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Introduction

Over the past four years, the American welfare state has come under increasing political
attack. As a result, the escalating criticism over government social spending is now a defining
feature of the 2012 presidential contest. The presumptive Republican nominee, Mitt Romney,
frames the upcoming election as a choice between an “entitlement society” dependent upon
government benefits and an “opportunity society” free from the crutch of social spending. Mr.
Romney promises to curb the “massive growth of government” and its “ever-expanding
payments” to individuals “hooked” on social programs.® Another Republican presidential
hopeful, Rick Santorum, similarly decries “the narcotic of government dependency” for
“systematically destroying the work ethic” of American citizens.? Public attitudes toward
government social spending seem to support both candidates’ positions: 73 percent of Americans
blame “wasteful.government spending” on “entitlement programs that give meney to people who
do not deserve it” as the source of U.S. financial woes; a record-high 57 percent have little or no
confidence in the ability of federal programs to solve domestic problems.? Nearly 61 percent of
likely voters favor a repeal of President Obama’s health care reform, the latest and perhaps most
notorious expansion of the welfare state in the past twenty years.* Since that bill’s passage in
2009, dissatisfaction over government social spending has mobilized into the Tea Party

movement, a grassroots coalition of supporters hostile to any expansion of government benefits.
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Leading up to the 2010-midterm elections, Tea Party supporters organized raucous town hall
meetings to negatively characterize President Obama’s agenda as “socialist.” The movement’s
rallying cry specifically targeted government social spending policy, which according to one

supporter “left the existence of the Republic at risk.”

Today, almost a third of Americans
consider themselves “supporters” of the Tea Party movement.’

But despite signs of growing hostility towards the American welfare state, this political
trend cannot be understood exclusively from media reports or public opinion surveys. In order to
determine the credibility of this potential threat, the emerging anti-welfare state movement
warrants an inquiry beyond the limitations of polling and political speeches. While rhetoric and
polling data capture a snapshot of attitudes on the American welfare state, both suffer from
problems of reliability and hyperbole. Polling results, though helpful, are highly contingent on
the particular phrasing of each question. For example;surveys lack a consensus definition of
what constitutes the welfare state—ranging from “entitlements™ to “anti-poverty programs.”
Polling results also shift depending upon whether a questionnaire lists individual programs or
asks a generalized question about government spending. The subjectivity and volatility inherent
to survey questions makes polling an imprecise instrument for deducing public opinion. By
acknowledging the pitfalls of polling, a meta-analysis of survey results indicates two important
characteristics of the anti-social spending political trend: first, the public is likely more

ambivalent in their opposition to the welfare state than the antagonistic rhetoric might suggest.

Second, political movements against social spending are not new. The historical
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precedent for anti-welfare state sentiment dates back to the Great Depression. After creating
numerous government programs under his New Deal agenda, President Franklin Roosevelt faced
political blowback. Only three years after passing the Social Security Act, Republicans eroded
the Democrat’s political control “when the party lost over seventy House seats in the 1938
midterm election.”® Then, in 1965, President Lyndon Johnson passed another string of federal
programs—from Head Start to Medicaid—as a part of his Great Society initiative. The results
were nearly identical to FDR’s experience: “1966 election was akin to that of 1938, producing
large losses for congressional Democrats.” Barack Obama’ s presidency repeated history for a
third time when, after passing his Stimulus Package and the Affordable Care Act in 2009 and
2010, the midterm elections of 2010 erased Democratic gains from 2006 and 2008 and resulted
in the highest loss of either party in a House midterm election since 1938."° In context, the
surging political.opposition over government social expenditures is neither asimonolithic nor as
unprecedented as it may seem at first glance.

And yet for those who seek to retain the welfare state for reasons of justice, this is still a
call to action. The emerging political trend, though less alarming, is no less an impediment to
anti-poverty efforts and to the well being of millions of Americans who depend on government
benefits to keep their heads above water. Although I do not seek to provide a defense of the
justice or of the policies of the welfare state, the import of this opposition highlights the indelible
role of politics in manifesting ethics and policy. Hence, the paper opens with a consideration of
the harms of a political trend hostile to government social spending. Based on evidence from the

current U.S. model as well as European welfare states, | assume that government social
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expenditures, when properly constructed and implemented, can successfully address the issues of
poverty; therefore, opposition to spending constitutes a real threat to improvements in
Americans’ well-being. Next, the paper works to understand the political movement. This begins
by identifying peculiarities of the trend, including two unique political puzzles that counter long-
held theory on voting behavior and complicate a traditional view of opposition movements. In
order to explain the motivations behind both paradoxes, the paper offers several factors that
might elucidate the trend’s dynamism. Lastly, the paper will present a series of recommendations

for addressing the anti-welfare state political movement.

Harms of a Political Trend Against Social Spending

A political trend hostile to government social spending injures America’s capacity for
social justice. Reducing poverty in the United States will require a deliberate debate over
program‘effectiveness’and a willingness.to entertain all policy options, even if that means
increasing government spending. However, the current political climate precludes both
possibilities. While polling data indicates that opposition to the American welfare state is neither
coherent nor uniform, a recent analysis of voting behavior reflects growing support for an anti-
government message among Democrats, Republicans and Tea Party members alike. Calls for
smaller government and, in particular, cuts to the social safety net, impute a generalized
solution—decentralization, cuts, and repeal—where policy nuance is required. Even supporters
of spending reductions retreat from their position when asked about cutting specific programs.
For example, 61% of those polled supported generic cuts to domestic spending, while only 30%
of those also supported cuts to Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and “Anti-poverty

programs.”*! When offered specifics, Americans are hesitant to dismantle the welfare state; but,

1 pew Research Center poll, March 8-14, 2011. http://www.pollingreport.com/budget5.htm



unfortunately, the ballot box does not offer specific policy options. Candidates supporting
“across the board” cuts have little incentive to clarify their position on specific components of
the social safety net. Thus, the real danger of this political trend is its categorical objection to
government social spending—a position that overlooks even prudent government expenditures.
Although retrenchment has enjoyed increased public support, this approach fails to
consider the potential efficacy of government spending to reduce poverty and improve
capabilities. On the one hand, voters, rightfully, voice their substantive complaints with
American welfare state. Despite being of comparable size and cost to European welfare states,
the U.S. has the highest rate of relative poverty of any industrialized country.'? On the other
hand, frustrated voters fail to connect their complaints with alternative welfare state models.
Instead of retrenchment, the cross-country comparisons demonstrate how a more expansive
government social safety net might improve outcomes. Research conducted by Timothy
Smeeding, Janet Gornic,’and Markus Jantti, finds that “the tax and transfer policies of other
countries do far more to reduce poverty than similar policies in the United States.”*? According
to their study, the ineffectiveness of U.S. policy correlates with “the level of expenditures; The
United States ranks the lowest in non-elderly cash and near-cash social spending as a percentage
of GDP, and it has the highest non-elderly poverty rate.”** Even though scholars dispute causal
links between social spending and program effectiveness, policy makers and scholars universally
agree that European welfare states are more effective at reducing poverty.* In light of cross-

country comparisons, why has the political discourse not been a choice between the status quo
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and a European-style approach? Instead, the current political divide pits those who would
deconstruct the American welfare state against those who would protect, render more effective,
and, perhaps, extend the current level of government benefits.

This lacuna between politics and policy reveals the harm of an anti-welfare state
movement: the political trend portends cuts to the social safety net based upon a skewed political
discourse. This is not to say that reasonable and justifiable opposition to the expansion of
government benefits does not exist. Skeptics of government intervention provide a necessary
check on the efficiency of expenditure.'® However, hesitance for government action does not
warrant unconditional and non-negotiable calls for decentralization and cuts. Unlike historical
precedent, the current political trend holds a position on social spending that is more
conservative than ever before. In fact, according to political scientist Jacob Hacker, the
Republican party has “moved farther to the right than the Democrati¢ party has drifted to the
left,” resulting in a degree of “asymmetric polarization” that has produced movements like the
Tea Party.!” And with one political party offering more extreme policy positions, elections

become even more consequential.

