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Abstract* 

The two main political parties in the United States put forth policies on redistribution and on 

issues pertaining directly to race. We argue that redistributive politics in America can be fully 

understood only by taking account of the interconnection between these issues, and the effects of 

political competition upon the multi-dimensional party platforms. We identify two mechanisms 

through which racism among American voters decreases the degree of redistribution that would 

otherwise obtain. Many authors have suggested that voter racism decreases the degree of 

redistribution due to an anti-solidarity effect: that (some) voters oppose government transfer 

payments to minorities whom they view as undeserving. We point to a second effect as well: that 

some voters who desire redistribution nevertheless vote for the antiredistributive party (the 

Republicans) because that party’s position on the race issue is more consonant with their own, 

and this, too, decreases the degree of redistribution. We call this the policy bundle effect. The 

effect of voter racism on redistribution is the sum of these two effects. We propose a formal 

model of multi-dimensional political competition that enables us to estimate the magnitude of 

these two effects, and estimate the model for the period 1976-1992. We numerically compute 

that during this period voter racism reduced the income tax rate by 11-18 percentage points; the 

total effect decomposes about equally into the two sub-effects. We also find that the Democratic 

vote share is 5-38 percentage points lower than it would have been, absent racism. 

JEL Categories: D3, D7, H2 

Keywords: Racism, redistribution, anti-solidarity effect, policy bundle effect, party unanimity 
Nash equilibrium, endogenous parties 
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1. Introduction 

It is an old theme of the Left that racism divides the American working class, thus blocking 

its attempt to redistribute national income away from capital towards labor.1 Traditionally, the 

mechanism indicated has been that racism among workers weakens unions, which shifts revenues 

of firms towards profits and away from wages. A second mechanism, of more social democratic 

origins, operates through electoral politics. Racism reduces ‘compassion’ among citizens –

particularly, in the United States, among whites towards blacks; some whites consequently vote 

against the redistributive party (the Democrats in the US), as blacks are prominent beneficiaries of 

redistributive taxation. 

A renewed interest in the significance of voter racism is emerging among scholars. Alesina 

et al. (2001) regress, for a panel of countries, the degree of redistribution on the size of the 

country’s poor ethnic minority, and find a strong negative relationship. The US has the most 

significant, poor minority of any country in the panel, and the least redistribution. These authors’ 

explanation of the low level of American redistribution invokes reciprocal altruism, as defined 

by Bowles et al. (2001) and Gilens (1999). People support redistribution only when they believe 

that it conforms to norms of reciprocity and conditional obligation to others. Luttmer (2001) 

concludes similarly: individuals decrease their support for redistribution as the welfare 

recipiency rate in their community rises (an exposure effect) and the share of local recipients from 

their own racial group falls (a group loyalty effect). He finds that these effects are stronger if those 

on welfare are predominantly not working, or unmarried mothers. 

Purely econometric exercises do not identify mechanisms; there could be many causes for 

the observed phenomenon. These authors conjecture they are capturing an effect in which citizens 

vote against redistribution because they place a low value on equality, due to their wish not to 

redistribute to minorities. There is, however, a second effect, quite different from this one, which 

may also be at play. Political parties put forth policies on many issues –in particular, on 

redistribution and on racial issues. (The latter include policies on affirmative action, government 

aid to blacks, ‘law and order,’ prison funding, and so on.) Racially conservative citizens who 

desire redistribution, because they themselves are poor, may vote for the Republican Party, 

because it has the policy  they  prefer  on  the  race  issue,  even  though  it  also  advocates less 

_____________________ 
1 See McWilliams (1939) for a classical study of how growers used racism to prevent farm labor from 

organizing. 
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redistribution than these voters would like. This phenomenon is analyzed in Roemer (1998), although   

--in that article-- primarily at the theoretical level. 

Here, we will attempt to measure these two effects of voter racism on redistribution, which we 

call the anti-solidarity and policy bundle effects. Due to the anti-solidarity effect, racist voters oppose 

redistribution to the poor, who (they believe) are substantially minority. By reducing voter compassion 

towards the poor, the anti-solidarity effect will cause both American political parties to be less 

redistributive than otherwise. Due to the policy bundle effect, some poor citizens may vote for the 

party that is anti-redistributive, even if they themselves desire some redistribution, because that party 

advocates a position on the racial issue consonant with their own. The policy bundle effect may further 

reduce redistribution.2
 

We denote by voter racism an affirmation of what are conventionally viewed as conservative 

policies on the race issue, induced by anti-black affect and the belief that blacks are pushing too fast. 

(See section 2 for the precise operational definition of voter racism.) This is not the old-fashioned, 

blatant Jim Crow racism.3 We leave open the question of why the voter in question has the affect and 

the belief he/she does. 

The policy bundle effect to which we refer may be large because there is no third party in the 

United States that offers voters a platform of significant redistribution and racially conservative policy: 

if there were, then poor racist voters desiring redistribution could vote for it, instead of voting 

Republican. The policy bundle effect is a political portfolio effect: it exists because of the limited 

choice of policy combinations available to the voter in a system with only two parties. The disappeared 

southern Democrats represented the platform just described; when these racist politicians were 

Democrats, Southern whites could vote Democratic (pro-redistribution) and be racially conservative at 

once. The policy bundle effect, we conjecture, was either nil or small during this period. One may 

conjecture that the demise of the Southern racist Democrat has reduced redistribution in the US –a 

conjecture we might be interested in testing at another time. 

Some methodological comments are in order. Unlike Alesina et al. (2001) and Luttmer (2001), 

we will propose a formal model of political competition between parties. We will assume that the 

competition between the Democratic and Republican parties in the US is described by that model. We 

are interested in calculating the magnitude of the changes in redistribution that would occur, were 

_____________________ 
2 We point out, however, that the policy bundle effect of racism on redistribution is not always negative. 

Conceivably, if there were a large group of rich, anti-racist voters, the policy bundle effect could be positive. As we 
will see, this is not the case in the United States. 

