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THE PRESIDENTIAL AGENDA ISSUE

Economics Still Matters to 
Poorer Voters
Interview with Larry Bartels

It is still the economy for working-class Americans, 
argues Princeton political scientist Larry Bartels. 
Contrary to much conventional wisdom, he fi nds that 
those suffering most in the economy have not had their 
heads turned by social issues and culture wars. The 
more affl uent are most concerned with such issues. But 
he also fi nds in his new book that democracy in the 
United States is not necessarily working as promised. His 
provocative interview follows.

Q The U.S. economy has not performed very well for many 
Americans, at least by historical standards, for a generation now. 
Has that development changed the attitude of Americans toward 
government? 
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A. The economy has always been an important issue. It is probably 
the most important issue in terms of structuring the party system 
and the voting behavior of ordinary citizens—in spite of talk about 
the emergence of other issues on the agenda. But there are really two 
aspects of the economy that work quite differently. 

Q. Explain that a little further.
A. It is easy to exaggerate the level of ideological thinking among 

ordinary citizens, but insofar as they think about economic policy, it 
tends to produce a division between the parties along income lines. 
That division has increased in the past twenty or thirty years. We think 
of the New Deal party system as class-based but assume that class is less 
important in elections than it used be. In fact, the pattern appears to be 
largely the reverse. In the 1950s, income levels and presidential choices 
had very little relationship. Now that relationship has become a good 
deal stronger, with people near the bottom of the income distribution 
pretty reliably supporting Democrats and people near the top of the 
income distribution pretty reliably supporting Republicans.

Although the relevant data are scarce, there was apparently a pretty 
powerful relationship between income and voting behavior in the 
1930s, and perhaps in the 1940s as well. But in the 1950s, when better 
survey data really started to become available, the relationship between 
incomes and parties was already quite weak, and it remained weak 
through the 1960s but then began to emerge in the 1970s and 1980s.

Q. There was a second point.
A. The other way in which the economy matters is much less ideo-

logical. It has to do with people’s assessment of how the country is 
faring and their own economic situation. These concerns tend to be 
much more short-term and much more practically focused. Rather 
than a matter of policy differences between the two parties, it is re-
ally a matter of rewarding or punishing the incumbent party for the 
state of the economy at the time of the election. That seems to be a 
powerful force for voters at all different income levels. It also seems to 
be more important as an explanation for election outcomes because 
it moves the entire electorate in one direction or another, no matter 
the income level. 
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Q As I mentioned earlier, I have long argued that Americans 
have not been doing well economically, especially in historical 
terms, for more than a generation. Those who disagree always 
say that if Americans were not doing well, they would be voting 
for Democrats. You believe that voting patterns follow economic 
prospects. This seems to be based on short-term criteria. 

A. When the economy is booming at the time of the election, the 
incumbent party almost always does well, and when the economy is 
doing badly at election time, the incumbent party almost always does 
badly. You would think that that might produce a systematic pattern 
of rewards for whichever party produces the most income growth over 
the long term. But voters are so focused on the short term that they 
mostly pay attention to how the economy is going in the election year 
rather than how it has gone over the incumbent’s entire administra-
tion. In fact, it is clear that most people’s incomes have grown more 
rapidly under Democratic presidents than under Republican presidents 
throughout the post–World War II period. And that was not because 
Republicans were left to clean up economic messes left by Democrats, 
as some say. The pattern has been even stronger when a Republican 
term followed another Republican term. 

Q Clearly, one of the themes of your book, Unequal Democracy, 
focuses on what became a commonly accepted idea: that American 
politics has split along a cultural divide. You respond to Thomas 
Frank’s What’s the Matter with Kansas? in a direct way. The work-
ing class, however it is defi ned, was faring so poorly that it was 
susceptible to exploitation about issues like abortion, gay rights, 
and prayer in school. You think that really was not the case. The 
voting patterns did not suggest that.

A. Right. If you look at the behavior of individual voters and how 
it relates to their political preferences, it is true that social issues like 
abortion have become increasingly important over the past quarter-
century. That much of the argument is correct. But, contrary to current 
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ideas, those issues have not come to dominate the political landscape. 
It turns out that economic issues are still considerably more important 
than social issues to most voters. More specifi cally, however, the people 
voting most strongly on the basis of these social issues are not gener-
ally people who are relatively poor. They are relatively affl uent.