Two Political Puzzles

Harms of the anti-welfare state movement are rooted in the complexity of the opposition.
Growing disdain for government social spending is not a straightforward phenomenon; it
presents two electoral puzzles. The first concerns a paradox of voting behavior and economic
self-interest: voters who support candidates promising to cut government spending are, more

often than not, beneficiaries of the welfare state themselves. Take, for example, Ki Gulbranson
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from Lindstrom, Minn. A New York Times article described Mr. Gulbranson as someone who:

makes about $39,000 a year and wants you to know that he does not need any
help from the federal government. He says that too many Americans lean on
taxpayers rather than living within their means. He supports politicians who
promise to cut government spending. In 2010, he printed T-shirts for the Tea
Party campaign of a neighbor, Chip Cravaack, who ousted this region’s long-
serving Democratic congressman. Yet this year, as in each of the past three
years, Mr. Gulbranson, 57, is counting on a payment of several thousand dollars
from the federal government, a subsidy for working families called the earned-
income tax credit. He has signed up his three school-age children to eat free
breakfast and lunch at federal expense. And Medicare paid for his mother, 88, to
have hip surgery twice.

Over the past decade, voters like Mr. Gulbranson have become the rule, not the exception.
Increasingly, a person’s electoral choice is made irrespective of their economic self-interest.
Studies by Dean Lacey at Dartmouth University show that since the 1980s, Republicans have
gained seats in states where the federal government spends more than it collects, despite the
GOP’s calls for reduced government social spending. Lacey’s results identify a peculiar
correlation, where the “greater the dependence [on government benefit programs], the greater
support for Republican candidates,” even after controlling for demographics and social issues.*®
Evidence of antithetical voting behavior becomes even sharper in impoverished areas. According
to a New York Times analysis, “in the 100 counties with the highest dependence on federal aid,
John McCain, who campaigned on a platform of reducing government benefits, won two-thirds
of them” in the 2008 Presidential election.'® The first puzzle, then, is: Why do poor Americans,
and beneficiaries generally, support political candidates that promise to cut the social safety net?
The second puzzle grapples with inconsistent political reaction towards government
social spending. As previously mentioned, the specificity of a poll can radically alter the survey

results. For example, overall negativity towards the American welfare state evaporates when
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polisters ask questions about individual programs. In one survey, a majority of likely voters
supported generic cuts to government spending, but even larger majorities opposed specific cuts
to Social Security, Medicare, and “Anti-poverty programs.”?° Public opinion over President
Obama’s healthcare reform experienced a similar “contrasting pattern” because “even as many
Americans adopted more negative overall assessments of reform...six or more out of ten
continued to favor many of the core elements of the new law.”** The data suggest an ambivalent
public, eager to make cuts to “wasteful” social expenditures but reticent to axe programs they
rely upon. The second puzzle, therefore, is: why has overall support for government spending
declined in recent years, while Americans continue to favor specific social programs and certain

components of others?

Dynamism of the Political Trend

Although longstanding theory among economists and political scientists views voting
behavior as a “rational calculus made by thrifty, self-interested taxpayers concerned only with
maximizing their own utility income,” this is rarely the case.?” Research conducted by political
scientist Donald Philip Green shows that “personal costs and benefits are rather poor predictors
of how people want government to behave...either in the area of bilingual education, affirmative
action, income redistribution, social security, or a host of other social issues and concerns.”?® The
American welfare state is no exception. Unique to government social expenditures, however, is

the aforementioned paradox: public support for cutting government overall, but a reluctance to
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scrap specific programs. An obvious and unfulfilling response to the political trend simply chalks
voting behavior up to irrationality. Indeed, voters cast ballots in complex and unforeseen ways
that cannot be modeled through individual cost-benefit analysis. Other passions and interests
compete for attention during the decision making process. In that way, voting behavior is just as
‘irrational’ as the sentiments that guide the rest of human existence. However, this does not
prevent social science from achieving a greater understanding of how public opinion both forms
and is formed by political discourse. It simply changes the way of approaching the question.
Therefore, the aim is not to deduce from this political trend a single variable responsible for the
motivating voting behavior. The whole of political opinion is something more than its individual
parts. Instead, an exploration of voting behavior through the following five factors will elucidate
the dynamism of the political trend without identifying a singular causal relationship.
Recognizing the.nterplay of multiple factors points toward the type of cumulative, large-scale

response that this perilous political trend warrants.

1. Citizen-Consumer Dissonance

To some extent, anti-social spending voting behavior may be the result of well-meaning
citizens. When persons act contrary to their self-interest, it is oftentimes out of a sense of
altruism or prudence. They consider what obligations are owed to society at large. The
conventional homo economicus model, however, fails to acknowledge interests beyond personal
status. In reality, individuals are able to assess a political decision in both personal and national
terms. Philosophy professor Mark Sagoff suggests that voters make a conscious distinction

between acting as consumers, “to get what we want for ourselves,” and acting as citizens, “to



achieve what we think is right or best for the community.”** The dual roles of voters sometimes
come into conflict, especially when preferences as consumers are inconsistent with judgments as
citizens. Sagoff illustrates this point through anecdotal evidence: he used personal connections
with a judge to “fix a couple of tickets” and “yet, at election time, I [Sagoff] helped to vote the
corrupt judge out of office.”® Despite personally benefitting from the judge, Sagoff decided that
the harms of cronyism outweighed his gains from the pursuit of rational self-interest.

Polling data, ostensibly, suggests that voting behavior and opposition to the American
welfare state operates analogously to Sagoftf’s example. Support for cuts to government social
expenditures are the result of citizens concerned with the negative consequences of growing U.S.
debt. Although public support for the social safety net has sharply declined since President
Obama took office, events outside the political realm—namely the global financial crisis and the
ensuing recession—have dramatically changed the priorities of voters. The severity and
longevity of the economic downturn that began in 2008 has caused voters to revaluate the
American welfare state in light of the pressures of fiscal stringency. %° Faced with depressed tax
revenues and increased budget deficits, the issue of “the national debt and government spending”
has become one of voters’ top concerns, second only to the economy.?’ Recent fall out from the
sovereign debt crisis of other European nations has raised the alarm over a “crisis” of U.S. debt.
Over 76 percent of those polled say that the debt represents “a major threat” to the “well-being”

of the United States.”® An overwhelming majority of Americans—78 percent—believe that
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profligate spending “on unneeded or wasteful federal programs is to blame for the budget
deficit.”?® Viewed in this light, the political trend supporting cuts in the social safety net seems to
the outgrowth of a concerned citizenry. The movement’s supporters exhibit a rational concern for
America’s future: a worsening economy depresses tax revenues, increases budget deficits, and
accelerates the U.S. toward an impending debt crisis. The political trend seeks to avoid this
doomsday scenario by reducing government social spending. Americans, as consumers, are
willing to sacrifice the benefits they receive in order to ensure, as citizens, the nation’s long-term
health.