3 We are concerned about racism of the majority towards minorities, which must be distinguished from ‘group 
conflict’ between races. 
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voter racism to be reduced. Observations on voting behavior and fiscal policy will be used to 

estimate the model’s parameters and to construct their confidence intervals. With the benchmark 

model and the estimated model parameters in hand, we will perform some counterfactual 

experiments enabling us to compute the magnitude of the two effects of voter racism on 

redistribution. Sensitivity analyses and model confirmation procedures will be also employed. We 

attempt to provide micro-political foundations for the observation that voter racism reduces 

redistribution, and to put ‘costs’ on racism in the US, in terms of redistribution foregone.4 

In the jargon of econometrics, our approach is semi-parametric, which means two things: 

first, that we estimate those parameters that appear in the functions explicitly specified in the 

model using parametric estimation methods; second, that other functional forms, for which 

economic and political theory provide little guidance, are estimated non-parametrically.5 In 

particular, our use of non-parametrically estimated density functions in the computation of the 

model is sophisticated and computationally expensive, but greatly improves the model’s fit. 

Section 2 provides motivation for our paper. We start by considering the data, and present 

our operational definition of voter racism. We shall argue that the racial dimension has been 

important (and often more important than the income dimension) in electoral politics of the 

United States. Section 3 describes our micro-political model, one of political competition on a 

two-dimensional policy space where the constituencies of parties are endogenously determined. 

In section 4, we estimate the values of the underlying parameters as well as the distribution of 

voter types, using two sources of micro data, the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) and the 

National Election Studies (NES). In section 5, we calculate the equilibrium platforms of the two 

parties using the model described in section 3, with parameter values and functions estimated in 

section 4, and decompose the total effect of voter racism on redistribution into its two separate 

effects. We find that both the policy bundle and anti-solidarity effects of racism on fiscal policy are 

significant and negative in the United States in the period of 1976-1992. The total effect of racism 

is to reduce the marginal tax rate between 11 and 18 percentage points and this decomposes about 

_____________________ 
4 Although numerical computation methods have a long history in natural sciences, social scientists –both 

theorists and empirical scholars– have embraced them less enthusiastically. Perhaps one reason for the lack of 
enthusiasm is because parameter values and functions have been arbitrarily chosen (rather than estimated) and 
statistical testing procedures for studying the computed equilibria have not been provided (Hansen and Heckman, 
1996). We overcome the first criticism by estimating parameter values explicitly and as accurately as possible. 
Regarding the second criticism, we note that recently developed bootstrapping methods allow researchers to 
compute standard errors of the equilibria even in complicated cases. We do not do this here, except for few simple 
cases, due to computation time limitations. 

5 An example of the former are the parameters associated with labor supply functions; an example of the latter 
is the distribution of voter types. 
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equally into the two effects. We show that the time trend of computed equilibrium platforms 

traces very closely that of actual historical data. Section 6 concludes. Tables and Figures 

discussed in the main text are gathered at the end of the paper. Appendix 1 includes other 

Figures and Tables not presented in the main body of the text. Appendix 2 describes the 

variables from the National Election Studies that we use in the paper. Appendix 3 describes the 

non-parametric estimation methods employed in estimating the distribution of voter types and 

some related asymptotic properties. 

2. Recovering Voter Racism from Survey Data 

The place of ethnic minorities, in particular, African Americans, in American society has 

been a controversial question throughout American history. From the time of chattel slavery, 

through the Civil War and the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, racial issues have been on the 

political agenda. Racially tinged issues, such as welfare, crime, ‘permissive’ judges, and 

government regulation, have been the subject of strenuous political debate and strong legislation 

for the last three decades. 

Various polls and many scholarly works clearly show that Americans have rapidly rejected 

the blatant ‘biological’ racism, so common half a century ago, that asserts the biological 

inferiority of minorities and calls for strict segregation. The racial caste system, which lasted for 

350 years, was almost entirely dismantled in the 26 years following World War II. 

But race as a political issue has hardly disappeared. Although Americans now 

overwhelmingly endorse formal racial equality, and much progress in the economic and social 

position of African Americans has been made in the last half century, significant inequality in the 

quality of life continues to exist, and American society is highly polarized about it; debates are 

fierce when ‘race-conscious’ remedies such as affirmative action are on the table, as seen in the 

Bakke v. Regents of the University of California case in 1978 and the Hopwood v. Texas case in 

1996. 

Race as a political issue has led to party and voter realignment in American politics. 

Carmines and Stimson (1989) argue that the emergence of racial desegregation as a partisan 

issue during the 1960s led to a gradual but profound transformation of the US party system. Two 

studies commissioned by the Michigan Democratic Party to investigate the cause of white male 

blue-collar defections from the party report that racial issues were a primary source of anti-

Democrat anger among white blue-collar voters (Lipset, 1996; Teixera and Rogers, 2000). Edsall 
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and Edsall (1991) argue that “of the four interrelated issues -race, rights, party reform, and 

taxes- ... race has been the most critical, and the most powerful, in effecting political change... 

Racial attitudes became a central characteristic of both ideology and party identification, 

integral to voters’ choices between Democrats and Republicans.”6
 

Casual examination of vote share and party identification data confirms this view. (See 

Table A-2-1 and Figure A-2-1 in Appendix 1.) 

According to the National Election Studies (NES), the support for the Democratic Party in 

the presidential elections of 1960 and 1964 (the Kennedy-Johnson era) was 60.48%. In particular, 

61.76% of non-rich white voters (whose incomes are below the 67th percentile of the national 

income distribution) and 59.7% of the less-educated white voters (whose degrees are less than 

Bachelor’s) voted for the Democratic Party. The fall in the support for the Democratic Party, in 

particular among white voters, is dramatic in the 1968 and 1972 elections. That fall is 23.24 

percentage points in total, but 25.64 percentage points among white voters, 28.33 percentage 

points among non-rich Whites, and 27.18 percentage points among less-educated white voters. 

Party identification data reveal a more dramatic picture. About 83 percent of Southern 

whites described themselves as Democrats in 1952; as of 1996, only 48 percent did. The decline 

of Democratic identification occurs not only for Southern whites; Northern whites have also 

gradually defected from the Democratic Party since 1964. Indeed in only one election since 1960 

has the Democratic candidate received a majority of the total white vote. 