Q. How did you come to determine that? 
A. This is based on looking at the relationship between people’s 

views about specifi c issues and their presidential vote choices in a 
series of elections. If you look at the relationship between views about 
abortion and whether people voted for George Bush or John Kerry, 
for example, it turns out that that relationship is pretty weak among 
people in the bottom third of the income distribution and strongest 
among people in the top third of the income distribution. 

Q To summarize, contrary to what is widely thought, the people 
in the bottom third of the income distribution did not abandon 
the Democratic Party, at least to the degree previously thought. 

A. Most of the Republican gains since the 1950s have come from 
people in the middle and the upper thirds of the income distribution, 
and they have largely come from white Southerners. It is not the only 
source of increasing Republican support, but it accounts for most of 
the net gains of the Republican Party. It was the political transforma-
tion of the South in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Q. As you know, many people have criticized you for looking 
primarily at the bottom third of the income distribution—on two 
counts, I suppose. First is that the bottom third includes young 
people and old people, many of whom are not truly the working 
poor. They are in the category temporarily. Second is that income 
itself does not necessarily defi ne class. 

A. It is not entirely clear either in Frank’s book or in the discussion 
of the working class generally what people actually mean when they 
use these terms. So there are all sorts of plausible defi nitions of the 
kind of people we are talking about. The analysis that I did for my 
book, which focuses on income inequality, regards income levels as 
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the defi ning characteristic. Another piece that I published separately 
was in part a response to Frank’s book. In it I adopted a defi nition 
of the working class that he argued for, which was to look at people 
who do not have college degrees. There again, it looks as though 
the people who are attaching the most weight to social issues are 
college-educated people, rather than those without college degrees. 
So, again, it is not working-class people who seem to be distracted 
from economic issues.

Q If you raise the income threshold above the one-third to, say, 
the median and below, would that have changed your results? 

A. It would change the results regarding the overall pattern of sup-
port for Democrats and Republicans in the different income group-
ings. It would not change the pattern of relative weights that people 
are attaching to economic and social issues. 

Q. If you went up to the median, more people below the median 
would have been abandoning the Democrats than at the thirty-
third percentile? 

A. I have stuck to white voters for a variety of reasons. The Repub-
licans have done better among middle-income white voters than they 
have among low-income white voters. So the more middle-income 
people you include in the defi nition, the more it is going to look as 
though the Republicans are making gains.

Q Some people, like Frank, would call those middle-income 
people working-class people. There are plenty of blue-collar work-
ers in the median income level, for example.

A. Yes. 
Q. So does that support his argument? 
A. I think the answer is no, because those people are still voting 

mostly on the basis of economic issues, whereas the people at the top 
on whom he is not focusing are the ones attaching the most weight 
to the moral issues he emphasizes in his book.
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Q Is it possible those who switched to the Republicans on the 
basis of economic issues simply believe they do a better job man-
aging the economy than the Democrats do? That, after all, was 
Ronald Reagan’s main message.

A. I think most Republicans do believe that. But that is surprising, 
given that average income gains for middle-income families have 
been twice as great under Democrats as under Republicans. The belief 
makes sense only if people are ignoring economic reality or focusing 
on the economic reality in presidential election years and ignoring 
what happens the rest of the time.

Q. Why are the people at the top attaching more weight to social 
issues than they once did?

A. I believe it is because those issues have become energized in the 
political system and connected to the traditional differences between 
the parties in a way that they were not before. If you go back to the 
1970s and even the 1980s, the relationship between views about abor-
tion and partisan choices, for example, was quite weak. But as the 
parties began to sort themselves out on that issue, the Republicans 
became a strongly pro-life party. A lot of affl uent people with relatively 
liberal views about abortion and other social issues reacted against 
that and gravitated to the Democratic Party. The other thing to say 
about this is that the people who are active on the conservative side 
of social issues are disproportionately affl uent as well. If you look at 
evangelicals, for example, there is a perception that they tend to be 
dirt-poor rural people, but in fact their average income level is prob-
ably higher than that for the rest of the country. 