Also according to this dissonance model, the concerned citizen votes against his
consumer preferences in order to promote more robust economic growth. While the U.S.
currently struggles with 8.2 percent unemployment and growth rates consistently below 3
percent per annum, the situation in Europe is far worse.* In Spain, Portugal, and Greece the
unemployment rate is over 20 percent and growth has been stalled since 2008; even the larger
economies of Italy and Ireland have been heavily battered by the global downturn. Since the
economic downturn originated in the U.S., many voters are left wondering why Europe has
become “the economic sick man” of the world. Most Americans point to differences in
government social spending as the independent variable. The severity of Europe’s recession,
according to this narrative, is the consequence of countries running tremendous fiscal deficits in
order to sustain an expensive welfare state.** Purporting to learn from Europe’s example,

conscientious American voters have decided to sacrifice government largesse for the sake of the
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overall economy. In a recent poll, 77 percent of likely voters believed that the economic
problems overseas called for a “re-examination” of the European welfare model and a change of
course here at home.*

While plausible, fundamental aspects of the citizen-consumer dissonance model rest on
dubious assumptions. First, the need to “learn from Europe’s mistake” is complicated by the fact
that some European countries have actually faired better than the United States in the recent
economic downturn. For example, the unemployment rate in Sweden is 8%; in Germany the rate
is even lower, at 6.7%.%® Contrary to most political narratives, an expansive welfare state does
not go hand-in-hand with economic decline or a looming debt crisis. Second, even voters that
fear a “European-style” debt-crisis are not uniformly convinced that turning back the welfare
state is the best or only solution to the problem. When polled, those who identify the national
debt as a “majorthreat” to the United States prefer a combination of spending-cuts and tax
increases in order to offset the budget shortfall.** In a more tecent CBS/New York Times poll, 67
percent of likely voters suggested that the U.S. government “increase taxes on households
earning one million dollars a year or more, in order to lower the nation’s budget deficit.”* Third,
a majority of those polled reject austerity as the best approach for economic growth. Most
respondents, instead, believe that a Keynesian approach of increased “government investments in
infrastructure, education, and alternative energy” is “more likely to be successful in growing the
U.S. economy and creating jobs.”*® Although concern for growing debt may compel citizens to

act on behalf of their country, it does not determine the form of their action. Preferences for a
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Keynesian stimulus and a more progressive tax rate present policy alternatives with cross-party
appeal. Therefore, government social spending has become the target of noble citizenship by
choice. Rather than suggesting a policy to curb tax expenditures, this political trend has linked
the issue of U.S. debt almost exclusively with the “wasteful” government social programs of an
“entitlement society.” Ambivalence over the issue of debt within the anti-welfare state
opposition movement ultimately diminishes the value of the consumer-citizen dissonance model.
Some Tea Party supporters are, no doubt, motivated out of a sense of being a prudent citizen;

however, this is not likely the case for most.

2. Rational Self Interest

Contrary to the citizen-consumer dissonance model, support for dismantling the welfare
state may, in fact, be self-interested. This hypothesis begins with the assumption that cuts to
government social programs are inevitable, if not imminent..Polls show that a majority of ‘voters
believe that the present level of government spending is “unsustainable”—an opinion shared by
Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke and Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner.*” News
reports and analyses from the non-partisan Congressional Budget Office (CBO) also substantiate
these claims. If the government continues to spend at current levels, the national debt will exceed
100 percent of GDP by 2021; the cost of interest payments in 2021 alone would trump what the
government is expected to spend on defense, Medicare or all of the non-defense discretionary

programs.®® Acknowledging that spending cuts, or some combination of cuts and tax increases,
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are unavoidable, the emergent opposition movement represents a bold tact of opportunism. By
determining the “winners” of the political debate, the movement will dictate the terms of reform.
But, as previously mentioned, the campaign against social spending proposes a
systematic dismantling of the welfare state. According to this categorical objection, no program
would receive preferential treatment; each would face cuts and decentralization. With the terms
of reform fixed, there seems to be no advantage in guiding the axe provided that the movement’s
rhetoric matches its legislative intent. Here, the self-interest model assumes a subtler reading of
the trend’s sweeping language and, subsequently, reveals the movement’s partiality for certain
programs. Republicans and Tea Party officials may profess a categorical objection to all levels of
government social spending, but there is evidence of a rhetorical subtext—principally understood
by the movement’s supporters. This is entirely a matter of messaging and perception. To the
movement’s.outsiders, calls for “cuts to government spending” seem ambiguous, generic, and
crude. To supporters, that same language articulates a clear plan of action, because the rhetoric
aligns with preconceived notions of what “reducing the size of government” actually entails. For
example, as observed by the second puzzle of voting behavior, Americans overwhelmingly favor
cuts to “wasteful” social programs, but disagree over which areas of the welfare state to excise.
When parsed further, a few distinctions emerge: only 11 percent of those polled support cuts to
Social Security and Medicare; at the same time, a majority supported cuts to “federal welfare
projects,” “federal housing programs,” and “the food stamp program.”*® Specifically among
Republicans, a plurality of those polled cited reducing “aid to the unemployed and poor” as their
preferred way to decrease government spending.*® According to these findings, anger towards

government spending is directed at only one half of the American welfare state—the “lower

¥ Harris Interactive poll, Feb. 16, 2011.
http://poll.orspub.com/document.php?id=quest11.out_16975&type=hitlist&num=17
%0 CBS/New York Times poll, Jan 15-19, 2011.



tier.” Supporters, then, take “cuts to government spending” to mean reductions to means-tested
programs, not the entire welfare state.

Furthermore, the nature of cuts proposed by the opposition movement suggests the role of
demographics in the self-interest model. When Republicans and Tea Party voters single out
“lower tier” federal programs from the broader welfare state, the self-interest model observes a
severe racial bias in spending cuts. Political scientist Thomas Esdall supports this view, believing
that “the anti-tax, anti-government view of the electorate...is directed at programs serving
heavily minority and poor populations.”*! His theory seems to resolve a contradiction within the
polling data, in which education, health, Social Security, crime control, and environmental
protection “retain unstinting, and in some cases growing, majority support” while other
programs, like TANF, are increasingly maligned.*? A recent statement from Rick Santorum
confirms, at least anecdotally, Esdall’s suspicion of racism. At a campaign stop in lowa earlier
this year, CBS News reported that Mr. Santorum “singled out blacks as being recipients of
assistance through federal benefit programs, telling a mostly-white audience he doesn't want to
‘make black people's lives better by giving them somebody else's money.””*?

The comments made by Mr. Santorum are not jarringly new. Ronald Reagan’s story of a
woman from South Side Chicago committing fraud to keep government benefits remains an
enduring piece of the American political lexicon: the stereotypical black female “welfare queen.”
Esdall and other proponents of the self-interest model believe that the contemporary anti-welfare
state movement is built from racially charged scaffolding. Supporters hear specifics in the

generic calls for “government cuts” because of an unconscious perception of racial stereotypes.
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Supposed “wastefulness” in minority-serving programs also stems from this engrained bias. The
racial dynamic of the American welfare state prompts “doublespeak,” where the spending axe is,
in reality, a careful scalpel used to protect programs that serve the movement’s political base:
those who are white, male, and middle to upper class. Not surprisingly, polling data indicates
that over 90 percent of Tea Party supporters are white, nearly 60 percent are male and 56 percent
have incomes over $50,000 a year.** If the opposition movement does reward its supporters
through preferential treatment of certain programs, then supporters are not unknowingly voting
against their economic self-interest, thus solving both political puzzles.

In some ways, the self-interest model provides a compelling account of what fuels this
political trend, but overall the hypothesis overreaches in both its assumptions and causal
explanations. First, the model’s initial premise—that cuts are inevitable—is suspect. Similar to
the,critique of the citizen-consumer dissonance meodel, public polling suggests that even among
those Americans opposed to government social spending, a large majority prefer a strategy of tax
increases and spending cuts in order to trim the budget deficit and national debt. Still, proponents
of the self-interest model might argue that the likelihood of some spending cuts is extremely
high. As a result, the political movement intends to guide those reductions, no matter how large
or small. But an “inevitability” argument relies upon the model’s second premise—that
supporters actually favor targeted cuts and not a systematic dismantling of the welfare state—
which is yet another dubious claim. The available polling data are unclear about which programs
voters favor for cuts. Some polls, like the one mentioned above, find that opponents of the
welfare state support cuts to means-tested programs instead of Social Security or Medicare.