In contrast to the percentage of white Democratic votes, the percentage of blacks voting 

Democratic has always been greater than 90%. Indeed the black vote is a pivotal factor for the 

Democratic Party in presidential elections. Black Republicans and black Democrats are 

remarkably similar, both demographically and in their policy preferences.7 

This pattern of voting differences across races tells us little about voter racism; whites may 

have turned away from the Democratic Party because they oppose big government and the 

welfare state. (Abramowitz (1994) expresses one such view.) There is a significant variation of 

racial  views  among white voters,  and trends of racial views  shown in surveys  differ greatly 

_____________________ 
6 Throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, Democrats and Republicans exhibited no consistent partisan 

differences on racial issues. Racial politics becomes salient only in 1963 when the Democratic Party, overcoming the 
resistance of its Southern wing, stepped out as the party of racial liberalism. In the 1964 presidential election, the 
Democratic candidate, Lyndon Johnson, stood squarely for federal intervention to break down the barriers of racial 
segregation, while the Republican candidate, Barry Goldwater, stood squarely against any use of federal power to 
achieve racial integration. Camines and Stimson (1989) demonstrate that, between the 1950s and the 1970s, there was 
a dramatic reversal in the positions of Democratic and Republican party leaders and activists on the issue of civil 
rights. 
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depending on the kind of question asked. Racism is a latent variable that cannot be easily identified 

from survey questions. How then do we understand white racism in politics? 

Explaining whites’ opposition to liberal racial policies has been the subject of extensive research 

by American social scientists over the past quarter century. Although details of this research are quite 

nuanced, the debates have mainly centered around the relative importance of two factors underlying 

American racial attitudes: (1) psychological antipathy/resentment, prejudice, and negative beliefs 

(including stereotyping) against minorities; and (2) political ideology and values such as individualism 

and libertarianism. Scholars have disputed which of these factors is the principal source of public’s 

opposition to race-related policies, such as affirmative action programs.8
 

To address this question, we decompose ‘political ideology’ (liberal-conservative) of whites into 

four orthogonal latent factors - racism, libertarianism, feminism, and compassion for the poor - which 

we believe constitute core components of American political ideology, by carrying out factor analyses 

on ten variables in the NES for each presidential election year.9
 

These ten variables are: (1) antiblack affect, measured by the difference between a white 

respondent’s thermometer rating of blacks and his rating of his own ethnic group; (2) the belief that 

blacks are pushing too hard, measured by the responses on the question of whether civil rights 

movement is pushing too fast; (3) thermometer rating towards the poor (4) thermometer rating towards 

people on welfare; (5) thermometer rating towards trade unions; (6) the belief that government is too 

strong to be able to respect individual responsibility and liberty; (7) the lack of trust in government; (8) 

thermometer rating towards the women’s liberation movement; (9) perception about equal role for 

women; and (10) the scale of political ideology (a conservative-libertarian scale).10 

_____________________                                                                                                             
7 Higher-income blacks are not more likely to vote Republican, as are their white counterparts. In the 1992 

NES survey, for instance, every black earning $75,000 (N=23) voted for Clinton. 
8 See Kinder and Sanders (1996), Sniderman and Piazza (1993), and contributions in the volume edited by 

Sears, Sidanius and Bobo (2000). 
9 Political ideology is not unidimensional. One can for example be liberal in one dimension (e.g., pro-choice on 

abortion issues) but conservative in another dimension (e.g., opposition to redistribution). Researchers often use 
political ideology as a controlling variable in their regressions, and frequently find that political ideology is a strong 
predictor of voting pattern and attitude towards social policies. But to the extent that political ideology is a mixture of 
various political attitudes, it is not clear what can be inferred from a statistically significant coefficient on ‘political 
ideology.’ A similar point was made by Best (1999) about Stimson’s (1999)’s ‘policy mood’ variable. By 
extracting four core components from the survey materials, we are decomposing the ambiguous concept of political 
ideology into orthogonal dimensions. 

10 Precise wordings for these variables are reported in Appendix 2. We chose an approximately equal number 
(two or three) of variables for each factor. Some better variables, in particular regarding libertarianism, are available 
in some years, but we are constrained to choose the variables that are available for all coverage years; otherwise our 
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Racism is defined as a factor loading highly on (1) and (2), compassion towards the poor 

loads highly on (3)-(5), libertarianism loads highly on (6)-(7), and feminism loads highly on (8)-

(9).11 All factors load on political ideology. 

Four primary orthogonal factors emerge from our factor analysis. Which factor becomes the 

first component (i.e., the one which explains the most of variation of these ten variables) differs 

across years; nevertheless, four factors came out consistently from our factor analysis across all 

years (with eigenvalues ranging from 1.00 to 2.5), and these explain about 60% of the total 

variation of the 10 variables in each year. By construction, these factors are uncorrelated with 

each other and each has mean zero and standard deviation 1.12
 

We also decompose the political ideology of blacks into three factors (libertarianism, 

compassion, and feminism) using only (3)-(10) (we define blacks to be racism-free), but the 

discussion in this section will mainly focus on white voters. 

Figure 2-1 shows the average factor scores for whites across regions and various 

demographic factors.13 

 

 

 

 

_____________________                                                                                                             

measurement will be inconsistent across years. Our choice of covered years is also, by and large, driven by the 
availability of these ten variables. 

11 We believe that our definition of racism is minimal and conservative. Anti-black affect and the perception 
that blacks are pushing too hard are the ‘least common denominators’ in almost all recent research on racism. We do 
not wish to call compassion egalitarianism, for compassion is neither sufficient nor necessary for egalitarianism. For 
instance, feminism can also be based on an egalitarian view. Conversely a person can be compassionate even if she 
rejects the egalitarian principle, perhaps, due to the disincentive effect of equality (e.g., ‘compassionate 
conservatives’). Finally, egalitarianism is a complex view, which spans views from outcome egalitarianism to 
opportunity egalitarianism to an equal treatment principle. 