Q When we are talking about affl uence here, I think some people 
get a little confused. If you go well up into, say, the seventy-fi fth and 
eightieth percentile or even higher, how does this break down? 

A. Most surveys do not make it possible to break things down that 
fi nely. We typically have relatively few people who are at the very top 
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income level. The analysis that I have done is focused on the upper 
third of the income distribution, so that encompasses the people you 
are talking about as well as some who are somewhat less affl uent.

Q I was intrigued, of course, that you found that the economy 
grew more rapidly and incomes grew more rapidly—and also that 
there was less inequality—under Democratic presidential adminis-
trations than Republican administrations. Yet that did not neces-
sarily deter people from voting for Republicans. This goes back to 
the point that you mentioned earlier. 

A. The striking historical regularity is that, on average, Democrats 
have done at least a little better for families at all income levels. They 
have done substantially better for middle-income and low-income 
people than Republicans have, on average, over the course of each presi-
dent’s administration. But if you focus the comparison on presidential 
election years—the years when economic performance has a big impact 
on the election outcome—it turns out that Republicans have done at 
least a little better for everyone, and substantially better for affl uent 
people. Thus insofar as people are myopically focused on how things 
are at the moment and not taking into account the record over an en-
tire administration, Republicans look much better than they actually 
have been on average over the entire time that they have been in offi ce. 
That has produced a substantial partisan bias in election outcomes by 
comparison with what would have happened if voters had taken into 
account the record of income growth over the entire administration.

Q You attribute the better performance to the fact that Demo-
cratic administrations seem to be more tolerant of infl ation and 
less tolerant of unemployment than Republican administrations.

A. That accounts for much of the overall difference in patterns of 
income growth, because income growth for people at the bottom and 
middle of the income distribution is much more sensitive to overall 
economic growth and unemployment than it is to infl ation. Income 
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growth for people near the top of the income distribution is much less 
sensitive to unemployment and much more sensitive to infl ation. 

Q. Mainstream economists for the most part claim that they can-
not fi nd the relationship between higher infl ation rates and faster 
economic growth. 

A. I do not think there is much of a relationship between infl a-
tion and overall growth, but the point is that if you look at income 
growth for people in different parts of the income distribution, the 
people whose incomes are sensitive to infl ation are the people at the 
top of the distribution. It has relatively little effect on middle-class 
and poor people.

Q You mentioned a couple of other factors. One was some-
thing I did not fully understand: that the electorate seems to be 
very sensitive to rapid income growth even when it mostly goes to 
high-end individuals. The other point I did understand quite well, 
which is that whoever has the most money often wins. Could you 
talk about those two issues?

A. Yes. The second fi rst. There is a fairly strong relationship between 
the amount of money that the two sides spend on their campaigns 
and how well they do. The amount of money available to spend is in 
part a function of how the economy is doing. In good economic years, 
the incumbent party tends to do better in fundraising. 

Q. The incumbent party, not necessarily the Republicans.
A. That is right. But there is also a big overall Republican advantage in 

fundraising and campaign spending. The tendency is for the incumbent 
party to raise more money in years when the economy is strong. But 
even when Democratic presidents are presiding over strong economies, 
they tend to be outspent by their Republican opponents. 

Q Explain the other factor, that even when the high-income 
people get most of the income growth, the electorate seems to be 
infl uenced positively. 
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A. That one is kind of mysterious. What I have done is to look at the 
relationship between income growth for people in different parts of 
the income distribution and voting patterns among voters in different 
parts of the income distribution. A sensible expectation would be that 
when there is a lot of income growth for affl uent people, you would see 
affl uent people responding strongly to that in their voting behavior. 
And when there is a lot of income growth for low-income people, you 
would see low-income people responding to that. The actual pattern 
seems to be that voters in the upper third of the income distribution 
are mostly responsive to income growth for affl uent people. Yet vot-
ers in the middle third and lower third of the income distribution are 
also mostly responsive to income growth for affl uent people. 

