomic status. Individuals in groups that made up the 
historically dominant Republican and Democratic parties’ voter bases, 
especially modest-income whites, have dropped out. Well before the 
Great Recession, according to the analysis, the historical alignment of 
voters was battered by deindustrialization and the shift to an economy of 
service jobs and by changing family structure, all of which uprooted tradi-
tional social and economic relationships, fragmenting them and increas-
ing heterogeneous interests and anomie.53 Many voters were cast adrift in 
the new economy from historical commitments to seek new cultural ties. 
These socio-economic changes fed two trends among voters: a higher 
rate of non-voting and episodic voting for non-traditional parties that 
often represent culturally defensive, even xenophobic demands. These 
trends lead to oligarchy either by lack of sustained popular engagement 
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or by insurgent populism. The latter also supports the main alternative 
to the declining responsiveness thesis; namely, that the electoral systems 
is, in fact, responding, even if the new popular demands seem menacing 
to liberal democracy.

The primary alternative is that voters do not actually want material 
help from the government. Rather than making rational responses to 
economic conditions, individuals vote (when they do) not in a calcu-
lative response to the economic structure of their interests or leaders’ 
policy proposals, but to affirm their group identity. Christopher Achen 
and Larry Bartels argue that voter citizens simply cannot know (enough) 
about policy to connect their individual socio-economic status to any 
decisions made by the government.54 Instead, voters vote for “people like 
us”. The debatable issue, though, is the construction of identity. Everyone 
has multiple identities and interests; which ones are organized? Are eth-
nic, racial, religious, or sexual identities any more or less real than class-
based ones? The mobilization of any of these group identities has the 
same challenges of institutional rules and organizational capacity as 
class interests. The presumption of primordial interests has a long history. 
Thus, before the southern civil rights movement in the 1950s, political sci-
entists commonly observed that certain groups were apathetic and would 
not vote, including African Americans and young people. Clearly, in the 
following years, the organization of direct action made a difference, as 
demonstrated by the Montgomery bus boycott and lunch counter sit-ins. 
Citizens can and do create their own collective agency to inform them-
selves about what is going on, such as the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference and the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee. The 
process is going on today: Latinos have cultural centers in most large cities. 
Women’s organizations are flourishing. Workers have joined worker centers 
and these workers are, of course, male and female, African American, 
Latino, Asian, straight and LBGTQ etc. Thus, even if the political parties 
in a two-party system are unlikely to tell voters about systemic problems 
and propose reforms that interest voters, non-electoral organizations can 
and did so historically. In the context of multiple identities, it is a strategic 
political intervention by elites how they respond to which groups.55

This point about citizen-worker self-organization and elite manipu-
lation is illustrated by a well-publicized incident shortly after Donald 
Trump was elected in November 2016. President-elect Trump traveled to 
Indianapolis on December 1 to visit the Carrier Corporation, a maker of 
heating and ventilating equipment, as well as a defense contractor, which 
Trump had repeatedly berated on the campaign trail after it announced 
its plan to move jobs to Mexico. After his election, Trump demanded 
that Carrier change its plan or face federal wrath. Carrier made a con-
cession and Trump flew to the factory to trumpet his victory, claiming 
that he had saved “over 1,100” jobs: this event demonstrated Trump’s 
ability to get a better deal for American workers than liberal Democrats 
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and establishment Republicans.56 The figure was not accurate – the facts 
came out that 800 jobs would be protected and many more than 1,100 
were still going to Mexico – but Trump’s repeated inaccuracy about the 
number of jobs perplexed the mass media: how should it report Trump’s 
claims, now that he was president? In this situation, it was the president 
of the United Steelworkers Local 1999 at Carrier, Chuck Jones, who 
pointed out that Trump was not telling the truth. Trump then launched 
a Tweet attack on Jones and on the union, but Jones stood his ground 
on the facts, which were confirmed by the company.57 A union leader, of 
course, is accountable to the members who elected him, not to a political 
party or the stockholders of an air conditioning and defense company. 
Jones was the elected leader of the Carrier employees, but he was not a 
party to the deal subsequently made by Trump and the company’s exec-
utives and the state of Indiana.58 In fact, the workers’ own union repre-
sentatives had rarely featured in the prominent national debates during 
the presidential election about trade, investment, jobs and the “decline 
of America”.59 Trump claimed throughout his presidency, and much of 
the media reported his claims without supporting facts, that he was the 
champion of working-class Americans. In fact, he accumulated an abys-
mal record of policies that undermined working conditions and the right 
of workers to form unions to bargain collectively.60