12 Factor loadings for white respondents in the two end years (1976 and 1992) after varimax rotation are 
reported in Table A-2-2 in Appendix 1. In 1992, for instance, the first factor loads very highly on the women’s 
liberty thermometer and the women’s equal role while loading very weakly on all other variables except political 
ideology. We call it feminism. The second factor loads highly on the poor thermometer, the welfare thermometer and 
the union thermometer. This factor therefore measures compassion. The third factor loads highly on the questions 
about whether the government is strong and about trust in government. In 1992, a lower value in this component 
is positively correlated with the belief that the government is too strong and the government cannot be trusted. We 
reverted the factor scores of this component (around 0) to get the libertarianism scores. (Recall that each factor has 
mean zero and standard deviation 1.) The fourth component is racism; it loads very highly on the antiblack affect and 
the belief that the civil rights movement is moving too fast. Interestingly, this factor loads negatively on the welfare 
thermometer although its loading is almost nil for the poor thermometer. This result is consistent with Gilens’ (1999) 
observation that ‘welfare,’ ‘AFDC’ or ‘food stamp’ in the United States are ‘code words’ for blacks. Our factor 
analytic solution is robust. Factor scores obtained from an oblique solution (using promax rotation, not reported here) 
are nearly identical to those from the orthogonal solution (using varimax rotation). 

13 Because we computed factor scores year by year, they have mean zero and standard deviation 1 for all years. 
Average scores cannot be directly compared across years. 



 

 



-9- 

For both racism and feminism, the regional gap appears to be more important than the 

gender gap. Although females are more liberal than males on both racism and feminism, the 

bigger difference lies across regions, not genders; the West and the Northeast are racially liberal 

and feminist, while the Midwest and the South are racially conservative and anti-feminist. The 

pattern is different for compassion and libertarianism. In all regions, females are less libertarian 

and more compassionate than males. 

Figure 2-1 also shows how these four factors are correlated with education and marital 

status. Note that education is negatively correlated with racism and positively correlated with 

feminism. As many authors argue, this is mainly because prejudice (towards minorities and 

women) is negatively correlated with the level of education. In the cases of compassion and 

libertarianism, on the other hand, the relationship between education and political ideology is either 

nil or non-existent. Marital status matters for compassion and feminism (singles are more liberal 

in both sexes) but not for racism and libertarianism. 

Obviously bivariate correlations may not reveal the true correlation. Our multivariate 

regressions of four political factors on demographic factors, however, exhibit similar patterns. 

(See Table A-2-3 in Appendix 1.) 

To see how these four factors affect various social attitudes of white voters, we ran various 

multivariate regressions. First, we ran regressions with six dependent variables tapping various 

aspects of racial attitude. Table 2-1 reports the regression results.14
 

Table  2-1  clearly  shows  that  in  all  cases,  racism  is  the  single  most  important  factor  

in  explaining  various  racial  attitudes  in  terms  of  the  size  of  the  coefficient  and  statistical  

significance.    We  learn  that,   in contrast  to  the  popular  political  rhetoric,  libertarianism  

plays  very  little  role  in  explaining  racial  attitudes,   except  for  aid-to-blacks.   Consider,  

for  example,   column   (4),   which  takes   as   the    dependent  variable   the   question    

asking  whether    ‘blacks  can  get   better    off   if   they   try  harder.’    A majority  of  white   

voters  provide   positive   answers   to   this   question,    and   based   upon   this   observation,   it   

is   often   argued  that   whites  oppose   racially  liberal   policies  because   they  believe   that 

_____________________ 
14 When dependent variables take more than three different values, we run OLS regressions rather than ordered 

probit regressions, because ordered probit regressions are less robust than OLS when (unknown) error terms are not 
normally distributed. When dependent variables take more than three values, the choice between OLS and ordered 
probit regressions is usually arbitrary. Although we do not report the details here, ordered probit regressions do not 
change our results. 
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blacks lack an individualistic work ethic, a belief that is considered race-neutral. If this 

contention were true, we would expect that libertarianism, which is racism-free by construction, 

would have a highly significant coefficient; but it does not. This point is clearer in column (6). 

Racists are more likely to believe that the position of blacks has changed a lot, while racism-free 

libertarians, like feminists, say that it has not changed much. Thus Table 2-1 appears to show that 

it is not racism-free libertarianism but racism camouflaged behind libertarian rhetoric that 

explains much of the white opposition to various racial policies in the United States. 

Our result is consistent with findings of other scholars. In measuring individualism or 

libertarianism, many scholars warn against treating positive answers to race-referring questions 

−such as “blacks can get better off if they try harder”− as a direct expression of individualism or 

libertarianism. Kinder and Sanders (1996) approach the issue by making use of a set of six 

questions in the NES that attempt to tap individualism in a race-neutral way (e.g., “any person 

who is willing to work hard has a good chance at succeeding”); it could be expected that those 

high on individualism measured in this way would be those most likely to oppose government 

action to help blacks. They find that controlling for social backgrounds, there is little evidence of a 

relationship between these two views.15
 

Table 2-1 also shows that the income variable is very weakly associated with racial views.16 

In most cases, the coefficients are not significant, and even in the significant cases the size of the 

coefficient is very small. One popular contention is that whites oppose racially liberal policies 

because whites are richer than minorities on average and these policies benefit only poor 

minorities at the cost of whites. But our results suggest that whites do not see racial policies as 

redistributive ones that are costly to them. 

Next, we examined how important these four components are in explaining positions on 

various policy issues; see the regression results reported in Table 2-2. Other control variables in 

_____________________ 
15 Kinder and Mendelberg (2000) push this issue further and establish two important points. First, the racially- 

oriented individualism index, such as “blacks should try harder,” is a potent component of opposition to racial policy 
while it has no effect on race-neutral policies focusing on general social class or gender. Second, in contrast, 
measures of race-neutral individualism do not influence attitudes on racial policy issues, although they do have 
effects on the role government and general (i.e., race-neutral) social policies. Thus they call the view “blacks should 
try harder” racialized individualism. In other words, this kind of measure mixes convictions about individual 
responsibility with resentment directed towards blacks. Schuman et al. (1997) point out that white acceptance of any 
role in having created black disadvantage appears to occur most clearly when responsibility is treated as shared by 
both races, rather than as focused entirely on whites themselves. 