Q. Do you have some explanation for that?
A. I did not examine it in detail. One possibility is that it is just a 

fl uke in the particular series of presidential elections that we have to 
study. Another possibility is that media coverage of how the economy 
is doing is important in shaping people’s responses as much as or 
more than their own direct economic experience. It would not be too 
surprising if the media’s portrayal of how the economy was faring 
was tilted toward refl ecting the experience of affl uent people, since 
those are the people whose economic fortunes are likely to be most 
salient, and maybe most directly important, to the people who are 
determining the tone of media coverage.

Q You acknowledge that there is a culture war but that it does 
not dominate economic infl uence over the elections. At the same 
time the so-called culture war seems to be more infl uential among 
more—I hate to use the term “affl uent”—but among those who are 
somewhat better off than those who are somewhat less well off or 
are doing poorly. Is that a fair summary? 

A. Yes.
Q. There is a culture war. It is just not as important as people 

like Frank have said it is.
A. Well, there is a culture war in the sense that people seem increas-
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ingly to be voting on the basis of these social issues. There is not a 
culture war in some of the other respects that commentators seem 
to have in mind. For example, it does not look as though people’s 
views about these issues have become more extreme or more polar-
ized over time.

Q. Economic welfare still trumps culture wars?
A. Right.

Q Was Barack Obama correct in saying that bitterness leads 
people to cling to their guns and their religion? 

A. I think he was wrong if what he meant was that people who were 
suffering economic distress were most likely to vote on the basis of 
social issues rather than economic issues. 

Q Can some of those people be suffering, though—the ones 
higher up on the income scale? I would argue that a lot of them could 
be suffering uncertainty, volatile incomes, suffering economically—
a fear of lost health insurance, median male wages going nowhere 
for thirty or forty years. They are actually lower after infl ation than 
they were thirty or forty years ago for thirty-somethings. 

A. There is a strong sense of economic insecurity. I have not seen 
any evidence to suggest that the people who feel that most acutely 
have become more conservative in their views about social issues or 
have attached more weight to social issues in their political thinking 
than they used to.

Q. But is it possible?
A. I suppose it is possible.
Q. Do you doubt that it is likely?
A. Yes.
Q. Why? 
A. Because the overall pattern suggests the opposite—that the people 

who have the least reason to feel insecure tend to be more liberal in 
their social views and tend to attach more weight to social views.
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Q You are very concerned that democracy is not working in 
some important respects. In particular, you fi nd that the govern-
ment is not responding to the needs or desires of low-income 
workers. Could you elaborate on that?

A. Democracy means many different things, but insofar as it implies 
that people have equal infl uence on the political system regardless of 
their economic circumstances, it appears that we are a long way from 
meeting that ideal. One of the things that political scientists have 
studied is the relationship between the views of constituents and the 
behavior of their elected offi cials. We fi nd out what people in a given 
congressional district think and then see whether their elected member 
of Congress is voting in a way that is consistent with that thinking.

In one chapter of my book, I have repeated that kind of analysis but 
divided the constituents into the bottom, middle, and upper thirds 
of the income distribution, tabulated the ideological views of people 
in each of those three groups separately, and then related them to the 
behavior of elected offi cials, specifi cally U.S. senators. The statisti-
cal pattern turns out to be a pretty strong relationship between the 
views of upper-income constituents and how their senators voted on 
a whole array of issues, and a somewhat weaker relationship between 
the views of middle-income constituents and the behavior of their 
senators. But there is no relationship at all between the views of low-
income constituents and how their senators legislate. 

To the extent that this is providing an indication of whose views they 
are responsive to, they do not seem to be at all responsive to the views 
of millions of people at the bottom of the income distribution. 

Q Do you have a hypothesis as to why? Is it a lack of money? 
Is it a lack of voice? 

A. The common reaction to this fi nding is “Well, of course their 
elected offi cials don’t pay attention to them because they don’t vote.” 
And it is true that they do turn out to vote at lower rates than middle- 
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and upper-income people. But millions of them do vote, and they 
still are not getting any attention, as best we can tell. There is some 
indication that people who have had some direct contact with their 
elected offi cials get more weight in government decisions, but even 
allowing for that, there is a large disparity in the infl uence of these 
income groups that is not accounted for, as best I can tell, by differ-
ences in their voter turnout or their political participation or their 
level of knowledge about politics or engagement in politics. 