Demagogic appeals to cultural grievance and tribal bigotry are the 
hallmark of rightwing populists like Trump, who divert attention from 
actual reforms that would help people where they work. Who is the more 
authentic leader: the workers’ union or the demagogue? For many years 
now, American politics has been organized according to an elitist model 
that excludes labor’s voices and amplifies the demagogues. It makes sense, 
does it not? After all, are not unions a part of the institutional order of 
representation, but precisely the wrong-headed kind of representation 
that many middle-class Americans believe is a threat to their interests, 
namely the profitability of American businesses? It is just this key role 
that unions have as an independent non-corporate voice that has been 
targeted by employer groups such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and 
the National Right to Work Foundation, which relentlessly campaigns to 
undermine unions.61 And do not many middle-class Americans consider 
white workers parochial and racist and Black workers lazy and violent?62 
Why would they support worker organization? The sources of these atti-
tudes, whether class or tribal, deserve careful examination because if we 
agree that unions are “bad” and in fact so bad as to justify suppressing 
them, then the failure to represent working-class interests in the economy 
and politics is likely to follow, with all the consequences for increased ine-
quality that we observe that are features of politics organized by and for 
elites.63 The attitudes are reinforced when electoral campaigns are fueled 
by secret corporate money empowered by Supreme Court decisions and 
when electoral rules present voters with binary elite alternatives.64
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In sum, the elitist theories of democracy usefully show that the choices 
among rules matter. It is impossible to fairly analyze the voter trend data 
without taking into account the elite policy agenda and party strategy 
that includes changing the rules of work and politics to disempower work-
ers. The historical institutional condition of our time is that the social 
bargains that once secured middle-class lifestyles for industrial workers 
have been reconstructed by corporate and party elites. The 1980s were 
characterized by an abandonment of labor-management cooperation 
during industry restructuring and by bitter management-labor conflicts 
that resulted in the collapse of union membership. In the manufacturing, 
construction, mining, and trucking sectors, corporate leaders remade 
corporate governance according to the “shareholder value” concept of 
corporate governance and to “lean principles” of work organization.65 
Companies sharply reduced their core employment, as they cut costs by 
subcontracting and outsourcing, which also shifted an increasing share 
of corporate income to investors.66 When elites restructured work in ways 
that monopolized policy-making in their hands and when the outcomes 
of their decisions led to increasing economic insecurity, it was reasonable 
to expect that working-class individuals would find alternative organiz-
ing principles, including varieties of anti-social behavior and adopting 
new “group” and “anti-elite” identities and demands.67

In a world of political analysis that ignores class interests, consider 
that one set of plausible working-class interests arises from how work 
could be made more stable, remunerative and satisfying. The political 
difficulty that most workers face is that their ability to self-manage their 
citizenship has been greatly reduced by the loss of control at work and 
by the unresponsiveness of the two-party system to this set of interests. 
It is true that, in some ways, the new forms of work have placed greater 
control at the fingertips of some employees, who are now expected to 
shoulder analytical tasks that used to be the responsibility of manag-
ers, but the new workplace also has come with greater individualization, 
surveillance, employment instability and income insecurity.68 Moreover, 
parents who stay at home or have primary care responsibilities – still 
mostly women – struggle to manage the work-family balance. This is typ-
ically unremunerated work, but it could be.69 In contrast, when citizens –  
the adults among whom almost all work for a living – have greater secu-
rity and latitude to contribute to the design and execution of their work, 
they develop know-how, organizational perspective, problem-solving 
skills and heightened awareness of the relationship between their work 
and societal governance that are readily transferrable to the democratic 
process. Yet, it is not only work, but also the practice of political partic-
ipation that has adopted a corporate format. Many unions have drifted 
from organizing to advocacy. And where social reform membership 
organizations once mobilized people, non-profit corporations advocate 
and lobby (Table 1.3).70
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Professional class Americans who fear working-class populism might 
consider that individuals who participate in the management of their 
daily lives at work and in the community are more likely to have enough 
knowledge about how things work– not by evil conspirators, for example –  
to ignore demagogues and apply their organizational resources in the 
democratic process.

Developmental Democracy and Policy Histories  
of Oligarchy

In contrast to the anemic institutions conceived in market models and 
electoral realism, theories of developmental democracy explain how 
many kinds of agents are engaged in creating the reciprocal influences 
of institutional daily life.71 Developmentalists from John Stuart Mill in 
England in the mid-19th century to John Dewey in the U.S. in the 20th 
century have observed that the existing practice of government was need-
lessly oligarchic and that to move from this reality to a future, more just 
state required a conception of human nature and political institutions 
that plausibly demonstrates how real people in specific situations take 
action to improve their lives. The value of a theory of situated action in 
institutional change is that it shifts our analytical focus to micro-political 
situations where individuals work and it provides a methodology for the 
investigation of institutional change. In contrast to structural and behav-
ioral theories of political causation that leave little room for individual 
self-determination, a constructivist theory of situated action examines 
the concrete institutional fields of human relationships in which the reach 
of social norms and government authority is contextual for individual 
perception and creative action.72 Individuals working together in the field 
perceive a problem and form alliances that mobilize resources that in turn 
start a new pattern of relationships and regulations for subsequent action. 
These institutional rules become legacy commitments for later creative 
action at the next contingency. Consider how this constructivist perspec-
tive strengthens leading policy histories of the political development of 

Table 1.3 Models of Political Action and Political Order

Constructivist Realist

Developmental Static
Pragmatist Structural
Reflexive individuals Behavioral
Thick institutions Superficial institutions
Non-coherent governance Regimes
Rules are resources Rules are constraints
Innovation from any source Leadership
Public narrative Community vs. society
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liberal oligarchy by a focus on the multiple institutional contexts that 
shape experiences in the organization of work.73 These accounts focus on 
international influences on U.S. policy, party political strategy, the U.S. 
variety of capitalism and evolving forms of racial hierarchy.