16 We checked a possible non-linear effect of income by adding a quadratic term of the income variable. There 
is no evidence that income exercises a non-linear effect. We also checked whether entering the log of income 
improves the result. We found no difference. Indeed all the four components of political ideology are very weakly 
correlated with incomes. See Table A-2-3 in Appendix 1. 
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these regressions are exactly the same as those in Table 2-1, but to save the space, we report only 

the coefficients on the four core components. (Full regression results are reported in Appendix 1, 

Table A-2-4.) 

Rows (l)-(6) report the results when the dependent variables are various measures of 

government spending. The dependent variable in row (1) is the question about general 

government spending. Both libertarians and racists are against increasing the spending, but the 

coefficient on libertarianism is not significant statistically. 

Results derived from the question on general government spending might be misleading, 

because government spending consists of various components and people have varying opinions 

about different spending programs. The results in rows (2)-(6) support this claim. Indeed, 

libertarians and racists differ in several ways. Note that libertarians are strongly against 

increasing public school spending but the effect of racism is much weaker. Also libertarians want 

to increase environmental spending while racists want to decrease it. Indeed in the case of 

environmental spending, libertarianism is in line with feminism and compassion. Finally although 

libertarians strongly believe that the government wastes tax money, this belief is not strongly 

correlated with the racism variable (row (10)). 

Thus it appears that racism-free libertarians are consistent in opposing any kind of 

government spending (except environmental), although coefficients are insignificant in many 

cases. Racists, on the other hand, exhibit different attitudes to different spending programs. It 

appears that racism negatively affects preference for government spending mainly when the 

spending program is perceived to target ‘minorities’ (such as welfare, food stamp, etc.). 

Coefficients in the remaining rows are self-explanatory; we observe: 

(1) The seven point ‘government guaranteed job’ scale in the NES (row (7)) is often 

regarded as a variable tapping the libertarian dimension of policy attitude. But our regression 

result indicates that it is a conflation of all four components. Furthermore, the most important 

characteristics in explaining the responses to this question are compassion and feminism rather 

than libertarianism. 
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(2) Racism appears to be positively correlated with authoritarian and traditionalist values, 

which true libertarians might oppose.17 For instance, racism is positively correlated with support for 

defense spending (row (13)), while libertarianism is negatively correlated with it. Racists strongly 

prefer to solve the urban unrest problem by force, while libertarians’ support for force is much 

weaker (row (14)). Libertarians are neutral about the authority of the bible, school prayer, and 

abortion, but racists are strongly in favor of school prayer, hold firm beliefs in the bible’s 

authority, and take a strong anti-abortion position, even after controlling for a religion effect (rows 

(15)-(17)). 

(3) Racism is also negatively correlated with variables tapping ‘trust.’ Racism is positively 

correlated with the view that ‘people take advantage of someone’ (row (11)) and negatively with 

the view that ‘people are helpful’ (row (12)). The finding that racism underlies both the 

perception that ‘blacks are lazy’ and the view that ‘people take advantage of others’ therefore 

suggests that more careful work is needed on reciprocal altruism, which postulates that “people 

feel altruistic toward others who are good to them and vengeful toward those who take advantage 

of them.” 

(4) Some authors, including Alesina et al. (2001), often find a positive effect of a religion 

variable, in particular Protestantism, on the ‘blacks are lazy’ variable, or variables capturing 

demand for redistribution, and interpret this as an indication of a protestant work ethic. Compared 

with other nations, Americans are certainly religious (in terms of religious preference, 64 percent 

of Americans are Protestant) and since the time of Max Weber, a protestant ethic has been an 

important explanatory variable for American exceptionalism. 

This interpretation, however, appears to be too hasty. First, it implicitly assumes that a 

variable such as ‘'blacks are lazy’ is an indication of individualism. Second, it also assumes that 

members of a certain religious group, like Protestants, are more oriented towards the work ethic 

than those of other religious groups. 

Regarding the first assumption, we have already shown that a variable such as ‘blacks are 

lazy’ is an indication of racial prejudice rather than individualism. Thus a proper interpretation of 

a result like regression (5) in Table 2-1 is that religiosity has nothing to do with prejudice, once 

ideological and demographic factors are controlled. 

Regarding the second assumption, we emphasize that Protestants are a pluralistic group and 

on most issues there is greater disagreement among Protestants of various persuasions than 

between Protestants and other religious groups.   In particular, mainline  Protestants  and more 

_____________________ 
17 A similar finding, that authoritarianism is strongly correlated with racism in some European countries, is  
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secular groups significantly differ from Evangelical Protestants and fundamentalist groups. 

Particularly important since the early-1980s are Evangelical groups, which now comprise 48% of 

all Protestants and about 22% of the population. Overall, these groups are very conservative, in 

particular on school prayer, civil rights, homosexuality, and women’s issues, and have always 

been a mainstay of the Republican Party, except in 1976 when a ‘born-again’ Democratic 

candidate Jimmy Carter ran for election. 

Figure 2-2 examines how religion is associated with different social attitudes. 

If identification of protestantism with the ‘work ethic’ were correct, we would expect 

Protestants to be the most libertarian. What is clear from Figure 2-2 is that it is not Protestants 

(including both mainline and Evangelical Protestants) who are the most libertarian; rather it is 

non-traditional orthodox Christians, people with Non-Christian-non-Jewish religion, and people 

with-out religion. (On the other hand, both Jews and Catholics are anti-libertarian.) At the same 

time the figure shows that Evangelical Protestants are the most racist, the least compassionate, and 

the most anti-feminist; this attitude is sharply in contrast with mainline Protestants.19 The same 

pattern is confirmed from multivariate regressions of the four ideological components on 

demographic factors (Table A-2-3 in Appendix 1). 

Thus the positive coefficient of the Protestantism variable reported in some empirical 

analyses, in particular when these regressions do not control for ideological components, may be 

just a reflection of ideological components, such as racial conservatism or authoritarianism. Our 

results show that once ideological components are controlled for, religiosity is correlated with 

only religious issues, such as school prayer and abortion issues, and has nothing to do with either 

individualism/libertarianism or racial prejudice. 

Finally, we examine the importance of these factors in shaping party preferences; see Table 

2-3. 