A key possibility, which I was not able to study directly with the 
data I had available but that seems plausible, is that much of this 
disparity is due to differences among the three income groups in the 
extent to which they are important sources of money for political 
campaigns. The amount of money that people in these three income 
groups contribute to political campaigns, in the aggregate, is fairly 
close to being proportional to the amount of infl uence that they seem 
to get. However, even the views of affl uent people are less important 
than the ideological views of the senators themselves. We can have a 
Republican and a Democrat representing the same constituency—the 
same state—and they are likely to vote in very different ways. 

Q Given all of the above, the current presidential race was 
unusual. What was signifi cantly different about the recent presi-
dential campaign than those of the past? 

A. First, we did not see strong income growth during the election 
year, as we usually do when Republicans hold the White House. Sec-
ond, as political scientists, our understanding of presidential elections 
is based almost entirely on cases in which the incumbent president 
or vice president was running for reelection. But in this case we had 
a Republican candidate who consciously tried to distance himself 
from the administration and portray himself as an agent of change. 
And third, of course, we had never seen an election with an African-
American candidate for president before, so we had no way of know-
ing how many white voters would not be able to bring themselves 
to vote for him. 
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Q Let me return to the issue of the minimum wage. Americans 
seem to support raising it in signifi cant numbers, but it has not 
been raised. It is now, even after the last increase, signifi cantly 
below what it was in the late 1960s after being discounted for in-
fl ation. Why do you think that is the case? 

A. I take this as an illustration of three important points. First, the 
idea that policy is highly responsive to the preferences of ordinary 
citizens is often wrong, and this is an especially dramatic instance 
of that. In surveys over the past forty years there has been strong, 
consistent support for increasing the minimum wage, but over that 
period the real value of the minimum wage has declined substantially. 
So policymakers are responding to something quite different from 
public opinion or public policy preferences on this issue in spite of 
the fact that it is a fairly straightforward and salient issue that people 
seem to have real opinions about. 

Second, the decline in the real value of the minimum wage refl ects 
a combination of partisan political factors and external shifts in the 
political climate. The most important external shift is the declining 
infl uence of the labor movement, since organized labor has been the 
strongest interest group championing the minimum wage throughout 
its existence. The fact that unions have many fewer members than 
they used to and are less politically powerful than they used to be 
accounts for a substantial chunk of the erosion in the real value of 
the minimum wage. 

But there is also a signifi cant partisan component here. Under 
Democratic presidents the real value of the minimum wage has gener-
ally gone up, and under Republican presidents it has generally gone 
down. As in many other policy areas, the ideological convictions of 
the people who happen to be in charge seem to be most important 
in determining the policy outcome. 

The third point involves going back to the patterns of income growth 
under Republicans and Democrats. The partisan difference in the real 
value of the minimum wage is probably large enough to account for 
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most of the gap in income growth for low-income families between 
Democratic and Republican presidents over this period. 

Q Is that in your book? I do not remember seeing it.
A. I did not make that connection explicitly. I emphasize that there 

is a huge partisan difference in average income growth for what I call 
working poor families, families at the twentieth percentile of the income 
distribution. Their average real incomes have increased about six times 
as rapidly under Democratic presidents as they have under Republican 
presidents. The partisan difference in the changing real value of the 
minimum wage from year to year under Democratic and Republican 
presidents is large enough to account for a substantial chunk of that 
difference—so that is one of the most important policy mechanisms 
producing these partisan differences in income growth patterns. 

Q New York Times columnist David Brooks, and my impres-
sion is Thomas Frank as well, argued that non-college Americans 
are more attached to these cultural issues, such as opposition to 
abortion and gay rights, than college-educated Americans. Were 
you saying that when you looked at the data, that was not true? 

A. That is correct. In the article I wrote in reaction to What’s the 
Matter with Kansas? I analyzed the weight that people with and without 
college degrees are attaching to social issues. The pattern that emerged 
is that social issues received much more weight in the voting behavior 
of people with college degrees than in that of people without college 
degrees. For example, the weight attached to abortion between 1984 
and 2004 increased twice as much among people with college degrees 
as among those without college degrees. That supports the notion that 
cultural issues have gained traction among better-educated people 
much more than among the working-class people whom Thomas 
Frank seemed to be writing about. 
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