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The Trouble VVith

Class-Interest Populism

by Stephen Rose

I tis an article of faith among many liberal Democratic partisans that a signi-
ficant percentage of people who vote for Republicans are willfully voting
against their own class interests. They are being suckered, the argument goes,
by the Republicans’ disingenuous appeals on issues of cultural morality and by

simplistic calls for a less meddlesome government.

How else are we to explain the “Reagan
Democrat” phenomenon that has flummoxed
the Democratic Party for two and a half de-
cades nowe Author Thomas Frank popu-
larized this argument in his bestselling 2004
book, What's the Matter With Kansasé He
starkly portrayed much of the country as
being in the grip of “madness and delusion,”
sketching a twisted political landscape:

"... of sturdy blue-collar patriots reciting
the Pledge while they sfrangle their own
life chances; of small farmers proudly
voting themselves off the land; of
devoted family men carefully seeing to
it that their children will never be able
fo afford college or proper health care;
of working<lass guys in Midwestern
cities cheering as they deliver up a
landslide for a candidate whose
policies will end their way of life.”

At first, the syllogism at the heart of this
argument seems to make a cerfain amount of
sense: The Republican Party has traditionally
been the party of capital and the Democratic
Party has tradifionally been the party of workers.
Most people are workers. Therefore, the majority
of voters should be Democrats.

Indeed, proponents of class-interest
populism argue this amounts to a potentially
decisive political advantage that Democrats
are blithely ignoring on the misinformed
advice of outofHouch, insidethe-Beltway po-
litical consultants who encourage candidates
to grovel cravenly for campaign cash from
moneyed special interests. Moreover, say the
populists, in the absence of a compelling
economic message from Democrats, a biased
news media is failing fo report the true, ne-
farious impact of Republican policies.

The core argument in the liberal case for
class-interest populism is deeply flawed in at
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least two important respects. First, it has been
well established in studies of voting behavior
that people no longer choose candidates
primarily on the basis of “pocketbook” issues,
as they did when the New Deal coalition
dominated national politics. Instead, now
that the old working class has been subsumed
info a broader middle class, voters tend to
balance personal experience (such as the
party identification of family and friends), a
sense of self-interest (however defined), and
a concem for society as a whole. Second,
even if people did vote primarily on pockef
book issues, the group that could reasonably
be categorized as having a clear, class-
based inferest in voting for Democratic
policies would comprise less than one-quarter
of the population. Authors like Thomas Frank
have not noticed this because they tend to
rely on isolated examples of workers' eco-
nomic misfortunes—anecdotes—rather than
a serious analysis of actual economic and
demographic datfa.?

To be sure, middle-income voters have
a legitimate beef with Republican
economic policies. The Bush tax cuts have
been loaded in favor of the wealthy, shifting
the relative tax burden to the broad, working

middle class. Over the last six years,
wealthy Americans also have reaped a dis-
proportionate share of the economy’s growth,
while earnings for individuals in the middle
have stagnated. Inflation is under control,
but soaring health care premiums, outof-
pocket health costs, and rising college tuitions
are eating up an increasing share of con-
sumers’ disposable income. As companies
react fo fierce global competition by
shedding health and pension costs, there has
been a very real shift of economic risk fo
working Americans.

Democrats, of course, must speak fo these
worries. But they must recognize that today's
working Americans have a very different eco-
nomic outlook than the blue-collar workers
of yesteryear. Their outlook is more aspir-
afional and less infused with class grievance
or resentment. In the postindustrial econo-
my, the great question is how government
can equip workers with new fools for
economic success, not how government can
insulate them from the rigors of competition
or restrain business power.

Yet, class-interest populists cling to an
outdated concept of workers' interests—a
holdover from the New Dealto-Great Society
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era, when a large bluecollar class was fight-
ing for a fair share of the industrial economy’s
rewards. Today, most people work in offices
or high-end service jobs and they believe
their economic interests are more closely
aligned with the compa-nies they work for.®
Moreover, it is an occupational hazard

of those with

“Itis an occupational hazard
of those with big hearts to
overestimate the share of the

big hearts to
overestimate
the share of
the populo-
fion living in
economic dis-
tress. That is
easy to do

population living in
economic distress.”

