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How the United States lost the faith of its citizens—and what it can do to win them back
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FOR YEARS, THE RESIDENTS OF OXFORD, MASSACHUSETTS, seethed with anger at the company that controlled the local water supply. The
company, locals complained, charged inflated prices and provided terrible service. But unless the town’s residents wanted to get
by without running water, they had to pay up, again and again.

The people of Oxford resolved to buy the company out. At a town meeting in the local high-school auditorium, an overwhelming
majority of residents voted to raise the millions of dollars that would be required for the purchase. It took years, but in May 2014,
the deal was nearly done: One last vote stood between the small town and its long-awaited goal.

The company, however, was not going down without a fight. It mounted a campaign against the buyout. On the day of the crucial
vote, the high-school auditorium swelled to capacity. Locals who had toiled on the issue for years noticed many newcomers—
residents who hadn’t showed up to previous town meetings about the buyout. When the vote was called, the measure failed—the
company, called Aquarion, would remain the town’s water supplier. Supporters of the buyout mounted a last-ditch effort to take
a second vote, but before it could be organized, a lobbyist for Aquarion pulled a fire alarm. The building had to be evacuated, and
the meeting adjourned. Aquarion retains control of Oxford’s water system to this day.

The company denied that the lobbyist was acting on its behalf when he pulled the alarm; it also denies that its rates were
abnormally high or that it provides poor service. Some Oxford residents supported Aquarion, and others opposed the buyout
because they feared the cost and complication of the town running its own water company. But many residents, liberal and
conservative, were frustrated by the process. The vote, they felt, hadn’t taken place on a level playing field.

“It was a violation of the sanctity of our local government by big money,” Jen Caissie, a former chairman of the board of
selectmen in Oxford, told me. “Their messiah is their bottom line, not the health of the local community. And I say that as a
Republican, someone who is in favor of local business.”

A New England town meeting would seem to be one of the oldest and purest expressions of the American style of government.
Yet even in this bastion of deliberation and direct democracy, a nasty suspicion had taken hold: that the levers of power are not
controlled by the people.

It’s a suspicion stoked by the fact that, across a range of issues, public policy does not reflect the preferences of the majority of Americans. If
it did, the country would look radically different: Marijuana would be legal and campaign contributions more tightly regulated; paid parental
leave would be the law of the land and public colleges free; the minimum wage would be higher and gun control much stricter; abortions
would be more accessible in the early stages of pregnancy and illegal in the third trimester.

The subversion of the people’s preferences in our supposedly democratic system was explored in a 2014 study by the political scientists
Martin Gilens of Princeton and Benjamin I. Page of Northwestern. Four broad theories have long sought to answer a fundamental question
about our government: Who rules? One theory, the one we teach our children in civics classes, holds that the views of average people are
decisive. Another theory suggests that mass-based interest groups such as the AARP have the power. A third theory predicts that business
groups such as the Independent Insurance Agents and Brokers of America and the National Beer Wholesalers Association carry the day. A
fourth theory holds that policy reflects the views of the economic elite.

Gilens and Page tested those theories by tracking how well the preferences of various groups predicted the way that Congress and the
executive branch would act on 1,779 policy issues over a span of two decades. The results were shocking. Economic elites and narrow
interest groups were very influential: They succeeded in getting their favored policies adopted about half of the time, and in stopping
legislation to which they were opposed nearly all of the time. Mass-based interest groups, meanwhile, had little effect on public policy. As for
the views of ordinary citizens, they had virtually no independent effect at all. “When the preferences of economic elites and the stands of
organized interest groups are controlled for, the preferences of the average American appear to have only a minuscule, near-zero, statistically
non-significant impact upon public policy,” Gilens and Page wrote.

Outlets from The Washington Post to Breitbart News cited this explosive finding as evidence of what overeager headline writers
called American oligarchy. Subsequent studies critiqued some of the authors’ assumptions and questioned whether the political
system is quite as insulated from the views of ordinary people as Gilens and Page found. The most breathless claims made on the
basis of their study were clearly exaggerations. Yet their work is another serious indication of a creeping democratic deficit in the
land of liberty.

To some degree, of course, the unresponsiveness of America’s political system is by design. The United States was founded as a republic, not
a democracy. As Alexander Hamilton and James Madison made clear in the Federalist Papers, the essence of this republic would consist—
their emphasis—“IN THE TOTAL EXCLUSION OF THE PEOPLE, IN THEIR COLLECTIVE CAPACITY, from any share” in the
government. Instead, popular views would be translated into public policy through the election of representatives “whose wisdom may,” in
Madison’s words, “best discern the true interest of their country.” That this radically curtailed the degree to which the people could directly
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influence the government was no accident.

