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Introduction

Ian Shapiro, Peter A. Swenson, 
and Daniela Donno

Wealthy people used to fi nd democracy frightening. Th e reason was sim-
ple: the poor, once enfranchised, should be expected to soak the rich. Th is 
fear bred elite resistance to expanding the franchise, particularly beyond 
the propertied classes. Nor did this fear, and the reasoning behind it, go 
unnoticed on the political left . Th e failure of the revolutions of 1830 and 
1848 to radicalize Europe’s working classes sobered Marx, leading him  —  
in later years  —  to endorse the “parliamentary road to socialism.” Fighting 
for democracy might not be such a bad idea. Perhaps the workers would 
do through the ballot box what they had not done at the barricades. And 
this expectation of democracy was not limited to the nineteenth century. 
Millions of marginalized citizens greeted the “third wave” of democracy 
that swept across the global South in the last decades of the twentieth 
century with jubilation and hope. Political equality, it was widely believed, 
would naturally enhance economic equality.
 Much academic writing has also assumed that majority rule with a 
universal franchise would lead to economic redistribution  —  at least in 
countries where income and wealth are as unequally distributed as they 
are in modern capitalist systems. Meltzer and Richard (1981) formalized 
this intuition through the median voter theorem, which holds that eco-
nomic policy will refl ect the preferences of the voter located at the me-
dian point of the income distribution. Given an unequal starting point 
and self-interested voters, it seemed to stand to reason that downward re-
distribution would continue until the income of the median voter reached 
that of the mean. Although appealing for its parsimony and its intuitive 
predictions, the median voter theorem has proven strikingly unsuccessful 
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at explaining reality. Deep inequalities persist, both in established democ-
racies with institutionalized welfare states and in the younger democra-
cies of the developing world. Th ere seems to be no systematic relationship 
between expanding the franchise and downward redistribution. Indeed, 
majority rule democracy can coexist with regressive redistribution in cap-
italist systems. Nineteenth-century elites need not have feared democracy, 
and the left , it seems, put too much faith in it.
 Th is reality has real consequences for millions of people across the 
globe who expect democracy to ameliorate injustice. In recent years, we 
have witnessed increasing public frustration at the inability of govern-
ments to provide for basic needs and stem the widening gulfs between 
rich and poor. Governments the world over also fail to insure against eco-
nomic losses due to the punitive eff ects of labor markets on childbearing, 
childrearing, bodily injury, physical and mental illness, skill obsolescence, 
and the infi rmity of old age. Americans need look no further than the 
scenes from New Orleans in the aft ermath of Hurricane Katrina to un-
derstand the depth of the problem within our own borders. Poverty and 
exposure to further loss go hand in hand.
 Of course, the kind of poverty exposed by Hurricane Katrina is a mi-
nority phenomenon, in both a numerical and an ethnic sense, so there is 
perhaps no profound political puzzle in its tenacity in the face of major-
ity rule. However, even majorities regularly lose out in distributional poli-
tics. Th e continuing failure to pass universal health insurance legislation  
—  when strong majorities at the electoral and elite levels agree on its ne-
cessity  —  is a puzzling political failure of democracy in the United States.
 Conventional economic theory discerns market failure in the ineffi  cient 
underprovision of private, voluntary health insurance; political analysis is 
needed to explain political failure in remedying the market failure. In this 
case, and therefore perhaps in many others, democratic politicians con-
sistently underperform in acting on behalf of majorities. It is therefore all 
too apparent that our understanding of the forces that drive distributive 
politics is woefully inadequate. Th e mismatch between theory and reality 
suggests that the complex web of motivations, actors, issue areas, and in-
stitutions in the political world is simply not captured by the assumptions 
informing the median voter theorem and its progeny. Fresh thinking and 
empirical research are needed.