with yearly
income data because annual figures can
be deceptive. Graduate students are likely
fo report very low incomes for a few years
while they are in school, for example. But
they should not be categorized with those
in true economic distress, because their
condition is only temporary. Workers who
are not in school have fluctuating incomes,
as well. It makes much more sense, therefore,
to look at people’s average earnings over a
longer period, like 15 years. Analyzed that
way, the dafa show that about 23 percent
of the population can be categorized as
having a direct personal inferest in supporting
the social safety net programs that most of
the public strongly associates with the
Democratic Party—programs that help
people living in poverty or just a few rungs
above it.4

Democrats may profest the suggestion
that they only stand for social safety net pro-
grams for the poor; they may rightly argue
that their whole social and economic platform
is to the benefit of most Americans. But the
hard truth is that most Americans simply don't
perceive themselves o have class interests
that strongly align them with one party or the
other.® That is, they don't believe that the
direct, pocketbook benefits of either party’s

policies are so overwhelming as to outweigh
all other political considerations.

On a wide range of other issues, Dem-
ocratic policies have unquestionably had a
direct impact on workers' lives—the 40-hour
week, overtime pay, and sick leave, to name
a few—but most of those policies have long
since become widely accepted. They go
largely unchallenged even in Republican ad-
ministrations, so the Democratic Party reaps
litle benefit for having championed them in
the first place, even though it is sill perceived
fo be the party of business regulation. The
same is frue for America’s flagship retirement
security programs, Social Security and Medi-
care. Both were originally Democratic pol-
icies, but like workplace standards, they have
become such an infegral part of the American
social contract that voters do not definitively
credit one political party for managing them
better than the other. For example, even in
the spring of 2005—when President Bush
was energetically cam-paigning for a Social
Security reform plan that the public
overwhelmingly opposed—pollsters typically
only found a 10 percent to 12 percent
advantage for Democrats over Republicans
on the generic question, "Who do you trust
more to handle the issue of Social Security2”
And that Democratic advantage never rose
from a plurality to a clear majority, because
a significant percentage of those polled
invariably said they did not frust either party.®

To prove the fallacy of arguments like
Thomas Frank’s definitively, however, we must
first establish a valid definition of class
interests, and then use that definition to
calculate a realistic estimate of the number
of people for whom Democratic policies
provide direct, unquestionable benefits.

Defining Class Interests

The vast majority of Americans consider
themselves to be part of the middle class,
with some adding the adjective "upper” or

igi
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"lower.” That includes a huge swath of the
population—from people living just over the
poverty line, to people with household
incomes over $150,000”—so it is obviously
unreasonable to argue that the entire sel-
described middle class should perceive a
clear class interest in voting Democratic. On
the other hand, any class-interest definition
of the voter group that clearly benefits from
Democratic social policies should not be
limited to people earning minimum wage,
or people with household incomes below
the poverty line.® After all, the official poverty
line—$16,000 for a family of three—is
widely considered to be ridiculously low;
polls show that a majority of Americans think
it takes an income of at least $25,000 to
$35,000 to barely scrape by.?

So where, exactly, is the income level
below which people should have a fun-
damental class interest in supporting
Democratic policiese For starters, such a line
can only exist if two things are true: First, the
group’s common economic interests must
indeed be “fundamental.” (The intellectual
history of economic determinism is flawed,
but it begins with the reasonable premise
that economic policies are important, es-
pecially for people living hand+to-mouth. For
them, policies that provide basic necessities
like food and housing clearly serve funda-
mental inferests.] Second, the group must
benefit from a specific set of policies in a
way that is obvious—because when the
group shares fundamental interests, a
maijority will act on those shared inferests in
some minimal way, such as consistently vot-
ing for the political party that has eamned the
best reputation for championing its causes. '°

In the Democratic Party's case, the
economic policies it is best known for tend to
fall info two categories: social safety net
policies that provide food, shelter, financial
assistance, and services (especially medical
services) for low-income people; and
policies that place public limits on private

fAf

business power—changing terms of
inferaction between workers and their em-
ployers (by regulating safety standards, for
example, or requiring medical leave bene-
fits), and constraining activities that may be
harmful to society (such as emitting harmful
pollutants into the environment]. A realistic
estimate of the number of people with a
direct class interest in Democratic policies
should therefore focus on those two fronts.