Others polls, wording the question differently, report the opposite result. For example, when
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cutting “aid to the unemployed and poor” is instead specified as a program like “Medicaid—the
federal health program for the poor,” respondents overwhelmingly say that it is “more important
to prevent Medicaid from being significantly cut” than “reducing the federal budget deficit.”* In
the exact same poll, voters believed that federal funding for “college loans,” “the child tax
credit,” “assistance to the unemployed,” and “the tax deduction for homeowners with mortgages”
were all more important than reducing the deficit.*® The only exception to this was “welfare,”
which 55 percent believed it was “more important to reduce the deficit” than to protect the
program from funding reductions.

With nebulous polling data, an alternative approach to evaluating the opposition’s
unspoken preference for targeting the welfare state’s “lower tier” involves looking at recent
legislative proposals. According to the self-interest model, politicians associated with this
political trend would avoid cuts or an overhaul of S‘top tier” entitlement programs. Instead,
legislators would focus their energies on dismantling means-tested programs. Over the past two
years, House Republicans have approved two budget proposals that tend to validate the self-
interest model.

In 2011, Congressman Paul Ryan, the House Budget Committee Chairman, proposed a
federal budget that would have overhauled Medicare, Medicaid, and, to a lesser extent, Social
Security.*” His plan sought caps on Medicare and Medicaid spending, via block grant funding,

and would have eliminated the traditional-fee-for-service program in favor of government
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subsidies for private insurance.*® The Republican controlled House of Representatives, which
came into power on the strength of the anti-welfare state movement, passed Rep. Ryan’s bill.*® In
addition to cutting programs for low-income Americans, the 2011 budget proposal ran counter to
several elements of the self-interest model: first, the proposed cuts range from “top tier”
programs like Medicare to the means-tested, “lower tier” Medicaid; second, the anti-welfare state
rhetoric seemed to match the legislative reality as no group received preferential treatment;
lastly, the broad scope of cuts mitigates allegations of racial bias.

Following their vote on the 2011 Ryan budget, House Republicans suffered from political
attacks over the proposed reforms to Medicaid and, in particular, Medicare.>® According to the
2011 budget, both programs would be converted into voluntary government subsidies, which,
according to the CBO, would make more Americans responsible for paying a greater share of
their healthcare costs: “a typical 65-year-old with a private health-insurance plan covering
standard Medicare benefits could be liable for 61% of his or her total health care costs in 2022
under Ryan’s plan. By 2030, the figure could be 68%.”>* Public outrage prompted Congressman
Ryan to introduce an altered budget for the 2012 Congressional session. His new proposal
budget adopts a bipartisan approach to Medicare, co-drafted by Democratic Senator Ron Wyden,
scraping plans for a full privatization of Medicare in favor of ““a partial privatization, which

incorporates the option for seniors to stay on traditional Medicare, using a framework known as
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competitive bidding.”** Yet, while easing reforms to Medicare, the 2012 budget continues to lean
hard on low-income Americans. According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities,
“House Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan’s budget plan would get at least 62 percent of
its $5.3 trillion in nondefense budget cuts over ten years (relative to a continuation of current
policies) from programs that serve people of limited means.”*® Of particular note, the budget
makes deep eligibility cuts to SNAP. The CBPP estimates “between 8 and 10 million people
would be knocked off the program.” On March 29, 2012, the House Republicans passed
Congressman Ryan’s budget by a vote of 228-191, with no Democratic votes and only 10
Republican deflections.>

Changes made between the 2011 and 2012 proposals confirm the merits of the self-
interest model. The anti-welfare state movement initially supported the Ryan proposals based on
their promises of large cuts to government spending. Not coincidentally; the bulk of those
reductions are drawn from programs serving low-income Americans. However, when the 2011
budget proposed significant reform to a traditional entitlement—Medicare—the political fortunes
of the House Republicans reversed. In 2012, Congressman Ryan responded to anti-welfare state
supporters by listening to the doublespeak: rhetoric that calls for universal cuts and ‘sharing the
burden’, but actually concentrates the budgetary axe on programs for the poor. Moreover, the

model identifies wealthier Americans as the movement’s self-interested party. As previously
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mentioned, nearly one in four Tea Party Members earns more than $100,000 per year.*® In
addition to cutting government programs for low income beneficiaries, the Ryan budget also
included significant tax cuts for the rich, proposing to lower the tax rate for top earners down

from 35 to 25 percent.”’

3. Demographics & Culture

However, the example of Ki Gulbranson, the Tea Party supporter who also benefits from
EITC and Medicare, seems to suggest that the anti-welfare state movement involves more than
just wealthy Americans. For instance, most of the poorest states in the country—Muississippi,
Alabama, and Kentucky, among others—consistently vote for Republicans in both federal and
state elections. States that benefit the most from government social expenditures are more likely
to elect representatives in favor of slashing those same benefits. To understand this paradox, a
third-model posits demographic and cultural traits as potential factors motivating the-anti-social
spending political trend.

Much has been written about the cultural divide in America and its political implications.
States with more Wal-Mart stores per-capita are generally more Republican; states with more
Starbucks are tend to be more Democratic. Pundits splice and dice the electorate between the
wealthy, urban, college-educated liberal elite and the rural, religious, NASCAR loving, lower-
and middle-income conservatives. Transposing demographic and cultural elements on top of the
red-state-blue-state electoral map, supposedly, illuminates something more than what is captured

by political or consumer choices. Proponents of this model believe that in order to understand
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political movements, one must establish an understanding of the character of those choices.
According to this perspective, cultural differences are elevated above economic interests in three
important ways.

First, a majority of poor voters are believed to engage in cognitive dissonance at the
ballot box. Their status as beneficiaries of the welfare state comes at odds with cultural beliefs
that cherish independence and freedom. For voters like Mr. Gulbranson and his neighbors, this
political paradox is more than an abstract set of psychological, economic, and political factors. It
is a painful, internal cacophony that causes tremendous bouts of “frustration over needing help,
and guilt for taking it.”*® Accepting an expanded role for the American welfare state, then,
requires a reevaluation of the larger cultural framework. Political scientists and psychologists
alike recognize the tremendous difficulty in rejecting engrained societal beliefs. Therefore to
resolve the dissonance, middle- and low-income voters lament the government for putting them
in this uncomfortable position in the first place: “they resent the government for providing
[benefits]. They say they want less help for themselves; less help in caring for relatives; less
assistance when they reach old age.”®® In this way, Mr. Gulbranson’s desire “to reduce the role
of government in his own life” represents a desire to eliminate his internal strife.®°

But the power of cognitive dissonance diminishes the influence of political messages on
voting behavior. No matter how politicians or policymakers try to convey the benefits of the
American welfare state, the cognitive dissonance of poor families resolves differences in favor of
a preexisting cultural belief system. Only by appealing to a voters’ “hearts,” rather than their

“heads,” could change attitudes and allow political messages to take hold. Leading political
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authors and columnists, like David Brooks and Thomas Frank have admonished Democrats and
proponents of the welfare state for their inability to connect with middle to low-income voters.
According to Brooks, supporters of the welfare state often describe government benefits in the
language of cost-benefit analysis. Instead, cultural considerations require a political lexicon that
is more personal and better able to contextualize the benefits of government programs. Yet even
with the proper messaging, mitigating the cognitive dissonance of Mr. Gulbranson would require
a much larger cultural paradigm shift. Cultural change reaches well beyond the realm of politics.
More than just campaign promises, shifting the paradigm requires a persuasive articulation of the
justice facilitated by government social spending.