International Commitments

One explanation of oligarchic development is a macro-political analysis 
of the long-term consequences of the U.S. government officials’ commit-
ment to global economic and security leadership in the 1940s.74 The U.S. 
sponsored and led institutions to manage global economic and security 
relationships, including the UN, IMF, World Bank, GATT and NATO, 
plus the existing ILO. These institutions were commitments to act. Many 
of the specific policies associated with carrying out these commitments 
were determined by U.S. domestic politics.75 The postwar international 
order reached another crisis in 1971, when the deteriorating international 
economic position of the U.S. led to the abandonment of fixed exchange 
rates.76 The institutional commitments of the postwar international eco-
nomic order leading up to the crisis of 1971 required the U.S. to devalue 
its currency or deflate and make other adjustments in economic relation-
ships in the real economy to improve its financial position. Instead, the 
U.S. abandoned these international commitments and changed the rules. 
Not fully appreciated is how this altered the institutional relationships 
among organized labor, employers, finance and Democratic Party lead-
ers and fostered new political alliances that undermined organized labor.

Studies of U.S. foreign policy describe how elite policymakers grap-
pled with decisions about support for allied economies, exchange rates, 
national accounts, how to pay for military security guarantees, regional 
and sectoral economic adjustment policies and incomes policy. All the 
while, the productive economy that generated the wealth to support the 
U.S. government’s international strategy was operating in workplaces 
across the country, the manufacturing core of which was organized by 
unions under the laws of employment and labor management and where 
unions and employers negotiated equity bargains. A prominent expla-
nation of the 1971 crisis is that the U.S. never really intended to follow 
the postwar monetary rules, but my examination of labor-management 
policy (see Chapter 5) shows that government officials were intensely 
involved in crafting domestic adjustment strategies with organized labor 
and corporate leaders. However, these adjustment alliances failed and 
competing strategies were pursued. My point here is that a better expla-
nation of global influences on policy looks closely at specific situations 
for decision-making, including those of the elite community of deci-
sion makers in the White House and the union and management deci-
sion makers to whom they were linked by the institutional legacy of the 
New Deal. The configuration of unions and corporations with the White 
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House and other executive branch officials on macroeconomic policy was 
shaped by the limited representational authority of both groups, which 
placed a premium on White House engagement. Although union lead-
ers were eager to have a constructive relationship, business executives 
resisted coordination and the Johnson White House eventually margin-
alized its commitment.

American government leaders sought to sustain U.S. leadership in the 
world under changing conditions, but the distribution of the costs and 
benefits of the actual adjustment decisions disrupted the older domes-
tic political bargains and reconstructed the roles of labor and manage-
ment. The consequences of the decisions made by the Johnson and Nixon 
administrations were momentous. Take the employment effects of trade as 
one example. The Franklin Roosevelt administration first committed the 
U.S. to a free trade policy of negotiated tariff reductions (the Reciprocal 
Trade Agreement Act of 1934), but for several decades, U.S. producers 
faced little foreign competition, except in a few sectors. Eventually, the 
RTAA policy culminated in the conclusion of the Kennedy Round of 
trade negotiations in 1967, which virtually ended protective tariffs. After 
then, the trade share of U.S. GDP rose rapidly, but with a mounting trade 
deficit. Even if we provisionally accept classic trade theory that the U.S. 
on net gained from trade and that technological change made manu-
facturing industries more productive with fewer workers, there is still a 
big shift of employment to account for politically in product sourcing 
to other countries in automobiles, steel, garment manufacturing, mass 
retail and others, which had real distributive consequences for workers.77 
The Reagan era was characterized by major conflicts between unions 
and corporations with significant employment and status losses for work-
ers. In short, what is at stake is not liberal trade policy as such, but how 
trade and other closely related policies, including monetary policy, the 
tax treatment of foreign earnings and U.S. global human rights strategy, 
shaped employment relations and were experienced in daily life.78 One 
outcome was that organized labor and Democratic leaders increasingly 
parted company on trade and industrial relations policies.79