Estimating the Number of
People With Fundamental Class
Interests In Voting Democratic

Beneficiaries of Safety Net
Programs

Other than Social Security and Medi-
care, most social safety nef programs are
friggered by some bad event, such as the
loss of a job, an illness, or a death in the
family. Benefits are typically means tested to
provide assistance to people with household
incomes up fo 185 percent of the poverty
line.!" For a family of three, that is slightly
below $30,000. (Assuming the family’s
prime eamer brings in $25,000 of that total,
his or her hourly wage would be approx-
imately $12—two and half times the min-
imum wage.)

Among the direct beneficiaries of these
social safety net programs, there are of
course regular and periodic users. In a 15-
year analysis of household income dafa,
regular users will have average incomes
below $30,000. Periodic users will have
average incomes of $40,000, or there-
abouts, because in a 15+vear period people
usually experience several years during which
their incomes are 25 percent below and 25
percent above their longerterm averages.
Those with a 15-year average household
income of $40,000 will thus typically
experience some period during which their
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incomes dip to the $30,000 range, making
them eligible for public assistance.
Obviously, some people with 15-year
average incomes above $40,000 may also
experience an odd year in which they utilize
a safety net program. But the vast majority
of usage is concentrated in those with long-
run average incomes below $40,000 a year. 2
Ofther than the regular and periodic users
of public assistance who constitute the pro-
grams’ direct beneficiaries, there may also
be a “spillover” effect in which people with
higher incomes pe-ceive indirect benefits from
the programs. For example, a family with o
household income greater than $40,000
may have one family member who would
be positively effected by an increase in the
minimum wage. Families with incomes in
the $40,000 to $60,000 range may also
view safety net programs like an insurance
policy—especially if they experience the

frouma of a

severe ill-

“Long-term average income ness, the

data are better indicators of loss of a

individuals’ standards of  job, or a

living than single-year data.” ~ demotion
that puts

the family

closer to the eligibility line for public assistance. '®

But there is no empirical evidence that clearly
illustrates how—or even if—such a spillover
effect changes people's political preferences.

In any case, most researchers accept that
longterm average income dafa are better
indicators of individuals” sfandards of living
than single-year data, which do not take
fluctuating circumstances into account.

The 15-year analysis presented in Table
1 thus provides a sound basis for estimating
the size of the population that should the-
orefically be aligned with the Democratic
Party based only on standards of living
(assuming for a moment that standard of
living is the most important indicator of
political preference).

Table 1
15-year Average Family Incomes,
1983-1998
(Adults 26-59 Years Old)

Incomes

(2005 Dollars) Total |Men Women
$30,000 or less 11 8 14
$30,000 to $40,000 12 11 13
$40,000 to $60,000 16 15 17
$60,000 to $85,000 30 33 28
$85,000 or higher 30 33 28

Data Source: Panel Study on Income Dynamics (PSID)

The data, which come from the Panel
Study on Income Dynamics (PSID),'* show
that 23 percent of prime-age adults [26- to
5%-vear-olds| have 15-year average incomes
of $40,000 or less, making them likely bene-
ficiaries of the social safety net programs
that the public closely associates with the
Democratic Party.

By contrast, if this analysis was based
on the Current Population Survey data from
a single year, and if it included the entire
population rather than just prime-age
adults—both common practices—it would
show that almost 40 percent of adults have in-
comes under $40,000.

This is a critical difference in political
terms. One analysis lends credence to
arguments for class-interest populism, and
the other analysis undermines those arguments.

Beneficiaries of Strict Business
Regulations

Estimating the number of people who
should theoretically have a direct personal
inferest in supporting social safety net
programs is easier than estimating the number
of people who might be especially inclined
fo support regulations that curb corporate
power. Clearly, though, an analysis of

757




progressive p()li(*}' institute

workers' interests must begin with an accurate,
uptodate breakdown of the U.S. workforce.

A popular perception of today’s service
economy is that the jobs it creates in greatest
abundance are low-paying fost food and
refail jobs. That is a distortion of the fruth,
however. The bigger stories in recent decades
have been the growth of high-skill service
and administrative jobs—and, more gen-
erally, the rising levels of education among
most U.S. workers.