But even if cultural changes were made, this still assumes that voting behavior is solely
determined by a person’s attitude toward government social spending. The cultural decision
model, however,.does not believe that a single issue determines a person’s vote. EcConomic
considerations share the agenda with other items, like social issues or foreign policy. /And the
more issues under consideration, the more idiosyncratic electoral choices become. For example,
in David Shipler’s The Working Poor he tells the story of Caroline Payne, a poor American
hovering between $8,000 and $12,000 a year, who in 2000 election preferred George W. Bush
because “Clinton did not set a good example by running around with that girl; [S]he felt that
Gore shared responsibility.”®* The personal behavior of President Clinton injured the Democratic
ticket, despite the role of the Clinton administration in expanding Caroline’s benefits, like the
Earned Income Tax Credit. The cultural decision model views Caroline’s thought process as
emblematic of a majority of voters. In What’s Wrong with Kansas? How Conservatives Won the
Heart of America, Thomas Frank finds that the growing influence of moral and cultural issues

overshadows the tangible benefits of government social spending. Frank goes so far as to suggest
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that Conservatives raise controversial social issues precisely for political gain among poor and
working class voters. He points to 2004, where the term “values voter” came into broad cultural
consciousness. Karl Rove’s coalition of “religious conservatives” insisted on “dropping the class
language” and eliminating the importance of economic considerations, in order to raise “cultural
wedge issues like guns and religion and the rest.”® Frank is not alone in his analysis. New York
Times columnist David Brooks wrote in 2005 that “we’ve seen poorer folks move over in
astonishing numbers to the G.O.P. George W. Bush won the white working class by 23
percentage points in this past [2004] election.”®® The primary reason for this shift, according to
both authors, stems from a Republican message aimed at saving American cultural values. The
role of government assistance in assisting families was purposefully de-emphasized. In essence,
Republicans understood the power of culture and its impact on the shared agenda.

No matter how convincing cultural thesis appears, there is little evidence to support its
claims. Statistics, cited by David Brooks and others, mischaracterize low income voters based
upon vague definitions of “poorer folks” and the “working class.” The peculiar terminology does
not reflect trends in voting behavior based upon income. For example, Brooks’s column
extrapolates from a different demographic category, “white voters without degrees,” which is not
representative of middle and low-income voters. Princeton scholar Larry Bartles, a leading critic
of the cultural decision model, notes that “the correlation between educational attainment and

economic status is quite imperfect; [I]n 2004 two-thirds of white voters qualified as ‘poorer
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folks’ by this standard.”® Many other political scientists bemoan the imprecise language and
mangled statistics of pundits, which have proven terribly inaccurate and misleading.®

By using an income threshold, Bartles and other scholars provide an answer contrary to
the fear mongering of Brooks and Frank: “Has the white working class abandoned the
Democratic Party? No. White voters in the bottom third of the income distribution have actually
become more reliably Democratic in presidential elections over the past half-century.”®® Political
scientist Andrew Gellman of Columbia University also challenges the conventional thinking of
the cultural decision model, finding that although poor states trend Republican overall, poor
voters remain overwhelmingly Democratic. A New York Times analysis of exit polls from the
2010 midterm elections validates the findings of Bartles and Gellman: nearly 60 percent of
individuals making less than $30,000 voted for Democrats, as well as winning 52 percent of
those making $30,000 to $50,000.%” The Republicans, on the other hand; excelled with those
making more than $50,000 and more than $100,000 per year.®® The pundits rightly identify an
urban-rural divide, but, as Bartles predicted, education levels fall opposite of the cultural-claim:
60 percent of those who did not graduate high school voted Democrat and 77 percent of those
with either a high school degree, some college, or a college degree voted Republican.®® A
majority of political commentators simply misread the patterns of voting behavior, on account of
bias, imprecise terminology, data error, or all of the above. Proximity to a Starbucks or a Wal-
Mart is a clever way to conceptualize regional idiosyncrasies, but is less relevant in the voting

booth. Voting patterns actually reaffirm the prioritization of economic considerations among low
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and middle income Americans. Returning to the example of Caroline Payne, while she
disapproved of Gore for Clinton’s transgressions she nevertheless spoke of her ideal politician as
“somebody who has sense enough to help these people who need the help.”” Indeed, a minority
of individuals will always continue to vote according to non-economic preferences—i.e., based
on a candidate’s appearance, likeability, charisma, etc.—however, the data affirm that a majority
of low and middle income Americans vote for Democratic candidates for economic purposes.
Furthermore, exit polls from the 2010-midterm elections also dismiss the shared agenda
phenomenon, by which moral, religious, social, or foreign policy issues drive low to middle
income Americans to vote for Republican candidates. Contrary to conventional thinking, the
poor are less likely to be swayed by social issues or voting according to their “religious
conscious.” First, Bartles” work shows that over the past twenty years, “positions on social issues
are.considerably:less relevant to the partisanship and voting behavior of working-class whites:”’*
Bartles arrives at this conclusion by testing Thomas Frank’s hypothesis that “working class
moral values trump economics.” The study constructed voter preference indices on social and
economic issues using the past twenty years of National Election surveys (NES). The results
demonstrate that low-income voters are least concerned with social issues. Instead, “values
voters increase rather considerably with each step up the income scale.”’? Even specific and
controversial issues, like abortion, do not sway a majority of low-income voters as “the abortion
coefficient for low-income white voters is almost 40% smaller than the coefficient for

government jobs over the entire period from 1984 to 2004, and almost 80% smaller in 2004.”"

Political scientist Andrew Gelman in Red State, Blue State, Rich State, Poor State similarly
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observes a phenomenon of poor states voting for Republicans and poor voters voting for
Democrats, irrespective of social issues. Gelman attributes this paradox to the fact that “the poor
are similar in Red and Blue America, but the rich are different.””*

Across the U.S., low-income voters continue to support Democrats and their pro-
government benefit policies, regardless of cultural differences. The real cultural divide,
according to Gellman and Bartles, occurs at high incomes. For example, “Kansas has been a
symbol of working-class Republicanism and, indeed, low-income Kansans gave George W. Bush
half of their votes—but high income Kansans gave him 70%.”" To a limited extent, geography,

social issues, and religiosity all influence voting behavior. Yet the voting patterns of low-income

Americans suggest strong support for the American welfare state.

4. Political Participation

If-.the poar actually vote in favor.of government social spending, then how has the ‘anti-
welfare state movement proven so electorally successful? The example of Caroline Payne is,
again, illuminating. Despite Caroline’s strong opinions and desire to support a candidate that
would give “more resources” to the poor, “November 7 came and went without her vote.”’®
Although Caroline is only one example, she is not an anomaly. Exit poll data over the past
twenty years consistently shows that the poor are less likely to vote and remain underrepresented
in elections. In the 2010 midterms, individuals with incomes of more than $50,000 per year
comprised 63 percent of the electorate compared to only 18 percent making less than $30,000.

Nearly one-third of the electorate made more than $100,000.”” At the same time, 2010 data from

the U.S. Census Bureau shows that over 75 percent of Americans make less than $50,000 a year
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and only a little more than 6 percent make over $100,000.”® According to these figures, the views
of wealthier Americans are overrepresented in elections—they have 4.5 times the expected
voting strength. The recent Task Force on Inequality and American Democracy sponsored by the
American Political Science Association found that “nearly nine out of 10 individuals in families
with incomes over $75,000 reported voting in presidential elections while only half of those in
families with incomes under $15,000 reported voting.””® Overall voter turnout has declined since
the 1960s, largely because of the disappearance of poor voters. This trend continues in spite of
legislation increasing the eligibility pool, like the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and other election
reforms. Numerous studies correlate rising income inequality with depressed election turnout, as
more Americans face formal and informal barriers to voting. For instance, “laws in many states
forbid former prisoners from voting,” whereby “millions of minority men have been excluded
from basic participation in.our democracy by such laws.”® Low income Americans also “vote
less because they lack the skills, motivation, and networks that the better advantaged pick up
through formal education and occupational advancement.”® Lastly, existing political parties
largely ignore the poor electorate and “place more emphasis on raising money and persuading
the already active, rather than mobilizing eligible citizens who do not vote.”®? As a result of these
barriers, the silence of poor voters has been deafening. Political scientists Jan Leighley and
Jonathan Nagler show that in nearly every election since 1972 the voting electorate has become
substantially more conservative than non-voters on class-based issues.®® Therefore, the threat to

the American welfare state does, in fact, emanate from a disproportionately wealthy electorate
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with more incentive for cuts and reform.