 Th is volume explores how processes at the institutional, group, and 
individual levels contribute to the oft en surprising twists and turns of 
distributive politics. Th e chapters explore a variety of psychological and 
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institutional factors, collective action problems, and policy-design chal-
lenges that infl uence distributive politics. Th e contributors present diff er-
ent perspectives on a crucial question: redistribution of what? Research on 
the distribution of income and wealth dominates the political economy 
literature, but perhaps equally important are the distribution of risk, 
health care, education, status, values, and life chances. Th is volume in-
cludes chapters on these understudied topics, with an eye to improving 
our understanding of distributive politics not only in the advanced capi-
talist democracies but also in the developing world. Th e contributors also 
off er new insights into old controversies, notably those concerning the 
origins and consequences of the welfare state and the role of religion in 
politics.
 A second question addressed in this volume is redistribution to whom? 
As several of the contributors show, despite the predictions of the median 
voter theorem, redistribution is not always downward. A more appropri-
ate way to think about distributive politics may be based on the ways in 
which groups form coalitions to bargain over the allocation of the avail-
able resources. Imagine a society of three voters whose job it is to deter-
mine the division of a dollar among themselves by majority rule. Because 
every possible division is potentially vulnerable to upset by a new major-
ity coalition, the key questions concern why one coalition rather than an-
other is formed and sustained, when it is, and why distributive coalitions 
fall apart when they do. A coalitional perspective directs attention to the 
real chances of unlikely groups benefi ting from lateral or even regressive 
distribution, depending on the alliances that they can form and sustain.
 Th is book is divided into three parts. Th e chapters comprising part 1 
explore the eff ects of political institutions on a wide range of distributive 
outcomes including state spending, unemployment, and legislator behav-
ior. Th e fi rst two chapters explore the sociological and economic origins 
of the welfare state, as well as the eff ects of welfare state maturation in the 
advanced capitalist democracies. Chapters 3 through 5 examine a diverse 
set of formal institutions, from electoral rules to taxation systems, and as-
sess their infl uence on distributive outcomes. Taken together, the chapters 
encompass a range of theoretical perspectives: from a rational choice con-
ception of institutions as exogenous constraints that alter actors’ incen-
tives to a thick historical conception of institutions as networks of formal 
and informal rules with long-term, path-dependent eff ects.
 In part 2 the authors turn from institutions to individuals, examining 
how preferences and beliefs shape voting behavior and policy outcomes. 
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Th ese chapters provide compelling evidence for the importance of pref-
erences that would be considered “unusual” from the standpoint of pure 
economic rationality. Chapters 6 and 7 explore the micromechanisms be-
hind the way religious beliefs and moral values aff ect political behavior 
concerning distributive questions. Chapter 8 centers on the normative 
contours of distributive preferences, uncovering a disproportionate con-
cern for the elderly vis-à-vis other needy groups in the United States.
 Part 3 moves from individual- to group-level analysis, exploring how 
political groups of various stripes bargain and form coalitions in support 
of distributive arrangements. Th ese chapters off er new insights into the 
divide-a-dollar logic of distributive politics, in which powerful coalitions, 
rather than the median voter, are the key locus of infl uence. Th ey trace 
how durable coalitions can be forged based on common economic inter-
est but also based on side payments or (mis)perceptions of common in-
terest that may be strategically constructed by political entrepreneurs.

I. Institutions

Th e core set of policies associated with the modern welfare state  —  pen-
sions, unemployment compensation, and health care  —  have a major im-
pact on distribution and redistribution. Esping-Andersen’s (1990) path-
breaking study of the three “worlds” of welfare capitalism traced how dif-
ferent modes of state intervention have solidifi ed over time into what we 
now think of as diff erent welfare systems or regimes. Chapter 1 provides 
a much-needed corrective for the lack of scholarly attention to welfare re-
gimes in the developing world. In a sweeping historical survey of Latin 
America, Asia, and Africa, Jeremy Seekings traces the origins and distri-
butional consequences of diff erent welfare systems in the global South. 