Take the financialization of the U.S. economy as a second conse-
quence.80 The argument has been made that after the Bretton Woods cri-
sis in the 1970s, the U.S. witnessed the creation of a new Gilded Age of 
finance capitalism, in which the concentration of savings across societies 
has come under the control of a fairly small number of financial corpo-
rations.81 This is supported by such facts as the rapid increase in the pro-
portion of U.S. GDP that reflects financial transactions.82 These financial 
companies pursued their self-interest in greater financial control and 
profitability and, at least since the 1980s, Republican and Democratic 
administrations and Congresses have given it to them. The claim is that 
these powerful actors are responsible for decisions to offshore jobs to low-
wage countries.83 Also, they put pressure on governments to limit social 
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spending and to shift the responsibility for expanding the economy from 
the government to private actors in the form of debt (corporate and indi-
vidual).84 The most convincing explanations for this increased financial 
power focus on the “epistemic community” of bankers and regulators 
and party politicians, who were directly engaged in the work of financial 
deregulation, and who became enamored with the ideology of “market 
fundamentalism”.85 The resolution of the panic of 2008 involved rescuing 
the financial investors and companies, but not working-class homeown-
ers, and not reworking the ideology. Republicans and some Democrats 
attacked the claims of those who lost their jobs and homes and state lead-
ers identified public sector workers as culprits of the ensuing state fiscal 
crises. The attacks on these workers were a break from the sense of major 
accomplishment when the public sector was unionized in the 1960s and 
1970s, which had been a boon for non-white workers. But elites widely 
agreed on the new narrative of public service austerity and tax cuts.

The Two-Party System

The second policy history of liberal oligarchy is political party regime 
change. The old New Deal regime that established the regulatory wel-
fare state was replaced by the Neoliberal party regime associated with 
the election of Ronald Reagan.86 Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson pres-
ent a powerful synthesis of the leading studies of voting, public opinion, 
elections and political parties to explain the longevity of policy regimes. 
They adapt Walter Lippmann’s image of “drift and mastery” cycles of 
popular democratic controls (“mastery”) over the management of the 
economy and the re-establishment of elite domination as the economy 
generates new inequalities that go unaddressed (“drift”). Thus, the New 
Deal Democratic Party is characterized both by its organized work-
ing-class voter base and the social and economic policies that benefited 
those citizens. Among other accomplishments, New Deal leaders helped 
create broad-based prosperity through progressive taxation, support for 
unions, establishment of non-corporate sources of income (a.k.a. the wel-
fare state), financial regulation and investments in infrastructure, health 
and education. In contrast, the Reagan Neoliberal regime reversed many 
of the New Deal’s commitments, primarily those that directly helped 
organize workers and African Americans and that had limited corporate 
concentration. Reagan appointed people to the NLRB, the EEOC, the 
SEC and the Anti-Trust Division of the Justice Department who were 
hostile to the historic missions of those agencies, giving corporate leaders 
a much wider scope to restructure the economy to their benefit.

There is a genre of analyses of partisan regime transformation that 
track the changing alignments of groups of voters, but as indicated in the 
previous section, voter studies typically conceive elections and voters in 
isolation from other institutions of the political economy.87 They focus 
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on demographic developments, changing voter psychology, such as new 
post-materialist values of self-realization and racial realignment. I have 
more to say about race relations in the next section. Yet, most accounts 
agree that a significant change in the 1970s and 1980s was that organized 
labor was displaced from its central place in the Democratic Party coali-
tion. What is the explanation for this?

There are many critics of the images of New Deal progressivism and  
a sudden turn toward neoliberalism with Reagan (and Hacker and 
Pierson present their own textured analysis) because it overstates the 
labor-Democratic Party tie and the benefits the Democrats delivered for 
working-class people, including women and non-white groups. Some 
scholars argue that the entire New Deal regime was a trap. American 
labor leaders in the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and Congress 
of Industrial Organizations (CIO) threw their support to the Democratic 
Party in the late 1930s and never were able to escape the embrace.88 The 
labor-party link was asymmetric. It created labor dependency on the 
party for political defense, whereas national Democratic leaders desired 
labor’s campaign muscle but otherwise resisted labor’s organizing and 
policy agenda. Labor’s dependence on its alliance with the Democrats 
stifled labor’s strategic opportunity in the 1930s and 1940s to establish its 
own political voice as well as ideological autonomy from Cold War liber-
alism, including hot wars in the developing world. It also accounts for the 
subsequent tepid responses by organized labor to the popular movements 
of the 1960s, including the Black civil rights movement, and to economic 
globalization. Instead, the critics argue, if the labor movement had estab-
lished its own labor party as was done in most other developed coun-
tries, then it would have been able to prosecute a broader social justice 
agenda without compromise. To judge these claims, situated institutional 
analysis asks how agents experienced the commitments embedded in 
their institutionalized relationships, including the ongoing need to make 
adjustments as contexts changed and took new directions. My argument 
in Chapter 2 is that independent labor political action was critical for 
working-class gains in New York and several other states before the New 
Deal.89 Yet, in the national arena in the 1930s, the party dynamics were 
different and structured different decisions.