But even the votes of affluent Americans are, perhaps, not as important as their
participation in other political activities. Shaping the national conversation requires some
combination of activism (i.e. protests, demonstrations), financial contributions (to campaigns and
political advocacy groups), and/or working on a candidate or issue campaign—all of which are
activities that go beyond voting. While poor voters are significantly underrepresented in local,
state, and federal elections, the disparity is even more pronounced outside of the ballot box. For
instance, only 6 percent of individual Americans with incomes below $15,000 made some form
of campaign contribution, while 56 percent of those with incomes of $75,000 and over gave to a
candidate or advocacy group.®* The importance of campaign contributions cannot be overstated.
Oftentimes a candidate’s viability in the race is determined by his or her ability to raise money.
Donors not anly.nfluence politicians on specific issues, but the allegiance of wealthy backers
can narrow the potential pool of contenders from the outset. The tremendous influence of money
in American politics is a sobering reality for the less fortunate. Because a vast majority of the
poor do not donate, they are less likely to have a champion of their causes. Moreover, candidates
have less of an incentive to defend programs that benefit low income Americans, knowing they
will not face any financial repercussions.

Aside from political campaigns, protecting the American welfare state is also a legislative
project. And, once again, income inequality produces an imbalance of political power in the halls
of Congress and in the state legislatures. Even if lawmakers support government social spending,
the message they receive from constituents may not reflect the sentiment of low income
Americans. The political active reach out to their representatives and express their opinions—but

the politically active are much more likely to be well off: “half of the affluent contact a public
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official as compared with only 25 percent of those with low incomes.”®> Even lobbying groups,
represent one step forward and two steps back for low income Americans. Although advocacy
groups have become increasingly diverse and enable once-marginalized groups to acquire a
political voice, lobbying has only solidified the dominance of the affluent. Industry groups, with
tremendous financial resources, hire former politicians and their staffers to effectively infiltrate
the legislative process. For example, Americans for Tax Reform and its chief Grover Norquist,
have been extraordinarily successful in forcing candidates into a “no-new-taxes pledge,” which
has, arguably, prevented Republicans from considering raising taxes in order to trim the deficit.
Groups lobbying on behalf of the poor generally do not have comparable resources or influence.
Moreover, political groups do not focus on low income Americans because of their passivity.®
The Tea Party exemplifies the tremendous influence of wealthy backers in shaping
legislation. An established lobbying organization, known as Freedom Works, undergirds the anti-
welfare state movementthrough the support of wealthy donors, Tike the billionaire Koch
brothers. As a result, the political trend is frequently accused of being “an AstroTurf campaign—
a fake grassroots movement” that purports “to be a spontaneous uprising of concerned citizens,
but in reality it is founded and funded by elite interests.”®” Whether a protest is contrived or
authentic is always unclear. Usually a movement is a mixture of both. Developing the necessary
lobbying and organizing apparatus, requires a consolidation of leadership and impressive
financing; otherwise, a totally organic movement falls apart under the weight of its
disorganization. Moreover, the effectiveness of the Tea Party movement stems from its ability to

shape the national dialogue via political participation. The opposition may be divided over
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specific questions and cuts, but the movement offers a coherent and compelling narrative, which
garners national media attention. Still, how did the controversial message spread so effectively?
Because the voting booth, the campaign office, and the halls of Congress are arenas dominated

by affluent Americans—those with little self-interest in protecting the welfare state.

5. The Hidden Welfare State

The composition of the American welfare state may also have prompted its own political
opposition. Look again at the case of Mr. Gulbranson who, interestingly, is not below the official
poverty line: he earns $39,000 a year. And yet Ki benefits from the social safety net, which
Americans traditionally think of as benefiting the very poor.® On closer inspection, however,
scholars like Christopher Howard have noticed the “increasingly middle-class character of the
American welfare state.”®® The earned income tax credit, for instance, has seen tremendous
expansion.up the income ladder; “in 1975, eligibility was limited to households making the
current equivalent of up to $26,997. In 2010, it was available to families making up to
$49,317.”% Howard finds that many recent social policy achievements “benefit middle- and
upper-middle-class individuals more than the poor and near poor.”®* But as the middle class has
increasingly captured the benefits of the American welfare state, those more affluent
beneficiaries have given rise to the anti-welfare state movement. The most fervent supporters of

the anti-social spending political trend are among those beneficiaries between $30,000 and
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$75,000 annual incomes; they are just like Ki Gulbranson.®” And when the New York Times
reporters asked Mr. Gulbranson about the types of help he receives from the government, he
listed EITC and his children’s participation in the federal free-lunch program. However, Suzanne
Mettler and Christopher Howard see more government involvement than meets the eye. Most
likely, Mr. Gulbranson benefits from a host of other government social expenditures, especially
tax breaks on home mortgages and health care. In this way, the American welfare state eludes
sight. Although the role of government meshes into the daily lives of so many Americans, few
can readily identify the contours of state intervention because of its indirect character.
Regulations, tax exemptions, and subsidies to private actors fail to register as state actions to
beneficiaries, thus “many Americans express disdain for government social spending,
incognizant that they themselves benefit from it.”* Cornell political scientist Suzanne Mettler
has coined this voting behavior as “the paradox of the:submerged state.”>*

Disconnecting government social spending from individual beneficiaries portends a
couple of negative consequences—all apparent in the current political trend. First, voters are not
driven to political action based upon on personal experience with a government program. A 2008
Government Issues survey asked respondents about their level of political participation relative
to their use of government programs. Most importantly, the survey connected policy and politics
by asking respondents whether they had “taken into account the position of a candidate on the
[program used] in deciding either how to vote or whether to vote.”® The results affirm Mettler’s

theory of disconnect within the submerged state. According to the data, policy does not seem to

drive of political action. Of those who had benefitted from food stamps, only 21 percent had ever

% See the 2010 Midterm Exit Polling results from the New York Times

% Mettler, 6

% Suzanne Mettler, The Submerged State. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 6

% Social and Government Issues and Participation Study of 2008: U.S. national survey conducted by Survey
Research Institute at Cornell University, August 23, 2008-November 1, 2008



taken a candidate’s position into account before deciding how to vote.”® The political apathy
towards the food stamp program, especially among its beneficiaries, is striking. Food stamps are
one of the most direct and recognizable forms of government social spending, and yet even this
program does not compel voters to act. Suzanne Mettler’s analysis of the 2008 survey sees a
correlation between increased policy-focused voting and more direct government intervention
(i.e. programs like SNAP, Social Security, and Medicare relative to other elements of the welfare
state, such as the Child Tax Credit or the home mortgage interest deduction).®” The
responsiveness and visibility of government programs, according to Mettler, has tremendous
“bearing on their [citizens’] attitudes about government more broadly.”*®

Second, the “submerged” or “hidden welfare state” preserves gross political inequalities.
Organized interests utilize their financial dominance to contribute to candidates, hire lobbyists,
and to mobilize campaigns to receive preferential treatment during the legislative process. For
example, campaign donations by health maintenance organizations have “quadrupled between
1992 and 2008,” which gives the health services industry greater access and influence to shape
policies for the average beneficiary.® As a result, even “watershed” moments like the Affordable
Care Act maintain the status quo of the “submerged” framework, because organized interests
thwart more direct roles for government. In fact, many argue that President Obama’s success in
passing health reform was largely a result of health-industry groups, who supported the
legislation based upon potential economic gains from the legislation’s universal mandate.
Industry groups’ political power dims the prospect of systemic reform. Other elements of the

American political system reinforce the “submerged state.” Whereas the rewards of policy
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reform are long term, the political world operates in the short term, from election to election. The
vacillating fortunes of President Obama, in light of his health reform legislation, offer another
cautionary tale for future presidents: the political risks outweigh the potential benefits of changes
to social policy. Moreover, the example of Obama’s health care package shows how reform is
self-defeating. If one cannot see the welfare state in the status quo, reform within the current
structure produces invisible results. The Affordable Care Act continues to be opposed by more
Americans than those who support it, according to Metter, because it works within the existing
framework and does not allow citizens to see their relationship with the law.