Examining Esping-Andersen’s three-part typology of welfare regimes in 
the advanced capitalist democracies  —  liberal, corporatist, and social dem-
ocratic  —  Seekings fi nds them inadequate to explain the political and eco-
nomic dynamics of welfare provision in the developing world. He high-
lights two key structural diff erences in developing economies that cause 
social policy to have diff erent eff ects there than in the advanced industrial 
economies of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD). First, large segments of the population in the global South 
work in informal sectors, rendering corporatist welfare systems that rely 
on employment-based policies highly inegalitarian. Countries where labor 
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unions have historically been strong  —  most notably in Latin America  —  
have adopted corporatist models to the severe detriment of those working 
in the informal sector. Second, the state has historically been weaker and 
economies more agrarian in developing countries, leading to a central 
role for kin and family in serving many of the functions traditionally as-
sociated with the welfare state  —  particularly health care and provision for 
the elderly.
 Seekings puts forward a new threefold typology of welfare states in 
the global South: workerist, in which assistance is employment-based and 
centers on providing insurance against social risk; pauperist, based on 
means-tested downward redistribution; and agrarian, in which redistri-
bution is achieved primarily through state-sponsored land reform, which 
in turn empowers families and kin to provide for their own welfare. He 
identifi es four key factors that explain which of the three paths was taken. 
A large immigrant working class and an open, trade-based economy tend 
to spur the development of exclusionary, workerist systems. De-agrarian-
ization tends to produce agrarian welfare regimes. And democratization 
through the expansion of suff rage generates electoral incentives for the 
adoption of redistributive, noncontributory (pauperist) systems that ben-
efi t the poor.
 Whereas Seekings traced the diff erences between welfare states in the 
developed and developing worlds, Isabela Mares turns our attention in 
chapter 2 to some of the unintended consequences of welfare state matu-
ration. She is particularly interested in explaining why in recent decades 
the tradeoff  between taxation (which sustains the welfare state) and un-
employment has become more acute. Whereas infl uential models in po-
litical economy hold that union wage moderation reduces unemployment, 
in reality the 1980s and 1990s saw increasing levels of unemployment in 
Western Europe in spite of centralized wage-bargaining institutions that 
imposed wage moderation. Mares draws insights from the literature on 
social policy and wage determination to develop a new model that bet-
ter specifi es the relationship between the tax burden, the composition of 
social spending, wage-bargaining institutions, and the resulting level of 
unemployment.
 An innovative feature of Mares’s account is the assumption  —  supported 
by evidence drawn from primary sources  —  that trade unions care about 
social policy in addition to wages, taxes, and transfer payments. Th is as-
pect of unions’ utility, she argues, formed the basis for the durable politi-
cal exchange between unions and governments that sustained the welfare 
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state throughout the postwar period: unions provided wage moderation 
in exchange for the expansion of social policy. But as Mares shows, this 
political exchange has recently been undermined by a growth in govern-
ments’ social policy commitments, resulting from both exogenous de-
mographic change (aging populations) and endogenous expansion. Her 
model identifi es two mechanisms by which these changes in social policy 
tend to increase equilibrium levels of unemployment. First, a growth in 
the number of labor market outsiders, namely pensioners and the unem-
ployed, has reduced the willingness of unions to engage in wage mod-
eration, since fewer of the benefi ts from state social provision accrue to 
union members. Second, the growth in the size of the tax burden limits 
the eff ectiveness of wage moderation in reducing unemployment, since a 
lower portion of employers’ total wage bill is aff ected by the actual wage 
rate. Mares tests these propositions using data on wage bargaining and 
taxation in fourteen OECD countries. Mares’s model highlights the some-
times acute tradeoff s that governments face in deciding the composition 
of social expenditures.
 Chapter 3 focuses on a diff erent institutional tradeoff . Shift ing from 
consideration of state expenditures to state income, Steff en Ganghof il-
luminates the challenges that governments face in designing effi  cient tax 
systems that can sustain the robust level of public spending required to 
support advanced welfare states without driving out capital investment. 
Ganghof forwards a schema for classifying tax structures according to 
(a) the vertical distribution of the tax burden over diff erent income lev-
els (i.e., the degree to which the system is progressive or regressive) and 
(b) the horizontal distribution of relative tax burdens on diff erent types, 
rather than levels, of income (i.e., fi nancial versus wage income). Diff erent 
arrangements exhibit diff erent levels and types of tax-structure effi  ciency, 
which can be conceived in political terms (systems that are electorally sus-
tainable), economic terms (arrangements that bring in higher tax yields), 
and administrative terms (systems with lower processing, auditing, and 
enforcement costs).