_____________________                                                                                                             

reported by Pettigrew (2000). 
18 In 1980, for instance, the ‘born-again’ white Christians gave Reagan 61% of their vote. Comparatively 

speaking, they tend to be rural, Southern, and less educated than\he rest of the population. 
19 We also note that the level of trust is much lower in Evangelical groups than among average white 

Americans. 
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Columns (1) and (2) report the determinants of party affect, and they clearly show that 

racism, together with compassion and feminism, is an important factor in determining a voter’s 

party affect. Clearly libertarians do not like the Democratic Party, but the effect of racism is 

stronger than that of libertarianism; also libertarianism is not significant as a determinant of the 

Republican party affect, once racism has been controlled for. 

At the beginning of this section, we documented that the large-scale white flight from the 

Democratic Party in the past three decades. For most people, party identification is a central 

aspect of political identity. Compared to ordinary political opinions, a person’s party 

identification is quite stable over time, both before and after adjustment for measurement error. 

What drove such a large-scale white flight? 

To estimate the effects of different types of issues on white flight from the Democratic Party, 

we conducted probit analyses of voting behavior separately for those who declare that they are 

Democrats and for those who declare that they are Republicans. The dependent variable in this 

analysis is party defection: among the self-declared Democrats, those who vote D are coded 0; 

those who had defected from the Democratic Party (i.e., those who voted for either R or a third 

candidate) are coded 1. Similarly, among the self-declared Republicans, those who voted R are 

coded 0; those who defected are coded 1. 

Columns (3) and (4) in Table 2-3 show that the defection of Democrats was largely due to 

their dissatisfaction with the Democratic Party’s racial liberalism, whereas the defection of 

Republicans was mainly due to their dissatisfaction with the Republican party’s conservatism on 

the gender/family issue. Poor economic performance under a party’s incumbency is also an 

important factor explaining the defection from that party. In contrast to Abramowitz’s (1994) 

argument that the large-scale defection of whites from the Democratic Party is mainly due to 

traditional Democrats’ becoming increasingly fed up with big government and the welfare state, 

the libertarianism variable is statistically insignificant and carries a negative coefficient.20
 

Column (5) shows the result of our probit regression on voting pattern. Because there are 

only two parties, we report only the R vote share. Again racism, compassion, and feminism show 

up as important explanatory variables, but libertarianism does not. Figure 2-3 shows the slope of 

the regression equation with respect to each component of political ideology, together with 95% 

asymptotic confidence intervals; the graph is almost flat with respect to libertarianism. 

_____________________ 
20 We point out that Abramowitz’s racism variables mainly measure Jim Crow racism. 
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The racism-induced aid-to-blacks is our measure of voters’ racial policy position. For blacks we 

assign the score of 1.22 

The NES provides information on the public perception of the presidential candidates’ 

positions on aid-to-blacks. Figure 2-4 graphically illustrates the mean score of voters’ racism-

induced aid-to-blacks together with the candidate positions perceived by the public. 

As is clear from Figure 2-4, the racial positions of the two parties’ candidates have always 

been somewhat different, at least in the eyes of the public. If citizens are perceptive, this picture 

clearly challenges the convergence thesis of Downsian models. 

3. The Equilibrium Model 

In this section we present a model of political competition between two parties where the 

policy space is two-dimensional; one dimension of competition concerns redistribution, and the 

other, racial policy. Parties will propose, in their platforms, both a fiscal policy and a policy on 

the race issue. 

Our discussion in section 2 establishes the following two claims. First, racism is an 

important element in American electoral politics. Thus any political economy model not taking 

into account of this dimension misses a key aspect of American politics. We require a model of 

multidimensional political competition, which is more sophisticated than the Downsian model. 

Second, as Figure 2-4 clearly shows, candidate positions are differentiated, which means that we 

require a model that has differentiated party platforms at the equilibrium. 

The model of multi-dimensional political competition is that of Roemer (2001), called party 

unanimity Nash equilibrium with endogenous parties (PUNEEP). Our exposition will be minimal; 

the reader is referred to Roemer (2001) for more detail. 

_____________________ 
22 When we estimate the distribution of voter types, however, we avoid the problem of censoring by assuming 

that blacks are distributed on the support of [0.5, 1.5] according to a normal distribution with mean 1 and a small 
variance. See section 4. In econometric estimation, censoring is not a problem as long as the racism variable appears 
as an explanatory variable or when the regressions are undertaken for whites and blacks separately. Also no whites have 
the racism-induced aid-to-blacks score less than 1.5. 
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4. Estimation of the Data in the Model 

We estimate the parameter values of the utility function, marginal tax rates and transfer 

payments, the joint distribution of voter traits, and the observed policies of the two parties, etc., 

using two sources of micro data: the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) and the National 

Election Studies (NES). The estimation is carried out for each presidential election year between 

1976 and 1992. We briefly describe our estimation procedure below. The estimated values of the 

model parameters are summarized in Table A-4-3 in Appendix 1. 

Parameter values will be estimated for each year, but densities and thus our numerical 

computation will be based upon four sets of data pooled over two adjacent election years; 1976-

80, 1980-84, 1984-88, and 1988-92. The reason for this is twofold. 

First, having accurate density estimates for the distribution of voter types is very important 

for improving the fit of our model; a small number of samples will increase the bias of our density 

estimates significantly. The sample size problem is particularly serious for estimating ‘racism-

induced aid-to-blacks.’ The number of sample points for the racism-induced aid-to-blacks is only 

about 350 per year. By pooling samples of adjacent years, we double the sample size. 

Second, by pooling samples in two adjacent election years, we have relatively stable results 

that will not be driven by year-specific political issues (e.g., candidate personality), which we did 

not model. 

A. Distribution of voter types 

In our model, voters are characterized by a trait vector (ŵ,ρ). We define ρ to be the racism-

induced aid-to-blacks that we constructed in section 2. Recall from section 2 that racial attitudes 

are not significantly influenced by income. (See also Table A-2-3 in Appendix 1.) This suggests 

that we can estimate the joint distribution of voter traits by estimating f(w) and g(ρ) separately. 