The invisibility of government may share some responsibility for generating the political
opposition, but Mettler’s theory fails to encompass all elements of the trend. The Government
Issues survey cited in her book shows how few Americans consider the benefits of government.
And even when voters acknowledge benefits, they consider direct programs only marginally
better than indirect expenditures. Howard also analyzes attitudes between entitlement programs
of the upper tier and means-tested programs in the lower tier. His work finds that “public opinion
does not appear to follow the traditional lines separating the upper and lower tiers.” 1%
Regardless of a program’s character or composition, Americans seem to look straight through a
perfectly visible welfare state. Howard also addresses Mettler’s concern for the inequality of
political voice by looking at the example of the American Association of Retired People
(AARP), ranked as one of “the most powerful interest groups in America.” *** U.S. social

policy’s favoritism of elderly voters is thought to be a result of AARP’s political influence;

however, Howard disagrees with this narrative. “AARP is not as strong as many people think,”
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in part because the motivations of its members are varied and not directly political.'® The limits
of AARP’s power have been shown repeatedly throughout history. According to Howard, AARP
“deserves little credit” for creating or expanding any part of the American welfare state.’® Still,
Howard’s specific treatment of AARP does not mitigate Mettler’s broader argument. Though
one individual interest group may not dominate U.S. social spending policy, the aggregate
dominance of affluent interests effectively stalls any attempt at systemic reform.

According to the hidden welfare state model, the hand of government seems invisible to
most individuals. Yet, at the same time, voters oftentimes stare through perfectly visible social
programs. This incongruity is likely result of a displeasing image; government, whether seen or
unseen, frustrates voters. Americans spend nearly as much as their European counterparts, but
the U.S.’s diversity of social programs and tax expenditures is “less effective at reducing poverty
and inequality.”*** Faced with disappointing results, voters become seduced by calls for reducing
the size of an “ineffective” or “wasteful” government. Suzanne Mettler argues that by “restoring
the connection between the government and citizens,” supporters of the welfare state might be
able to curb the anti-social spending movement.*® Unfortunately, the complexity of the political
trend renders her antidote inadequate. The character and composition of the welfare state
certainly plays a role in generating political opposition, but transitioning to more overt
government intervention might further Mr. Gulbranson’s paradoxical protest.
Recommendations

A satisfactory solution to the anti-welfare state movement must be commensurate with the

complex nature of the problem. The following recommendations tie together disparate factors of
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the movement, utilizing the five theoretical constructs as an important barometer of a majority of
the movement’s supporters. Some solutions target specific problems; others weave through a
diverse set of underlying factors. Overall, the recommendations amount to a cumulative, macro-
level approach towards the political opposition. Still, enacting the following agenda nowhere
guarantees a protection of American social programs from reform. Nor will it eliminate anti-
welfare state sentiment or calls for retrenchment. Forecasts of slowed economic growth,
depressed tax revenues, and a ballooning national debt, portend an age of austerity for the United
States.'® Consequently, alterations will be made to our nation’s welfare state going forward. The
following recommendations, if implemented, will curb a political movement that approaches
fiscal deficits with blunt tools and a fixed-menu of ideas. And while the American welfare state
has faced political threats throughout its history, the unprecedented levels of partisanship and
polarization make this iteration, perhaps, the most.extreme and most.significant opposition
movement ever faced..Therefore, the political trend must be addressed properly and promptly.

Accomplishing this task requires solutions that confront the political paradoxes fueling
the anti-spending movement. Although widespread perceptions of anti-self interest voting
behavior have been debunked through this analysis, individuals like Mr. Gulbranson continue to
defy conventional wisdom. Unfortunately, a silver bullet to the opposition movement does not
exist. Rather, enacting the following recommendations offers the best strategy for reversing the
political trend and creating a more effective pathway forward for the American welfare state.
1. The Poor Vote

The opposition’s continued success is contingent upon increasing political inequality. If

in 2000 “people with family incomes under $25,000 had cast ballots at the same rate as those

1% For more on how the future of the American political system will be indelibly changed by the issue of debt
reduction, see Thomas Esdall’s latest book Age of Austerity (New York: Doubleday, 2012).



above $75,000, more than 6.8 additional voters would have gone to the polls...reversing the
results, electing Gore.”*®’ Viewed in this context, the anti-welfare state movement fills the
political vacuum left by low-income Americans. The first recommendation, therefore, addresses
the opposition movement by decreasing political inequality.

In an era of hyper-partisanship, elections hinge upon the smallest of margins. According
to the Pew Research Center, the 2012 election will be determined by approximately 7 percent of
voting Americans.’® Adding 6.8 million low-income votes would mean an increase of nearly 6.5
percent of the electorate. Therefore, decreasing political inequality would radically alter the
entire political landscape overnight. Shipler believes that “in many races for Congress and state
legislatures as well, those in or near poverty could hold the balance of power.”**® Considering
the stronghold of Democratic votes among the poor in the 2010 midterm election, Shipler’s
statement is not the slightest bit hyperbolic. But the difficulty lies in,motivating someone like
Caroline Payne to vote. Currently, the poor are “the least likely to vote, attend political mectings,
join political organizations, write to their elected officials, contribute to candidates, and influence
policy makers.”™® This political inequality must be resolved if the American welfare state hopes
to become more effective at mitigating poverty.

First, advocates of the welfare state must develop an effective strategy for mobilizing the
poor. Neither “the Democratic Party nor anti-poverty organizations have mobilized sufficiently”
to encourage low-income Americans to be heard at the ballot box.*** Here, Democrats stand to

learn from their Republican rivals. The Tea Party provides an effective model for combining top-
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down organization with grassroots support. But the model is not wholly transferrable because the
poor face particular barriers to political organizing. Low income Americans cannot commit the
time or financial resources to a campaign on par with the wealthier opposition movement.
Moreover, the corporate backers of the Tea Party movement are unlikely to donate comparable
levels to a left-leaning political organization. Despite these concerns, a new 527 organization, a
Super PAC, and a centralized lobbying group should be founded with the sole objective of
increasing the political clout of low-income voters. The 527 and Super PAC organizations will
reach out to voters that are traditionally overlooked by Democratic groups. The 527 will
primarily coordinate with other anti-poverty organizations to filter their message of electoral
empowerment through preexisting programs while, concurrently, the Super PAC will raise funds
for a television, radio, and Internet advertising campaign.

In addition to registering low-income voters, a new lobbying effort will work to ease voting
registration laws across the country. Recently, state and local Republicans have focused their
efforts on tightening voter registration laws. The New York Times reports that “since
Republicans won control of many statehouses in the November 2010 elections, more than a
dozen states have passed laws requiring voters to show photo identification at polls, cutting back
early voting periods or imposing new restrictions on voter registration drives.”**? Not only do
these changes emphasize the urgency of a coordinated lobbying effort for low-income American,
the news also implicitly concedes the role of political inequality in empowering the anti-welfare
state movement.