 Drawing from the experiences of European countries, Ganghof ex-
plores the political and economic consequences of the tradeoff  between 
vertical and horizontal tax effi  ciency. He builds from the work of Prze-
worski and Wallerstein (1988), which showed that increasing capital taxa-
tion tends to decrease the investment needed for economic growth. In ad-
dition, Ganghof argues, moderate capital taxation increases the economic 
and administrative effi  ciency of the tax structure, thereby making possible 
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higher levels of public spending. But whereas horizontal effi  ciency re-
quires limited taxation of capital, vertical effi  ciency (and equity) requires 
progressivity of wage taxation. Th e paradoxical result, however, is incen-
tives for high-income tax payers to transform their highly taxed (wage) 
income into more lowly taxed (capital) income  —  increasing administra-
tive costs and perhaps decreasing overall tax revenues. To make matters 
even more diffi  cult for tax-structure design, international tax competition  
—  commonly associated with the “race to the bottom”  —  places further 
restraints on governments’ ability to tax capital. Ganghof provides cross-
national evidence for the existence of these tradeoff s, controlling for total 
tax burden (as percentage of GDP) and degree of wage coordination.
 Finding a sustainable balance between these countervailing forces is 
inherently diffi  cult, Ganghof argues, and will depend on the political cli-
mate and institutions specifi c to each country. However, he does issue a 
qualifi ed endorsement of the dual income tax system, implemented by 
Finland, Norway, and Sweden, which combines features of fl at income 
taxes (for capital) with progressive expenditure and wage taxes. Whether 
these arrangements prove politically stable in the long run remains to be 
seen, but policy learning and incremental innovation continues.
 In chapter 4, Nicoli Nattrass turns our attention to a diff erent set of 
tradeoff s associated with an essential aspect of state expenditure in the 
developing world: public health. If inequality is conceived broadly as the 
distribution of life chances in a society, the AIDS epidemic and govern-
ment policies for prevention and treatment carry enormous implications 
for inequality in developing countries. Th e statistics speak for themselves: 
according to Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) 
and World Health Organization (WHO) estimates, 37.5 million people 
were living with HIV/AIDS at the end of 2004; but just 12 percent of the 
people needing treatment were actually getting it. Ninety percent of those 
infected with HIV/AIDS live in countries at low and middle levels of 
development.
 In a cross-national statistical analysis, Nattrass explores the eco-
nomic and political correlates of AIDS infection and government-spon-
sored treatment  —  in the form of Highly Active Antiretroviral Th erapy 
(HAART). HAART provision is a clear and compelling example of a gov-
ernment policy that can directly improve the life chances of large por-
tions of a country’s population. A complication, however, is that poverty 
is strongly implicated in HIV infection, meaning that governments with 
limited budgets may face a tradeoff  between combating infection directly 
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through HAART provision and combating it indirectly by promoting eco-
nomic growth. Nattrass fi nds that economic factors  —  per capita income 
and health expenditures  —  have a strong positive eff ect on HAART provi-
sion. But regional eff ects remain: Latin American and Caribbean countries 
are signifi cantly better at providing treatment than other regions, though, 
surprisingly, sub-Saharan Africa is also doing better than expected, aft er 
controlling for economic and political factors. Nattrass also fi nds that 
established democracies provide signifi cantly higher levels of treatment, 
which suggests that popular pressure for HAART rollout is more eff ective 
in democracies or, alternatively, that international assistance is directed 
primarily toward democracies.
 Moving from the focus on explaining the historical origins of insti-
tutions and tradeoff s associated with institutional design, Jana Kunicová 
in chapter 5 explores the behavioral eff ects of institutions. Students of 
electoral systems have long argued that single-member district (SMD) 
electoral rules create incentives for legislators to distribute resources and 
projects to their districts, creating an ineffi  cient “pork-barrel” alloca-
tion of resources. By contrast, the larger constituency size of PR systems 
has been shown to reduce pressure for locally based spending, leading 
to more distributive spending that benefi ts the population as a whole, 
through pensions or a minimum wage, for example.