For one thing, the national electoral alignments were entrenched in a 
decentralized Congress, strongly established state political parties and 
national coalitions aggregated from state factions, and party discipline 
in Congress that was undercut by the seniority system for committee 
leadership. In the Great Depression, the incumbent Republican Party 
was closely associated with the capitalist magnates, whose business 
organizations it had allowed to manage the economy, and Midwestern 
proprietary businesses and farmers. The challenger Democrat Party 
was an amalgam of southern planter class white supremacy and certain 
northern industrial and immigrant enclaves. Yet, rather than no choice 
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in that fight, the Democratic Party looked attractive because it began to 
back organize labor with the NIRA of 1933 and NLRA of 1935. It also 
put millions back to work and established unemployment insurance and 
pensions for most workers.

This New Deal Democratic Party was supported by newly active vot-
ers in several landslide victories. As a representative of the working class, 
the party was seriously compromised by powerful southern racists and 
traditional middle classes, but it did deliver for industrial workers. In 
contrast, in Canada and England, the parties in power were far less gen-
erous to the working classes. Some argue that the New Deal co-opted 
the labor movement by supporting unions.90 There were leftwing leaders 
who favored an independent labor party and who already supported the 
Socialist Party and the Communist Party (and other small parties), but 
they were faced with Democratic partisan identities among their mem-
bers, if they voted at all.91 The critical situation was that unions were 
still fighting for recognition from employers and the leaders decided to 
support those Democrats who were helping them. This tactic did not 
reflect the AFL’s historic voluntaristic approach to elections – some of 
the key union members of the AFL actually supported a labor party, 
such as the Amalgamated Clothing Workers – but instead was decided 
in the specific situation of institutionally conditioned action. The CIO 
leaders, in particular, did not endorse the Democratic Party as a whole, 
but only the New Deal wing of the party and more specifically the White 
House. It is true that the southern wing of the Party actively countered 
labor’s agenda in the Congress.92 For decades, union leaders worked hard 
to establish access to Democratic presidents, with some success with 
Roosevelt, Truman and Kennedy. For the rest, the CIO leaders adopted 
the strategy of partisan realignment that was developed by political sci-
entists in the postwar 1940s, according to which strong national New 
Deal Democratic leadership would force southern reactionaries into the 
Republican Party.93 In short, rather than a self-evident alliance, the labor-
left link to the Democrats served immediate interests in union security 
and a larger strategy that required persistent, enormous effort over many 
years. The fruition of the strategy also depended on how Democratic 
office-holders reciprocated.94

Other scholars who argue that the Democrats co-opted the labor 
movement point out that the potent source of workers’ power is disrup-
tive strikes that impose penalties on employers and governing elites.95 
They argue that the real co-optation technique was the National Labor 
Relations Act (1935), which created an administrative board, the NLRB, 
to manage relations between labor and capital. The law both gave federal 
recognition to the legitimacy of workers’ collective voices in capitalist 
enterprise and, the argument goes, compelled labor to keep the peace 
during the life of a contract and accept arbitration for dispute resolution 
rather than direct action.96 Under the New Deal NLRA labor regime, 
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unions enforced discipline against their own members and turned them-
selves into service-providing bureaucracies.97 I argue in Chapters 2 and 4 
that there was more historical texture and timing to forging the relation-
ship between unions and the state.

For instance, the Taft-Hartley Act (1947) amendments to the NLRA, 
written by a coalition of southern Democrats and Republicans and 
passed over President Truman’s veto, placed new controls over unions. 
Most AFL and CIO leaders decided the most efficacious response was 
to cast their support in 1948 for Truman and the Democrats rather than 
with the independent presidential candidacy of Henry Wallace, who 
ran without a slate of Congressional candidates. Truman won but the 
anti-labor reaction was powerful and Taft-Hartley remained the law.98 
However, the Board and the federal courts had some discretion in imple-
mentation. In this context, union leaders argued, liberal labor policy 
specialists insisted, and key Democratic Supreme Court justices agreed 
and decided that labor-management disputes should be depoliticized. 
Walter Reuther, the president of the UAW, argued against mass strikes 
to push for the repeal of Taft-Hartley because government leaders “never 
intervene for us”.99 Their shared preference for depoliticization could 
never be strictly true – the caution to depoliticize was made in a specific 
political context – but these tactics contributed to the evolving labor- 
management context for subsequent sequences of decisions under chang-
ing political conditions. Also, in practice, workers continued to strike 
and UAW leaders repeatedly plotted with militants in the ranks to put 
strike pressure on local managers and occasionally break open contracts. 
The limitations of New Deal labor law were widely known by unionists 
and many of their professional supporters, but they avoided confronting 
them directly in the 1940s until future better conditions emerged, includ-
ing new negotiations and new movement organizing that would change 
the power balance.100

In contrast to both the co-optation argument and to a situated action 
analysis, both of which highlight the political structuring of class rela-
tionships, another prominent line of analysis takes the depoliticization 
practice as the fixed reality of a modern industrial society. One version is 
that the driver of labor relations was the unilateral force of the technical 
organization of work and technological change.101 The weakness of tech-
nological determinism has been exposed many times. Suffice it to point 
out there are multiple ways to organize work and that decisions about the 
creation and implementation of machinery and the flow of work depend 
on rights and entitlements to make those decisions. A recent study that 
compares the U.S. automobile industry with foreign manufacturers 
makes the case once more.102 Another version claims that the evolution of 
the economy into a post-industrial service economy slowly undermined 
union consciousness and, by the 1970s, stimulated individual angst and 
post-material values.103