Still, the difficulty of mobilizing poor voters is a problem of quid pro quo. Decreasing

political inequality requires money, which low income Americans do not have. Though daunting,
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the negative cycle of constricted political access can be opened. Setting up the initial 527, Super
PAC, and lobby groups will require early investment from wealthy backers. However,
incremental gains will pay off. Over time, the slow but steady results will exponentially generate
a “bandwagon” effect, where low-income advocacy groups can transition from a handful of
wealthy backers, to a diverse, small donor network. Finally, it should not be the sole burden of
this new 527 group to solve to the entire issue of political inequality. The Democratic Party must
move electoral reform higher up on its agenda. If elected to a second term, President Obama
should use some of his political capital to enact a series of reforms that increase the poor’s access
to political power, including: writing new election finance laws that challenge the Citizens
United decision, passing ethics reform that limits the access of lobbyists and interest groups, and
making election day a national holiday. At a minimum, this package would shift the national
conversation towards fairness in the electoral system;.at a maximum; it would-begin the
transition to publicly financed elections and a total overhaul of interest group functions.
Admittedly, a coordinated strategy for increasing the electoral muscle of low income Americans
may fail to garner the media attention that launched the Tea Party movement. The poor are
typically unable or unwilling to find time around laborious shift-work to protest or demonstrate,
limiting opportunities for publicity. As a result, untraditional and creative organizing methods
must be employed to work around these constraints. Hence, the Super PAC must develop a
persuasive ad campaign that encourages low-income voters to express their political power.
Even if the poor were to become more engaged in political, Howard questions if “they
would really tell officials anything new” because even the average American does not favor a
more distributive welfare state. Here, Howard misreads politics and public opinion. While low

income Americans may not embrace redistributive policies, every single vote represents a choice



between two opposite approaches to the American welfare state. To some extent Howard is
correct by saying that an increase of poor voters would not tell our current officials anything

new. A more equal politics would make for new officials altogether.

2. A “Poor” Education

After encouraging low income Americans to exercise greater political voice, other
citizens must be informed about issues of poverty and the welfare state. This inquiry has shown
the difficulty of ascertaining public opinion about government social spending because pollsters
do not articulate a coherent understanding of the welfare state. The jargon of entitlements,
welfare, and poor programs gets mangled into a mess of multiple definitions. In American
political discourse, the welfare state has even become a loaded term for “wasteful government
spending,” and the political opposition feeds into these stereotypes. More dangerously, the
complexity and diversity of social programs leads voters to-make harmful generalizations that
overlook the benefits of government and emphasize the shortfalls.

Education provides a way to reset the political discourse on U.S. social spending policy.
First, Americans need an improved understanding of the unique character of their welfare state.
Rather than thinking about the social safety net as a set of programs for the “very poor,” scholars
like Howard and Mettler recognize the increasingly middle class character of social programs.
Americans should be informed of exactly who benefits from the diversity of government
expenditures. The Shepherd Program at Washington and Lee University provides a model, albeit
limited, for this type of educational approach. The curriculum explores the complexity of poverty
and government policy, but not with any political bend. The intention is not to change votes or
minds overnight. Instead, education will temper the polemic debate by casting the issues of

government spending into personal narratives, like the story of Caroline Payne, and by



witnessing the function of the welfare state first hand during an extra-curricular internship
experience. The Shepherd Program should become a standard department in the American
university. However, this recommendation encourages educational outreach to the broader
public, not just students at elite universities. When high school and community college students
enroll in their first and formative classes on American government, the curriculum must provide
a better depiction of government social spending. No longer will schools be permitted to vaguely
describe the contours of “the social safety net.” Students must be informed about the diversity of
programs, which income groups and demographics they serve, their costs, and any non-financial
impacts, like psychological or educational benefits. Just as the federal government instituted
changes to state educational standards with the No Child Left Behind law, legislation should
require states to make a survey of the American welfare state a required portion of U.S.
Government.curriculum for public education students,**3

Finally, to recapture the political discourse, a policy institute should be established that
focuses exclusively on generating legislative proposals to reduce poverty through an improved
American welfare state. Indeed, the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities does a significant
amount of work related to social spending and poverty. However, this is not the CBPP’s sole
focus. To be effective in changing the national dialogue, a think tank must do more than offer
policy ideas. A policy center exclusively dedicated to issues of the welfare state must cultivate
unmatched credibility in the area of government social spending and develop a network of
legislative and media supporters to push its proposals. The flood of conservative think tanks
since the 1960s speaks to the power of policy ideas to alter the course of political discourse.***

For example, a definitive think tank on the American welfare state might offer counter proposals

13 ike No Child Left Behind, an improved welfare state curriculum would be tied to federal funding.
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to the Ryan budget, mitigating Republican arguments. Both recommendations one and two
suggest more offensive strategies—more voters and more ideas—to meet the strengthening

opposition.

3. A“New” View

The third and final recommendation looks to reaffirm the justification for the American
welfare state. Before approaching the ballot box, voters establish a framework for making their
judgments. However, when a person’s choice architecture suffers from contradictory claims or
inconsistencies, voters face tremendous difficulty sorting out the issues. Without a reliable form
of context or prioritization, the problem of the paradoxical voter emerges. Beneficiaries, like Mr.
Gulbranson, that comprise the anti-welfare state movement express guilt and anguish over taking

government assistance, but do not know how to solve the U.S. fiscal deficit:

‘How do_you tell'someone that'you deserve to have heart'surgery'and you
can’t?” Mr. Gulbranson said. He paused. ‘You have to help and have
compassion as a people, because otherwise you have no society, but financially
you can’t destroy yourself. And that is what we’re doing.’

Notice how Mr. Gulbranson struggles to sort between these two options—both of which deal
with more than simply political issues. When placed in a different context, Ki might have made a
different choice. Had a different paradigm of thinking influenced his decision-making, the
paradoxical voter might come to terms with his guilt and resolve cognitive dissonance in favor of
the American welfare state.

Ultimately, politics is not a matter of institutions, but a subtle and refined rhetorical and
deliberative art. The final recommendation is to increase the discussion of justice within our
political discourse—to provide a framework for making decisions about the future of our welfare

state. While some politicians gesture to doctrines of fairness and justice, the political climate



largely prevents office-seekers from articulating a clear vision of our obligations to America’s
poor. In a climate of hyper-partisanship, ideology and loaded-terminology oftentimes biases an
audience from hearing a philosophic message. Odd as it seems, addressing the political threat to
the welfare state requires a depoliticization of the issue. A pivot towards justice, instead of
politics, will adjust the public discourse enough to elect responsible officials—lawmakers able to

preserve and properly reform the American welfare state.

Conclusion

Political opposition to the American welfare state is both new and familiar. History
remembers the electoral backlash to FDR’s New Deal, LBJ’s Great Society, and now Obama’s
health care reform. However, the latest iteration of anti-government spending comes at the height
of political polarization and the dawn of the age of austerity—magnifying the implications of this
political trend. In fact, political observers predict that by December of 2012 the Obama
administration and Congress will have made a “grand bargain” that significantly reshapes the
American welfare state for the next decade. This moment offers a tremendous opportunity. The
government could realize a more progressive tax code and Americans could seek to readjust the
welfare state to more effectively address poverty. But this requires implementing all three
recommendations.

Above all, a politically disengaged poor presents the largest threat to the future of the
welfare state. Under the status quo, the opposition benefits from an inequality of political voice,
which, if corrected, would sway power to those who need government most. Even then, some
individuals will continue to act against their economic self-interest as a variety of factors,
including cognitive dissonance, will sway a minority of voters into an unsound decision making

process. To quell the internal strife of the paradoxical voter, the recommendations for education



programs and a new articulation of justice will prove instrumental in reshaping the political
discourse. Albeit, these are long-term goals and impending political decisions might alter the
course of the welfare state before the fruits of the recommendations might be realized. The
solution, then, must move fast and slow. If, in his reelection campaign, President Obama were to
deliver a framework of justice for his policies, he might begin to nudge the conversation in the
right direction.

Lastly, and most importantly, a new discussion of justice will enable the other two
recommendations to take hold. The impetus to protect the American welfare state is grounded in
a framework for justice and supplemented by the promise of improving our anti-poverty efforts.
The politics of the American welfare state matters, because justice to poor Americans matters.
By enacting these recommendations, voters like Mr. Gulbranson—the members of an unlikely
opposition—might realize the importance of the American welfare state,and take the improbable,

but possible, steps to safeguard government social spending.
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