Only over the course of the 19th century did a set of entrepreneurial thinkers begin to dress an ideologically self-conscious republic up in the
unaccustomed robes of a democracy. Throughout America, the old social hierarchies were being upended by rapid industrialization, mass
immigration, westward expansion, and civil war. Egalitarian sentiment was rising. The idea that the people should rule came to seem
appealing and even natural. The same institutions that had once been designed to exclude the people from government were now commended
for facilitating government “of the people, by the people, for the people.”

The shifting justification for our political system inspired important reforms. In 1913, the Seventeenth Amendment stipulated that senators
had to be elected directly by the people, not by state legislatures. In 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment gave women the vote. In 1965, the
Voting Rights Act, drawing on the Fifteenth Amendment, set out to protect the vote of black Americans. The once-peculiar claim that the
United States was a democracy slowly came to have some basis in reality.

That basis is now crumbling, and the people have taken notice. In no small part that’s because the long era during which average Americans
grew more wealthy has come to a sputtering stop. People who are asked how well they are doing economically frequently compare their own
standard of living with that of their parents. Until recently, this comparison was heartening. At the age of 30, more than nine in 10 Americans
born in 1940 were earning more than their parents had at the same stage of their lives. But according to eye-popping research led by the
economist Raj Chetty and his co-authors, many Millennials do not share in this age-old American experience of improving fortunes. Among
those Americans born in the early 1980s, only half earn more than their parents did at a similar age.

Americans have never loved their politicians or thought of Washington as a repository of moral virtue. But so long as the system
worked for them—so long as they were wealthier than their parents had been and could expect that their kids would be better off
than them—people trusted that politicians were ultimately on their side. Not anymore.

The rise of digital media, meanwhile, has given ordinary Americans, especially younger ones, an instinctive feel for direct
democracy. Whether they’re stuffing the electronic ballot boxes of The Voice and Dancing With the Stars, liking a post on
Facebook, or up-voting a comment on Reddit, they are seeing what it looks like when their vote makes an immediate difference.
Compared with these digital plebiscites, the work of the United States government seems sluggish, outmoded, and shockingly
unresponsive.

As aresult, average voters feel more alienated from traditional political institutions than perhaps ever before. When they look at
decisions made by politicians, they don’t see their preferences reflected in them. For good reason, they are growing as
disenchanted with democracy as the people of Oxford, Massachusetts, did.

The politician who best intuited this discontent—and most loudly promised to remedy it—is Donald Trump. The claim that he
would channel the voice of the people to combat a corrupt and unresponsive elite was at the very core of his candidacy. “I am
your voice,” Trump promised as he accepted his party’s nomination at the Republican National Convention. “Today, we are not
merely transferring power from one administration to another or from one party to another,” he proclaimed in his inaugural
address, “but we are transferring power from Washington, D.C., and giving it back to you, the people.”

Donald Trump won the presidency for many reasons, including racial animus, concerns over immigration, and a widening divide
between urban and rural areas. But public-opinion data suggest that a deep feeling of powerlessness among voters was also
important. I analyzed 2016 data from the American National Election Studies. Those who voted for Trump in the Republican
primaries, more than those who supported his competition, said that they “don’t have any say about what the government does,”
that “public officials don’t care much what people like me think,” and that “most politicians care only about the interests of the
rich and powerful.”

Trump has no real intention of devolving power back to the people. He’s filled his administration with members of the same elite
he disparaged on the campaign trail. His biggest legislative success, the tax bill, has handed gifts to corporations and the donor
class. A little more than a year after America rebelled against political elites by electing a self-proclaimed champion of the people,
its government is more deeply in the pockets of lobbyists and billionaires than ever before.

It would be easy to draw the wrong lesson from this: If the American electorate can be duped by a figure like Trump, it can’t be
trusted with whatever power it does retain. To avoid further damage to the rule of law and the rights of the most-vulnerable
Americans, traditional elites should appropriate even more power for themselves. But that response plays into the populist
narrative: The political class dislikes Trump because he threatens to take its power away. It also refuses to recognize that the
people have a point.

America does have a democracy problem. If we want to address the root causes of populism, we need to start by taking an honest
accounting of the ways in which power has slipped out of the people’s hands, and think more honestly about the ways in which
we can—and cannot—put the people back in control.
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