24 America’s Puzzling Semi-Democracy

The facts show that manufacturing employment stagnated in the 1970s 
(and declined after 1980 and precipitously dropped after 2000) and that 
the service economy provided most new jobs. On the one hand, manufac-
turing union membership declined, but on the other hand the vast major-
ity of workers still labored for wages. Why did union membership also 
fall in sectors that did not decline, such as construction and trucking? 
And do not service workers also need union representation? A more spe-
cific and broader analysis is needed that takes into account the relative 
balance of sectoral employment and the policies that governed them.104 
As a historical matter, postwar industrial change was a challenge for the 
historical institutional rules of labor-management relations. Chapters 5 
and 6 show there were intense debates about new interests, the organiza-
tion of new forces, clashes of interest and regulatory boundaries, narra-
tives of meaning and goals and partisan competition. Moreover, studies 
of the post-1970s’ partisan politics have shown the continued salience of 
class even as other group identities – especially Black, Latino and female 
– were mobilized. For example, the insurgent Jesse Jackson campaigns 
for the Democratic nomination for president in 1984 and 1988 combined 
appeals to multiple identities behind its social-democratic labor agenda. 
Nonetheless, the self-proclaimed New Democrats who scrambled for 
the Democratic Party presidential nomination in the 1970s and 1980s 
adapted the post-industrial economy rhetoric. How do theories of party 
politics explain this?

Hacker and Pierson argue that the underlying forces that account for 
the success of neoliberal party politics are an “organizational revolution” 
characterized by the decline of unions and the rise of corporate activism 
in the dynamics of two-party competition. I have just argued that union 
decline has to be explained politically. The “drift and mastery” analy-
sis points to the Reagan Republicans’ changes in economic and social 
policies to benefit corporations and top income earners and then their 
deliberate failure to use their institutional authority to respond to the 
negative consequences of these changes for working people. Instead, 
two-party competition led the big parties to compete with each other 
to represent the elite agenda. Democrats were won over by money and 
“new ideas”, such as post-industrial work, consumer choice and share-
holder value. But why did the Democratic Party fail to protect its own 
accomplishments in workers’ rights and representation by renewing 
them as conditions changed? What happened to the Democrats’ prior 
commitments? When Democratic leaders were faced with industrial 
restructuring and gaps between the operation of the depoliticized 
industrial relations system and the devastating outcomes for workers, 
some did support the renewal of concepts of representation and partic-
ipation, but many more embraced neoliberal concepts of market-based 
decision-making and the liberal nationalist project to extend U.S. mod-
els abroad.
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The point here is that every policy regime is less than fully encompass-
ing: there are always subordinate and recessive rules and practices that 
present agents with alternative strategies and resources.105 There were 
competing party strategies of party realignment. New Deal Democrats 
had made many commitments that evolved and interacted over time. 
Organized labor represented a distinctive political and economic com-
mitment because of the unions’ mass electoral linkages and because of 
their collective impact on economic performance. The successful pros-
ecution of the New Deal’s labor commitment required the agents of 
the industrial relations system to renew and extend it as conditions of 
work evolved. The New Dealers’ strategy to cement their dominance 
in Washington had been to realign the South from its support for rac-
ist anti-union legislators, in part by mobilizing southern Black voters 
toward liberal Democrats. Truman and Kennedy were supporters of the 
realignment strategy, but not Johnson and Carter. Southern employers 
were able to protect their anti-labor economic development strategy and 
they realigned in the 1970s with the Republican Party. But this was not 
structurally fated; it was an outcome of strategy, policy and ideological 
changes over time. I argue that Democratic officials increasingly were 
divorced from blue-collar work experiences and alienated from white 
working-class racism. The party attuned itself to macroeconomic pol-
icy, judicial management of race relations and the economic interests 
of middle-class professionals and business investors in the party. New 
Democrats in the 1980s articulated the new narratives of a post-indus-
trial knowledge economy of global free markets with equal employment 
opportunity implemented through corporate “diversity management”.106 
Democratic leaders disarmed a key constituency as they adopted new 
interpretations of old rules and new ideas about workplace justice.