Indeed, when we examine the conditional densities g(ρ | w) we do not find a significant 

difference across income groups. (See Figure A-4-2 in Appendix 1.) We formally tested the 

independence assumption using two non-parametric test statistics. First, we compute the 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov similarity statistic (see Appendix 3) for each pair of conditional densities to 

see whether they differ across income groups. (The computed KS statistics and p-values are 

presented in Table A-4-4 in Appendix 1.) Except in a few cases, we were unable to reject the 

hypothesis that a pair of two conditional densities is identical. Second, we calculate the T1 statistic 

suggested by Ahmad and Li (see Pagan and Ullah (1999; p.71) and Appendix 3 in this paper); we 

 



-37- 

were again unable to reject the null hypothesis of independence against the alternative of 

dependence.29
 

We estimate the distribution of ρ for whites non-parametrically using the Rosenblatt-Parzen 

kernel density estimation method. (See Appendix 3 for details.) We assigned ρ =l to all blacks in 

section 2, but for the sake of numerical computation which needs a continuous density function, 

we assigned the normal distribution with mean 1 and small variance that makes the actual support 

for blacks become [0.5, 1.5). The entire distribution of the variable ρ is constructed as the 

weighted sum of the two races’ density functions, where weights are given by population 

fractions reported in Table A-4-3 in Appendix 1. 

Next we turn to the estimation of the real wage rate. In the NES, voters are classified into 

five income groups according to their percentile pre-fisc family incomes: 0-16 percentile, 17-33 

percentile, 34-67 percentile, 68-95 percentile, and 96-100 percentile. This classification is not 

fine-grained enough to estimate continuous marginal distribution of incomes. Furthermore, 

information on wage rates or working hours is completely absent in the NES. Hence in estimating 

the real wage rates, we rely upon an independent source: the PSID. 

The PSID sample consists of two independent samples: a cross-sectional national sample 

drawn by the Survey Research Center (SRC) and a sample of low-income families drawn from 

the Survey of Economic Opportunity (SEO); the latter sample is confined to Standard 

Metropolitan Statistical Areas (SMSA’s) in the north and non-SMSA’s in the southern region. To 

avoid the risk of over-sampling poor families, we drop the SEO sample, and base our calculation 

only on the SRC sample with positive taxable incomes.30 The PSID dataset in year s pertains to 

calendar year s-1; the labor market data for year s below were constructed from the PSID dataset 

in year s+1. The last election year in the current paper is 1992. But the last year for which we can 

calculate income taxes, post-fisc income and pre-fisc income from PSID is 1990 (using the 1991 

PSID). Hence for 1992, we had to use the labor market information in 1990 contained in PSID 

1991.31 

_____________________ 
29 Indeed estimating a fully bivariate density when the correlation between the two variables is very weak 

does more harm than good, because kernel estimates of joint densities are in general inaccurate unless the sample 
size is large. Silverman (1986; pp. 92-3) describes the ‘empty-space phenomenon’ where very few points are 
around the origin when the dimension is greater than 1. 

30 Positive taxable income at the family level does not necessarily mean that the wage rate earned by the 
male.in the family is positive. 

31 Is the distribution of incomes among respondents in the NES close to the distribution of incomes among 
respondents in the PSID? We compared percentile incomes in the NES with the corresponding percentile incomes 
in the PSID; we find that they are very similar. (See Table A-4-2 in Appendix 1.) 
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Federal income taxes paid by each household are already provided in PSID, but the other 

two taxes are not. We calculated them using the social security and Medicare tax rate table. (See 

Table A-4-1 in Appendix 1.) Since an individual’s retirement benefits are linked to past social 

security tax payments, treating all social security taxes as pure taxes is problematic. We treat the 

employee contribution as a pure tax, and ignored the employer contribution as in Triest (1990). 

For government transfers, we included the following: AFDC, SSI (Supplemental Security 

Income), other welfare, VAP (Veterans Administrations Pension), other retirement benefit, 

unemployment benefit, worker’s compensation, child benefit, government subsidy for heating 

costs, and monetary value of food stamps.33 

The regression results are reported in Table 4-1 and Figure 4-3. 

Several remarks can be made from Table 4-1 and Figure 4-3. 

First, one might conjecture that the linear regression is problematic because fiscal policies in 

the United States are progressive. But Figure 4-3 shows that the linear fit is extremely good. The 

R2 is higher than 0.90 in almost all years, and the regression with the quadratic or cubic terms 

does not add much explanatory power. Indeed Figure 4-3 compares our linear fit with non-

parametric fits based on locally weighted smoothing (lowess) with two different bandwidths. 

Although post-fisc income is slightly concave in pre-fisc income in 1976 and slightly convex in 

1990, the linear fit does an excellent job. One cannot tell the difference between them except in 

the range where very few high income samples exist as outliers. 

Second, the marginal tax rates increase until 1980, and then decline gradually. The decline 

was especially remarkable in 1984 and 1988, a consequence of two tax reforms introduced by the 

Reagan administration, the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 and the Tax Reform Act of 1986. 

Third, as the marginal tax rates decline over time, the transfer payments also decline in real 

terms. As the last column of Table 4-1 indicates, the transfer payments calculated in real terms 

using the Consumer Price Index (1984=100) declined from $6609.9 in 1976 to $5295.6 in 1990. 

_____________________ 
33 There may be some bias in our estimated post-fisc incomes. First, taxes reported in the PSID are calculated 

after taking out exemptions but not deductions. Also the post-fisc income does not include tax credits (such as child 
credit, or EIC). These two facts will generate a downward bias in the estimated post-fisc incomes.  
Second, we are unable to include the housing rent subsidy, and the monetary value of public education or public health 
(such as Medicaid), because there is no information about their value. This will also generate downward bias in the 
estimated transfer amounts and hence post-fisc incomes. 
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The equilibrium vote share of party D is also close to the historical vote share, although its 

prediction is poor in 1980-84. Our equilibrium prediction is that the vote share for the Democratic 

Party in that period is greater than 50%, although the Republican Party won that election. 

One reason for inaccuracy in some years is because the true value of δ0, which we are unable 

to identify, may not be equal to 1 for these years. Nevertheless, we believe that the level of 

prediction accuracy achieved by a model that controls only two dimensions of American political 

life is high. 