 But due mainly to lack of data, we have little knowledge as to how 
these fi ndings about the eff ects of electoral rules travel to new democra-
cies in the developing world, where rules are in fl ux and political actors 
are still learning the game. Using roll-call data from three sessions of the 
Russian Duma in the 1990s  —  a mixed legislature where half the deputies 
were elected by SMD and half by PR  —  Kunicová examines the eff ects of 
electoral mandate on legislators’ votes on redistributive issues. Because 
the institutional variation in electoral rules is located within one legisla-
ture, the research design controls for country-specifi c factors, such as leg-
islative norms and context-specifi c distributive issues.
 In keeping with fi ndings from cross-national studies, Kunicová fi nds 
that legislators elected by SMD are signifi cantly more likely than those 
elected by PR to break with their legislative faction on votes related to 
distributive spending to Russia’s regions. Her results indicate that the re-
lationship between electoral mandate and distributive politics does hold 
in new or developing democracies. Th e rules of the game may be new in 
Russia, but their eff ects are nonetheless robust.
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II. Preferences

Having explored the institutional side of distributive politics, the contrib-
utors in part 2 ask how we can explain the surprisingly weak propensity of 
individuals to vote according to their economic self-interest  —  the “what’s 
the matter with Kansas” problem (Frank 2004). Th e authors examine evi-
dence from the United States to test for the eff ects of a set of factors long 
prominent in political science and sociology  —  religion, morality, and val-
ues  —  in newly rigorous ways.
 In chapter 6, Kenneth Scheve and David Stasavage explore how re-
ligiosity aff ects preferences for state provision of social insurance. Th ey 
draw from fi ndings in psychology showing that religious beliefs serve to 
diminish the psychic costs of adverse life events, such as unemployment 
or injury, that aff ect the ability to work. Whereas previous work has ex-
plored how religious communities can serve as substitutes for the state in 
providing for the material well-being of their members following adverse 
life events, Scheve and Stasavage’s focus on the psychic benefi ts of reli-
gion  —  i.e., reducing stress and loss of self-esteem  —  suggests an alternative 
mechanism by which religion aff ects political preferences, independent of 
diff erences in denomination or creed.
 Scheve and Stasavage fi nd cross-country evidence of a strong rela-
tionship between high religiosity and low social-insurance provision, in 
which the United States is the most pronounced example among the ad-
vanced industrial countries. Th ey test their proposed relationship between 
religiosity and social insurance using data from the U.S. states, allowing 
them to hold constant possible unobserved factors at the country level 
that might drive patterns in social spending. At the individual level, they 
fi nd a robust, negative correlation between religiosity and preferences for 
social insurance, even aft er controlling for socioeconomic status, for re-
ligious denomination, and for other possibly confounding beliefs about 
the role of eff ort versus luck in determining an individual’s economic suc-
cess. Th ey then test for the eff ect of these beliefs on state-level unemploy-
ment and workers’-compensation provision, fi nding support for the link 
between religiosity and policy outcomes.
 Scheve and Stasavage argue that the relationship between religiosity 
and economic-policy preferences is based on a substitution eff ect, whereby 
religious beliefs serve as a (partial) substitute for social insurance. Begin-
ning with the same puzzle of the unexpectedly low rate of redistribution 
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in the United States, Woojin Lee and John Roemer in chapter 7 argue that 
the relationship between morality and economic preferences is based on 
an ideological complementarity between religiosity and conservative eco-
nomic causal beliefs. Lee and Roemer conduct a comprehensive formal 
and empirical analysis of the role of moral values in shaping both party 
platforms and voting behavior. Putting the puzzle in the context of the 
2004 U.S. presidential election, they seek to explain why the Republican 
Party was able to win a majority of votes when their proposed economic 
policies were arguably geared toward the economic interest of a small mi-
nority of voters.