The U.S. Variety of Capitalism

The third policy explanation for liberal oligarchy arises from compara-
tive studies of capitalism.107 The most widely deployed theory explains 
that every economy – including the ostensibly “free enterprise” capi-
talist economy of the U.S. – requires regulation of key relationships: 
among companies in a market (for example anti-trust), within compa-
nies among owners, creditors and managers (corporate governance), 
between employees and employers (employment law), between labor and 
management (labor and industrial relations) and between companies and 
the communities where they operate (to manage negative externalities 
and provide public goods, such as education and training, environment 
protection, and research institutions). The key variable is that the regu-
latory institutions can be more or less coordinated, either through con-
sultations between the policymakers and key private groups, especially 
labor and management, and/or by market relations, which taken together 
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establish functional varieties of capitalism. In theory, the American vari-
ety of capitalist regulation accommodates power politics by interest 
group lobbying and the market power of corporations rather than prior-
itizing negotiation. Product and process innovation is favored and capital 
mobility is rampant. Yet, while the U.S. may be a liberal market econ-
omy, comparative analysis usually ignores the Jim Crow system in the 
South, which this study shows is a key to the analysis of change from the 
New Deal to Neoliberalism. The South was a way station to the globe. 
The New Deal was functional until it wasn’t.108 Rather than a functional 
analysis, much less a cultural one, as discussed earlier, what is needed is 
a theory of historical institutional change and situated agency.109

Analysis of the American political economy begins with the observa-
tion that the regulatory system is not a coherent package (as the party 
regime was not): there were subordinate practices, regular innovations as 
problems were confronted, searches for new ideas to make sense of situ-
ations and many attempts to form new alliances around strategic adjust-
ments. U.S. regulatory institutions are heterogeneous and deconcentrated 
and this institutional framework poses challenges and opportunities 
for negotiating the equity adjustments that inevitably are required in a 
dynamic economy. The New Deal established several institutional rules 
of regulation, including industrial pluralist labor management, anti-trust 
rules to prevent big firm dominance, price regulation in key public ser-
vice industries (for example utilities and transportation) and corporate 
governance rules. This set of institutional rules for broadly shared pros-
perity failed to reproduce itself as functionalists would expect. Instead, 
for government leaders to reap coordination gains, they must engage 
the narratives of the purpose of the institutions they want to coordinate 
rather than simply exert plenary authority, much less calculate optimal 
policy packages. The degree of coherence in a country’s governance is 
political and ideological. Economist Michael Piore and political scientist 
Charles Sabel contributed to a wave of research on historical alternatives 
in the “production regimes” of liberal capitalist societies that brought 
together work and politics.110

The players in the field of labor-management relations grappled with 
how to improve the quality of work life as well as productivity in newly 
competitive circumstances of global competition in the 1970s. A key issue 
was how to devise rules for the latter without jettisoning the commitment 
to the former. The perceptions of the players, new alliances, partisan 
contexts, evolving conditions and power all contributed to the outcomes 
of these debates. In short, many firms introduced new forms of “team-
work” in the workplace that sought to reap new coordination gains, 
which showed promise in cases of union-management collaboration.111 
Yet many firms discovered they could implement these productivity 
strategies without unions if they divested segments of their production 
chain into nominally independent companies and/or moved production 
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to the South and offshore. Because a key feature of America’s New Deal 
political economy was regional segmentation and regulatory heterogene-
ity, the legacy of the labor repressive southern economy was available as 
a resource for entrepreneurs who re-activated managerial ideologies of 
labor management. In fact, the southern region was a cheap labor haven 
for firms based in the North who chose to escape union contracts, which 
undermined New Deal pluralism.112 In contrast, at the same time in some 
European countries with strong unions, national coordination reinforced 
“patient capital” investments in improving existing social technology 
rather than enabling exit to cheaper locations.113

These theoretical points about industry organization and political 
action in capitalist regimes in turn raise a host of re-posed empirical 
questions about how the historical American inter-regional relationship 
was instituted and managed. How did the New Dealers manage south-
ern industrialization, including the unionization of Southern industry 
and the racial integration of employment? How did they perceive the 
differential effects of U.S. foreign policy on regional economies, includ-
ing incoming foreign direct investment to the South? Since the 1970s, a 
national coordination strategy to sustain and extend a broadly shared 
prosperity required negotiation of a new social investment compact, but 
instead the Republican-led neoliberal strategy disabled many regulatory 
institutions in favor of corporation-led economic growth.

Racial Hierarchy

Finally, the fourth policy history explanation for liberal oligarchy is insti-
tutional racism. Racial domination is widely recognized as a prop for 
oligarchy. Institutional racism takes a variety of forms, but employment 
discrimination is critical. The American labor market historically was 
almost everywhere segregated by race: occupations and places of work 
were divided to the extreme detriment of Black mobility even as Black 
workers were a crucial segment of the labor force that produced society’s 
wealth and individual African Americans made significant contributions 
to national modernization. Critical scholarship has explained how white 
male workers repeatedly reconfigured their status to exclude Blacks (and 
others) to bolster their economic security. This scholarship also shows 
how this racial organization weakened collective labor in contests with 
employers and the liberal state. American politics has been conceived 
as a succession of racial orders.114 My analytical focus is on how race 
and class have been intertwined in conflicting institutional patterns that 
create situations that individuals can drive to new developments rather 
than on a frame based on abstract universals, such individual rights vs. 
collective action.115

The common analysis of employment developments in the New Deal 
era is that Black workers successfully overcame white privilege at work 