The effect of racism on redistribution in the United States is large. We predict that the 

Republican Party would have proposed a marginal tax rate of 40% in 1984-88, absent racism. Due 

to the existence of racism, however, the Republican Party was able to propose a tax rate of 23.9% 

in this period; thus the effect of racism on the tax rate is about 16.5 % in 1984-1988 for the 

Republican Party. The effect of racism on the tax rate of the Democratic Party is also large. Absent 

racism, we predict party D would have proposed a marginal tax rate of 49.9%; due to the existence 

of racism, it proposed 37%. 

The fact that the total effect of racism appears to be large for both parties implies that voter 

racism pushes both parties in the United States significantly to the right on the economic issue. 

Absent race as an issue in American politics, the fiscal policy in the USA would look quite similar 

to fiscal policies in Northern Europe. 

Although the total effect is large for both parties, the composition of the total effect differs 

between the two parties; see Table 5-1. In terms of the tax policy, the policy bundle effect is 

bigger than the anti-solidarity effect for the Republican Party whereas the anti-solidarity effect is 

bigger for the Democratic Party. In 1980-84, for example, for party D, 82% of the total effect of 

racism on the tax rate is attributed to the anti-solidarity effect. 

The effect of racism on redistribution varies across time, reflecting changes in the 

distribution of voter traits. In terms of the expected tax rate, the smallest effect is in 1980-1984, 

where the distribution of racial views among citizens is least skewed and has the lowest mean. 

The effect of voter racism on the vote share for party D is also very large. The biggest effect 

occurred in 1984-88 when the Democrats lost about 38% of vote share due to racism. We note 

that for some years (1980-84 and 1988-92) the anti-solidarity effect of voter racism on vote share 

is positive rather than negative. Recall that the vote shares are affected through two channels: the 

direct channel mediated through changes in parameter values and the indirect channel through 

changes in equilibrium platforms.   Indeed when we  compute the vote  share while  fixing the 
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platform at the value obtained from the full model, the two effects of voter racism on D vote share 

is always negative; the indirect effect induced by the platform change has a large influence on 

the vote share. 

Another way of looking at the significance of the policy bundle effect is to examine the 

equilibrium party membership. (Recall that our model determines party memberships 

endogenously, together with the equilibrium policy vectors.) In Figure 5-2, we have drawn the 

party membership separation hyper-space, together with the observed membership distribution of 

voter types, for three models: the full model and the two counterfactual models. 

Figure 5-2(a) shows that party membership is more sensitive to voters’ racial positions than 

to their economic positions. The hyper-space that separates the type space into the two parties is 

negatively sloped in the full model but the slope is small. Figures 5-2(b) and 5-2(c) indicate that, 

were the race issue not a dimension of political competition, citizens would be partitioned into 

parties more according to their economic position rather than their racial position. 

Alternatively phrased, our model predicts an alignment of political parties in the US 

primarily along the racial issue, in the sense that party membership is best characterized by a 

partition of the space of voter types which differentiates citizens according to their racial views, 

not their incomes. If, somehow, the race issue were to disappear from politics, there would be 

realignment so that membership would be defined primarily by differentiation of voters along the 

economic dimension. We take this difference between party identification in the multi- and 

unidimensional policy problems to be quite significant. 

We next compare the equilibrium separation of citizens into the two parties, determined by 

the model, with the real party identification estimated from the actual data; Figure 5-3 shows the 

graph. 

Each cell in Figure 5-3 represents the type space, with the wage on the abscissa and racial 

view in the ordinate. In the graph we represent different densities of observed D party 

membership across 25 discrete cells with different shades of gray; the darker the cell is, the higher 

the ob- 
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racial views, and much less sharply with respect to income class. Thus a unidimensional 

(economic) model of American politics gravely mischaracterizes the nature of political 

competition. 

Indeed the historical observation that the United States experienced increasing income 

inequality and significant tax cuts since the 1980s raises one puzzle to the well known claim of 

unidimensional Downsian models, that the equilibrium tax rate is positively correlated with 

inequality. If the dimension of income had become more and more important in determining the 

voting pattern, how could one explain that the equilibrium tax rates have been declining in the 

period of rising inequality?43 The current paper provides an answer to this question: the existence 

of a non-economic dimension, such as race, changes the alignment of voters in a significantly 

different way from that predicted by one dimensional models. 

Our analysis also provides a different perspective on the importance of the race issue in 

American politics than that of Alesina et al. (2001) and other work we cited in our introduction of 

this paper. These authors attribute the effect of racism largely to what we call the anti-solidarity 

effect, but we have shown that the policy bundle effect is non-negligible. As we indicated in 

section 3, running simple regressions with a racism variable as a regressor cannot identify the two 

separate effects. Attributing the magnitude of the coefficient on the racism variable to the anti-

solidarity effect significantly overestimates its importance. 

There are many factors not captured in our model that may affect the electoral outcome; our 

model captures only two dimensions of politics and two dimensions of voter type. Our results 

nevertheless indicate that the explanatory power of the 2x2 model is high. 

The research strategy employed in the current paper might be fruitfully employed for other 

countries. In Europe, with the exception of the UK, the influx of people of color has, in large part, 

been a phenomenon of the last forty years, via immigration from Asia, Asia Minor, and Africa. 

There have recently emerged, in several countries, politically significant movements and parties, 

which are anti-immigrant and xenophobic: Le Pen in France is the best known, but one must also 

mention Austria, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Switzerland. Indeed, the phenomenon of 

ethnocentrism or xenophobia is ‘realigning’ voters in these countries; many who used to vote Left 

are now voting for the new Right. In particular, many unskilled white workers, who feel most 

_____________________ 
43 This does not mean that there have been no attempts at explaining the disparity between the theoretical 

prediction of the Downsian models and the historical observation. Bénabou and Tiróle (2002) show that beliefs in a just 
world may affect redistribution politics in a significant way. Bénabou and Ok (2001) and Piketty (1996) show how the 
perception about social mobility can affect the equilibrium outcome. Although there have been some attempts at 
examining the effect of social mobility and/or beliefs in a just world on political outcomes with cross-country 
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threatened by immigration, globalization and skill biased technological change, have switched 

their allegiance. In future work, we will examine how the anti-solidarity effect and the policy 

bundle effect differ across countries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________ 

regressions, whether Americans changed their beliefs significantly during the period in a way consistent with the 
prediction of these models is a question for future research. 
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