To illustrate the job trends in today’s
service economy, it is useful fo divide employ-
ment figures into five groups of functional
activities,’> as follows:

1. Factory work: manual jobs in factories,
construction, utilities, transportation, and
wholesale trade (not including front-office
administration);

2. Farming and extractive work: primary
production activities in agriculture,
mining, and lumber industries;

3. lowsskill service work: personal and food
services, and retail jobs;

4. High-skill service work: nonadministrative
jobs in health care, education, and the
arts; and

5. Office work: public and private admin-
istrative jobs, sales representative jobs
(not sales clerks), and jobs in finance,
insurance, and related business services.

The most striking thing in this breakdown
of the workforce is the growth of high-skilled
service and office jobs relative o low-skilled
service and sales jobs. (See Table 2.)

As a share of all jobs in the economy,
low-skilled service and sales jobs have ac-
tually declined a bit in the last 40 years.
Meanwhile, the shares of high-skilled service
jobs and office jobs have increased sub-
stantially. The office sector grew by nearly
11 percent from 34.3 percent to 45.1 per-
cent of all workers. '° The other large increase
was employment in high-skill service activ-
ities, which increased by 6.1 percent.

Table 2
Prime-age Employment by Type of Work
1959-2003
Sector 1959 2004 | Change
Office Admin/Business Services 343 45.1 10.8
High-Skill Services 9.7 15.8 6.1
Low-Skill Sales/Service 17.7 14.7 (3.0
Farm/Extractive Production 5.8 1.9 (3.9)
Factory and Related Production 325 225 (10.0)

Sources: 1960 Census, 2004 Current Population Survey

This trend has also coincided with an
equally striking trend in the educational
affainment of most U.S. workers: A few de-
cades ago, factory workers, craftspeople,
police officers, and workers in related fields
did not necessarily need a high-school di-
ploma; now, these workers are expected to
have at least finished high school, and
preferably a few years of college. Similarly,
before 1970, insurance agents and low- to
mid-level managers did not necessarily need
bachelor's degrees; today, workers in the
same fields have typically finished college,
and have often had some postgraduate
education, too.

To help illustrate this second frend, it is
useful to break down employment figures
info three groups of occupations, based on
the typical educational attainment and

average earnings of workers in those fields,
as follows:”

1. Elite Jobs: high-paying managerial and
professional positions that typically
require at least a fouryear degree, often
an advanced degree; average pay in
2004 was $78,600 for men and
$44,700 for women:'®

2. Good Jobs: middle<lass occupations
that typically require some college
education; these workers include
supervisors, craftspeople, technicians,
clerical workers, police, and firefighters;
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average pay in 2004 was $43,200
for men and $28,600 for women: ' and

3. less-Skilled Jobs: working-class
occupations that typically do not require
any postsecondary education; these
workers include lowerpaid machinery
operators, salesclerks, service workers,
and farm and nonfarm laborers; average
pay in 2004 was $29,300 for men
and $17,600 for women.20

The striking thing here is that there has
been a large increase in the share of elite
jobs, with most of the offsefting loss coming
from the share of less-skilled jobs. The share
of "good jobs” declined only moderately.
(See Table 3.)

It may
“Despite overwrought stories ~ seem coun-

about downsizing and ~ terinfuifive
outsourcing, most college that the mo-

graduates today become part dern U.S.
of the middle layers of ©<°"°™MY
corporate hierarchies.” can fU ne

fion with so
much ad-

ministrative and service-oriented “overhead”
activity. This is partly the consequence of
steadily increasing productivity: fewer
workers are required fo produce our food
and other consumer goods. And despite
overwrought stories about downsizing and
outsourcing, most college graduates today
become part of the middle layers of corporate
hierarchies—or they work for business service

Table 3
Prime-age Employment by
Quality of Job, 1959-2003

companies that have corporations as their
clients. These are the workers who fill
downtown and highway-side office parks
during the day and return to suburban homes
at night—and it is they who increasingly sym-
bolize the U.S. economy.

Categorizing employment data into func-
tional areas, as in Table 2, shows that just
18 percent of male workers and 3 percent
of female workers are part of the traditional
“industrial proletariat” —i.e., manual workers
in manufacturing companies. Even using o
broader measure that includes skilled and
unskilled blue-collar workers in transpor-
tation, utilities, wholesale, and manufac-
turing, the new industrial proletariat only
includes 34 percent of male workers and
10 percent of female workers. In compar-
ison, about 35 percent of men—and ap-
proximately the same percentage of
women—have high-skilled managerial and
professional jobs, primarily service and
office jobs.