 Lee and Roemer employ a party-unanimity Nash-equilibrium (PUNE) 
model with two issue dimensions to examine the eff ect on party policy 
platforms of adding a moral-values issue dimension to the standard eco-
nomic issue dimension. Th ey posit two mechanisms by which a moral-
values dimension could confound the economic dimension: First, in what 
the authors term a “policy bundling” eff ect, high salience of moral val-
ues could lead some people to vote for a less-preferred economic-policy 
outcome. Or alternatively, moral values could be ideologically connected 
to the conservative economic belief that eff ort trumps luck, a phenom-
enon akin to Max Weber’s Protestant work ethic, which Lee and Roemer 
term the “moral Puritan” eff ect. Th e authors show that (a) high salience of 
moral values and (b) a large number of voters who connect their conser-
vative values to conservative economic preferences (the “moral Puritan” 
eff ect) both tend to diminish the level of redistribution proposed by the 
two parties in equilibrium. When moral values are highly salient to vot-
ers, the eff ect on economic policies (operationalized as size of the public 
sector) proposed by the two parties can be quite large. Th e Lee-Roemer 
model of the moral-values issue dimension also accounts for voting be-
havior that is manifestly surprising from a purely economic standpoint.
 In chapter 8, Christopher Howard explores the preferences that under-
pin another puzzling aspect of distributive politics in the United States: 
the fact that public spending is heavily skewed toward the elderly and 
the affl  uent. Moreover, the increase in inequality in recent years has not 
prompted demands for redistribution away from these groups. A standard 
political explanation for this puzzling policy mix is one of small-group 
“capture” of government; policy is distorted as a result of the dispropor-
tionate political power of the elderly and wealthy, who exhibit higher po-
litical awareness, activism, and interest-group activity.
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 In Howard’s revealing exploration of American public opinion, how-
ever, he shows that there is a robust intergenerational consensus for high 
spending on the elderly and, even more surprisingly, that there is little 
demand from the poor and middle class for state-sponsored redistribu-
tion. In 1996, fewer than half of Americans said that government should 
reduce income diff erentials between rich and poor  —  in stark contrast to 
European countries, where more than two-thirds support government-led 
redistribution. Even more surprisingly, less than 40 percent of the poor in 
America reported wanting government to redistribute income. Howard’s 
fi ndings raise important questions about public awareness and beliefs on 
the demand side of distributive politics and suggest that the elderly and 
wealthy do not have disproportionate “power” in the sense of enacting 
policy against the preferences of the rest of the country. Th us, Howard 
argues, the common assumption that things would look very diff erent in 
the United States if the wealthy and elderly were not as politically power-
ful may not hold.

III. Coalitions

Individual preferences are one building block in understanding the role of 
demand in distributive politics, but we also must consider group prefer-
ences and power. As the contributors to part 3 show, distributive coali-
tions, forged by attending to considerations about power and common-
alities of interest, serve as an analytical bridge between preferences and 
outcomes. Bringing the volume full circle, these chapters illustrate how 
coalitions are oft en responsible for institutional change.
 In chapter 9, Peter A. Swenson examines the long-term institutional ef-
fects of coalitions. He traces how shift ing coalitions among capital, labor, 
and medicine shaped the landscape of Germany’s relatively egalitarian 
health care system. His innovative analysis introduces a new collective ac-
tor  —  organized medicine  —  to the standard capital-labor divide and high-
lights the presence of complex overlapping interests that facilitate, under 
conditions of economic crisis, major coalitional shift s and therefore trans-
formation of institutions and policy regimes. Swenson also illuminates 
how maintaining egalitarian accomplishments in the political sphere is 
an ongoing process in which allocation of control over institutions is as 
much contested as allocation of material resources.