28 America’s Puzzling Semi-Democracy

in the 1970s through court challenges to union discrimination based on 
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This had the secondary effect of 
weakening union organizations and straining workers’ solidarity because 
of white resentment and a tertiary effect of splitting white workers from 
the Democratic Party.116 This account is true enough. Yet, although 
white racism was virulent in U.S. history, there also are notable cases 
of inter-racial cooperation to prosecute a class agenda. How did the his-
torical institutions of race and work intersect in these years to create an 
apparently zero-sum conflict rather than joint gains? The historical back-
ground is that when the New Dealers began a historic political shift to 
support organized labor, most of the unions in the American Federation 
of Labor excluded non-white workers from full membership in their crafts 
if they allowed them in at all. There were exceptions and there was one 
all-Black union in the AFL, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, 
led by A. Philip Randolph. The major breakthrough in the 1930s was 
the creation of industrial (rather than craft) unions, which anyone hired 
to any non-managerial job in a company could join. The new CIO was 
officially racially inclusive, but white workers still engaged in violent con-
flicts about equal employment and union integration well into the 1960s. 
The bona fides of the CIO led the NAACP to work closely with unions 
on voluntary measures to integrate during these decades, but in the 1960s 
the marginal progress was the context for court challenges. The federal 
courts finally compelled all unions to integrate in the 1970s. Thenceforth, 
the regulation of white working-class racism, and white racism from all 
classes, should have blocked the potent racist check on labor organiza-
tion and support for oligarchy. However, political development remained 
multi-dimensional and, in the post-segregation era, the union member 
rate dropped even as unions integrated. The analytical questions about 
why we observe this outcome are how the various demands for equality 
were made, how institutions shaped their expression and how agonistic 
groups engaged the insurgents to control the outcomes.

Most important analytically, the gains for civil rights in the 1960s and 
1970s were not the only demands that were made. As previously noted, 
the history of Black unionism is more complex because it involves the 
historically specific rules that governed work that Black workers were 
sometimes able to use for their own purposes. Development also involved 
the anti-union actions of racists and employers to drive a racial wedge 
through union membership to defeat unions altogether. Their strategy 
encompassed a drive to control the narrative of the civil rights movement 
as a successful campaign for individual equal opportunity rather than 
economic justice.117 Finally, at the time of the civil rights breakthrough, 
there was widespread appreciation that equal opportunity was not suf-
ficient to end systemic discrimination. This point was strongly made by 
no less than President Johnson in his famous commencement address in 
1965 at Howard University, which called for affirmative action to achieve 



America’s Puzzling Semi-Democracy 29

equality of results. Martin Luther King’s Where Do We Go From Here 
(1967) called for the abolition of poverty by a government-guaranteed 
income. These observations cast a different perspective on the struggles 
for equal employment opportunity from one that casts it as a moral bat-
tle of ultimate ends rather than one strategy that was the best option 
at the time. Civil rights leaders’ use of equal citizenship rhetoric was 
institutionally fitting, given the debility of class power because of white 
racial unity and its thematic resonance with traditional middle-class val-
ues. However, the meritocratic assumption underlying the “restrictive” 
concept of equal opportunity worked against Black and white workers 
and reinforced the status quo of race and class.118 The Supreme Court 
began to undermine the legal basis for social and economic regulation by 
deploying individual rights doctrine.119

Today, Black workers, but also workers of virtually every national 
origin and racial background as well as gender and sexuality, are suf-
fering from employment insecurity and, yet, the now-integrated labor 
movement has few takers despite its progressive political and ideological 
profile. If racist institutions, including labor unions, lost their legitimacy 
because these practices became disreputable, why did reforming them 
have little effect? A key to the answer is the contrast between the conse-
quences for racist unions and racist employers. In short, the racial nexus 
in working-class politics requires closer investigation of the institutional 
intercurrence of race and class at work rather than only race and unions 
in the historical context of corporate campaigns for neoliberalization. 
These relationships are examined in Chapters 5 and 7.

The Aims and Argument of This Study: Learning  
Democratic Politics

This book aims deeper than and beyond the analyses of voting, union 
membership and partisan positioning. It develops and illustrates a theory 
of politics that contrasts with the behavioral notions of voter sovereignty 
and democratic elitism. The quality of democracy depends on how we use 
the institutions of markets, electoral politics and public administration 
to advance our national commitment to self-government and the pub-
lic interest. This is a normative standard, but one that this book places 
in historical institutional context. Political party leaders have choices of 
commitments and techniques in governing, which have consequences 
for broadly based representative democracy. Liberal leaders made their 
greatest improvements for society when they recognized the assertion of 
workers’ collective rights. They repeatedly reconfigured the institutional 
organization of the labor field and adjacent fields to establish work-
ers’ voice at work and in electoral politics. But in the 1960s and 1970s, 
liberal Democrats poorly managed the challenges of racial justice and 
they turned decisively toward globalizing the economy, mostly ignoring 