It is also true that 80 percent of U.S.
workers are neither self-employed nor in
managementlevel jobs, so they do not fully
control their working conditions. On at least
one level, then, they should theoretically be
receptive fo policies designed to provide
extra workplace profections. Nonetheless,
sociologists Jeff Manza and Clem Brooks
have examined voters' political affiliations
on the basis of their professions, and found
that uppertier office workers showed a
consistent preference for Republicans over
Democrats in presidential elections from
1952 through 19922

The broad political frend appears to be
that as the economy shifts  from manual

jobs to office and high-skill service jobs,

Quality of Job 1959 2004 Change . i

. the maijority of workers are less likely to feel
Elite Jobs 20.0 1 357 15.7 like victims of the economy and more likely
Good Jobs 418 | 389 (2.9) to feel like beneficiaries of it. Instead of
Tess Skilled Jobs 382 | 254 12.8) demanding specific workplace protections

from government, they tend to put their faith

Sources: 1960 Census, 2004 Current Population Survey in private-sector economic grovvth‘
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In 2002, Democratic pollster Mark Penn
analyzed a block of voters he called “office
park dads”—suburban men between the
ages of 25 and 64, typically office workers.??
In Penn’s analysis, those voters gave
congressional Democrats an 8 percent ad-
vantage over congressional Republicans on
the populist theme of “making corporate
executives play by the rules.” (This was in
the same period that executives at Enron,
WorldCom, and other high-profile com-
panies were beginning fo face intense public
scrutiny because of corporate malfeasance. |
But that Democratic advantage was more
than outweighed by a 17-point Republican
advantage on the issue of “getting the
economy growing again.” Penn concluded
that office park dads, as a group, are
“entrepreneurially minded and oriented to
economic opportunity.” As long as the eco-
nomy is growing, they are presumably
comfortable acfing as free agents, looking
out for their own inferess.

Conclusion

A rigorous analysis of income and em-
ployment data clearly undermines the liberal
argument that a majority of Americans should
rightfully be aligned with the Democratic Party
based on their economic inferests. In fact,
the group that could be categorized as
having the strongest class-based interest in
voting for Democratic policies comprises less
than one-quarter of the population.

Once casual assumptions about
people’s economic and political interests
aredropped, another series of propositions
also lose much of their cogency:

O People only vote for the other party
because they are ill-informed;

O Politicians are willing to lose votes just
to satisfy their donors; and

O Political consultants have blinded

Democratic candidates to the obvious
appeal of class-interest populism.

Abandoning these premises would
actually be very good for Democrats, since
they make the party vulnerable to charges
of elitism. Moreover, easy answers afforded
by an outdated view of a bluecollar world
inhibit Democrats from developing imag-
inative new policies that might actually help
the party build a new majority codlition.

This analysis is not meant fo suggest that
Democrats should abandon the inferests of
people in economic distress. On the con-
frary, the Democratic Party should continue
fo advance its proud fradition of expanding
economic opportunity for everyone in
society. Nor does it mean that Democrats
should stop arguing in the coming election
that the Bush administration’s economic
policies have been stacked in favor of the
wealthy at a time when the incomes of
wealthy households are already rising sub-
stantially faster than the incomes of everyone
else. What it does mean is that Democrats
should modemize their policy agenda and
political message based on a sound under-
standing of American society as it really is.
The party must speak to the plain realities
of middle<lass aspiration in the 21+ century.

The author wishes to acknowledge the comments of many people who have read drafts of this paper. The
process started in July 2005, when an early draft appeared on Ruy Teixeira’s “Emerging Democratic Majority”
weblog.?® David Fasenfest and Christina Cerna offered detailed comments at various stages, and Rob Atkinson,
Will Marshall, and Randolph Court added im-portant material and editorial changes to this version. As always,

the final responsibility lies with the author.
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that need to be corrected if we are going to group occupations more consistently. For example, managers in refail
outlets (including fast food restaurants) were reclassified as supervisors; stock brokers, real estate and insurance
agents, and company-fo-company sales representatives were separated from sales clerks and put with other
professionals; and security guards were separated from police and put with other low-skill service workers.
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