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 Swenson’s explanation emphasizes the role of macroeconomic context, 
particularly periods of economic crisis, in opening up windows of oppor-
tunity for policy change. Entrenched coalitions crumble, and new ones 
emerge without a change of key actors’ basic and relative distributional 
preferences. Th us, during the depression of the 1930s, the consequences 
of ineffi  ciencies in the health care system and the tradeoff  between quality 
and economy were exacerbated. Swenson locates the coalitional founda-
tions of the unique system that emerged from an unexpected alliance be-
tween labor and organized medicine in 1931, a system that was reinstalled 
largely intact aft er World War II and endured relatively unchallenged un-
til the 1990s.
 Swenson’s account hinges on the swing vote of organized labor, which 
sought a negotiated alliance that would best protect its interest in a cen-
tralized system that would provide for quality and equality in health 
care for all its members. A July 1930 presidential decree reorganizing the 
health care system, supported by capital and tentatively by labor, ended 
up disadvantaging workers, who lost sick pay and who had to pay a share 
of fees. Doctors would in principle share the sacrifi ces through a lower-
ing of fees and fl ow of patients, but they did not suff er in relative terms. 
Because doctors were paid on a fee-for-service basis, they could avoid loss 
of income and circumvent the system simply by performing excess, un-
necessary services. It soon became clear that the arrangement was eco-
nomically dysfunctional and politically untenable, leading to a dramatic 
about-face by labor and a victory for doctors just one year later.
 A 1931 presidential decree, resulting from the labor-medicine alliance, 
mandated collective bargaining between monopolistic physicians’ associa-
tions and health insurance funds. Doctors retained a high degree of au-
tonomy and income protection under the arrangement by assuming, at 
least in principle, the collective responsibility to monitor the practice of 
medicine to achieve cost control. Labor, in return, saw potential in the 
new system for the insurance funds they controlled to gain membership 
ground at the expense of health funds controlled by large employers.
 Pranab Bardhan’s account of distributive politics and democracy in 
India, in chapter 10, supports a decidedly more pessimistic view of the 
economic eff ects of coalitions. He paints a vivid picture of contemporary 
politics in India, characterized by a “bewildering crisscross” of interest 
groups connected for the most part by mutual suspicion. Th e frequency of 
national and regional elections creates an environment of constantly shift -
ing political coalitions based on the narrow, short-term electoral calcula-
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tions of politicians. Distributive politics is “short-run” and group based. 
Newly powerful regional parties tend to use elected offi  ce to redistribute 
to their own region.
 Th e pernicious eff ects of these ethnic, regional, and class “logrolling” 
coalitions are far-reaching. Most importantly, they stymie the provision 
of much-needed public goods, namely comprehensive economic reform 
and investment  —  especially in infrastructure and irrigation  —  that would 
benefi t the majority of the population. Culturally, the emphasis on group 
rights at the expense of individual rights has led to weak societal support 
for civil liberties such as freedom of expression and freedom from state 
interference. India’s vast state apparatus is rife with corruption and is used 
largely as an instrument for the distribution of political favors. In sum, 
accountability and rule of law are eroding. Th us, in Bardhan’s depiction, 
Indian politics adheres much more strongly to an Olsonian picture of 
interest-group capture than to a pluralist picture of benign cross-cutting 
cleavages. But it was not always so. Bardhan argues that the recent expan-
sion of democracy to the lower rungs of the social hierarchy, though de-
sirable in and of itself, has also led to the demise of intraparty democracy 
and coalition building that had previously sustained a more eff ective sys-
tem of governance. Th e erosion of elite control has resulted in a concomi-
tant erosion of administrative probity, the rule of law, and the insulation 
of economic decision-making.
 In chapter 8, Howard provided evidence of surprisingly consensual dis-
tributive preferences in the United States despite economic realities that 
would predict deep cleavages. His implicit assumption is that preferences 
are exogenous to the political process. In chapter 11, Mayling Birney, Ian 
Shapiro, and Michael J. Graetz dispense with this assumption. Th ey take 
malleable preferences as their starting point and show how unexpected 
distributive coalitions can be built through the strategic interpretation of 
public-opinion data. Th eir empirical puzzle is the repeal of the U.S. es-
tate tax in 2001. Although the estate tax was highly progressive, aff ected 
less than 2 percent of the population, and had been on the books since 
1916, repeal was nonetheless supported by a surprisingly diverse alliance 
of interest groups, cobbled together partly through the use of polling data 
that seemed to show support for full repeal. Birney, Shapiro, and Graetz 
trace how pro-repeal interest groups used this polling data as a political 
weapon to forge their coalition and ultimately to sway legislators’ votes.
 Birney, Shapiro, and Graetz propose a “running-room” model of public 
opinion in which interest groups and political entrepreneurs defi ne the 
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contours of latent opinion and then use their polling and focus group data 
to infl uence legislative votes. Contrary to prevailing theories of public 
opinion and policy, the running-room model emphasizes the indirect link 
between public opinion and policy, through legislators. Birney, Shapiro, 
and Graetz’s fi ndings imply, fi rst, that public opinion is highly sensitive to 
framing and phraseology, particularly on low-salience issues like the es-
tate tax. By using certain opinion-poll frames that emphasized procedural 
fairness and capitalized on public misperceptions about who is aff ected by 
the estate tax, pro-repeal entrepreneurs were able to convey the message 
that the public broadly favored repeal. Although opponents of repeal con-
ducted polling that showed contrary results (i.e., that the public favored 
reform over repeal), they were slow and ineff ective in broadcasting their 
message to legislators. Second  —  and echoing Howard  —  Birney, Shapiro, 
and Graetz argue that the deep cleavages over redistribution predicted by 
pure economic rationality should not be assumed. In this case, a surpris-
ingly durable coalition was built among groups who were for the most 
part acting against their own economic interest; they persuaded legisla-
tors to vote for upward redistribution to the top 2 percent of the popula-
tion. Birney, Shapiro, and Graetz are careful to emphasize that the general 
conclusion to be drawn from their analysis is not necessarily pessimistic 
for partisans of downward redistribution: distributive coalitions can be 
forged on both sides of every issue, and it is up to political entrepreneurs 
to seize the initiative.
 Th e chapters comprising this volume engage a diverse set of questions 
and speak to several diff erent literatures concerned with democracy and 
distributive politics. Yet they advance a single theme: the realm of dis-
tributive politics is occupied by a complex mix of actors, motivations, co-
alitions, and institutional contexts that belie the simplicity of the median 
voter theorem or the type of thinking about distributive politics that it 
encourages us to deploy. Institutions alter the incentives of political actors 
and infl uence policy outcomes that directly aff ect citizens’ material well-
being. Individual preferences concerning economic policy are complex 
and multidimensional. Psychological factors, including religious beliefs, 
cognitive biases, and misperceptions about self-interest infl uence citizens’ 
demand for redistribution in signifi cant ways.
 And perhaps most importantly, a moral to be drawn from this volume 
is that politics matters. In seeking to explain the sometimes puzzling pol-
icy outcomes that shape the distribution of income, wealth, taxation, risk, 
status, and well-being in a society, we cannot ignore the role of shift ing 
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political coalitions and the oft en unexpected partnerships that they en-
gender. A coalitional perspective directs our attention to the processes of 
competition, of bargaining, and of building and destroying the political 
alliances that serve as bridges between individuals and institutions. If, 
taken together, the chapters comprising this volume do not suggest that 
a grand theory of distributive politics will be in the offi  ng any time soon, 
they do direct attention to fruitful research agendas and begin to explore 
them.

R e f e r e n c e s

Esping-Andersen, Gøsta. 1990. Th e Th ree Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Frank, Th omas. 2004. What’s the Matter with Kansas? How Conservatives Won the 
Heart of America. New York: Henry Holt.

Meltzer, Allan H., and Scott F. Richard. 1981. A Rational Th eory of the Size of 
Government. Journal of Political Economy 89(5): 914 –  27.

Przeworski, Adam, and Michael Wallerstein. 1988. Th e Structural Dependence of 
the State on Capital. American Political Science Review 82(1): 11 –  29.

Shapiro_pp001-016.indd   15Shapiro_pp001-016.indd   15 3/27/08   8:38:36 AM3/27/08   8:38:36 AM




