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A Map of  this Talk

1. The Crisis of  American Democracy

2. The Crisis of  America’s Democrats

3. (How) Can the Crises be Overcome?



I
The Crisis of  

American Democracy





Why the United States??!

• U.S. Republicans’ distinctive 
“Plutocratic Populism”
• “Formative rift” over race

• Extreme inequality/rise of  oligarchy

• U.S. Constitutional framework 
extremely vulnerable  















“Plutocratic Populism”

(Right-Wing) Populism: 
Intensifying ethno-
nationalist appeals by 
elites & surrogate groups 
to voter base not enthused 
by plutocratic priorities

Organized forces= 
Christian Right, NRA, 
right-wing media, etc. 

Plutocratic: With rise of  
extreme inequality, 
corporations & 
conservative superrich 
increasingly central to 
GOP priorities & strength

Organized forces=Koch 
network, Chamber of  
Commerce, ALEC, 
Federalist Society, etc.

 Growing attraction to 
anti-democratic rhetoric/strategies



Right Wing 
Populism in 
U.S. is Not 
Unusually 
Popular, 
But it is 
Unusually 
Powerful.







Influence Runs Both Ways, 
But Increasingly From Trump

• Note prominence of  “Attention Merchants”

• Platforms generate vast wealth and  vulnerability
• Thelen: Cloud computing/AI highly capital intensive

• Weaponization of  administrative state (regulatory 
protection racket). SEC, FCC, DOJ, IRS, FBI)

• President’s Potential Leverage Over:

• Traditional media (Washington Post, LA Times; 
ABC, CBS settling lawsuits w/payouts, etc.)

• New Media (Facebook, TikTok)

• All Corporations (e.g. Tariffs)





Why the United States??!

• U.S. Republicans’ Distinctive 
“Plutocratic Populism”
• “Formative Rift” Over Race
• Extreme inequality/rise of  oligarchy

• U.S. Constitutional framework 
extremely vulnerable  
• Ease of  capturing a party
• Breakdown of  Madisonian checks and 

balances w/ extreme party ”team”
• Fundamental biases against metro-

based, pro-government party-–that is, 
Democrats [next part]



American Authoritarianism

• Rise of  “Strongman Presidency” (Moe & Howell) 
• Massive corruption

• Packing of  “power ministries” with loyalists
• “Weaponization” of  agencies (FCC, DOJ, etc.)
• Attacks on civil society (universities, media, law firms, labor)
• MAGA-fication of  security forces

• Collapse of  “checks & balances”: Courts, Congress, 
perhaps checks on military use in domestic affairs

• Intensified efforts to tilt 2026 midterm elections 
(gerrymandering, voter suppression/intimidation)



II
The Crisis of  

America’s Democrats









The Center-Left in the Knowledge 
Economy (KE): A Tragedy in Three Acts

Act I: The Neoliberal Turn 

Act II: The Long Political Tail of the Financial Crisis 

Act III: The “Brahmin Left” vs. Right-Wing 
Populism
• The KE professional class over the working class

• Social liberalism over economic liberalism (growing 
literature, including role of  media)

• KE agglomeration = safe urban districts = increasing 
left electoral inefficiency and fractionalization





Crisis of  the Center-Left

• Exodus of  white working class/rise of  
KEàdecline/transformation
• Multi-racial, cross-class party centered in metro America

• Yet even compared with center-left parties in other 
majoritarian democracies, U.S. Democrats look pretty good
• Vote share (though voteàpower is biased)
• Governance (though U.S. unified power rare)—e.g., 2021-22
• 2024 was a global story of  incumbent loss

• Still, Democratic Party ill-equipped against plutocratic 
populism—especially today
• System biased against party of  density
• Electorate biased against party of  the system



Democrats are Really Economically 
and Racially/Ethnically Diverse 





Density Paradox: Big 
rewards for density in the 
economy, big penalties for 
it in American politics.

• Density central to 
economic growth in KE

• US political system 
biased against density:
• Unusually territorial 

(Senate, Electoral 
College, Single-Member 
Districts in House and 
Statehouses)

• Rewards parties whose 
voters are broadly 
distributed rather than 
concentrated







Democrats’ “Brand” Problem

• Seen as 
• party of  educated elites
• too far left on many social issues
• less able to secure prosperity
• geriatric
• “establishment,” protector of status quo

• Democrats have limited influence on 
how their brand gets defined 











“Across platforms — 
YouTube, Rumble, 
Twitch, Kick, Spotify, 
Facebook, Instagram, and 
TikTok — right-leaning 
online shows accounted 
for roughly 82% of  the 
total following of  the 
online shows we 
assessed.”

“Right-leaning online 
shows had at least 480.6 
million total followers 
and subscribers — nearly 
five times as many as left-
leaning.”



III
(How) Can the 

Crises be Overcome?



Potential Sources of  Resilience  

• Trump Isn’t Popular, and Pendulums are Real
• Much of  what he wants to do also won’t be popular

• Still Lots of  Resistance Built In
• Tiny House Majority
• Highly Legalized Governance Structures (delay, 

blocking is often possible through litigation)
• Decentralization of  authority structures remains (e.g. 

federalism). It is a big and diverse country.
• Constitution Very Hard to Change

• Clock is Ticking: Is There Trumpism After Trump?











Gallup Party ID (including “leaners”), 2015-25



2025 Off-Year Elections





But…

• Pace of  Backsliding is Alarming

• Continuing packing of  key institutions with 
loyalists (termites in the basement)

• Does Trump need to be popular? (Again, power 
without popularity)
• Minoritarian institutions (Senate, powerful 

Supreme Court)
• Tightening grip on law enforcement/military
• Support of  Oligarchs/Attention Merchants



Democrats’ Response Crucial

• Strictest two-party system in the world—Democrats 
are the opposition party
• Elections and the opposition crucial in other 

backsliding cases (“U-Turns”; “democratic recoveries”)

• Whether opportunities arise is mostly structurally 
determined, but Democrats can contribute to their 
emergence

• Most important, Party must be ready. 



The Democrats’ Dilemma

Democrats need to build  a “big tent,” 
encompassing moderate (and even 
disenchanted center-right) & progressive 
voters and groups.

But they also need to do really big things. 

Huge tensions between these two goals, as 
well as among the big things they need to do 
(especially political reform vs. “delivering the 
goods”).



Why It’s a Dilemma 

• Winning power is necessary but not sufficient condition for 
rescuing, much less reconstructing, American democracy

• Democracy reform comes first
• Filibuster, Supreme Court, statehood for DC/Puerto Rico, 

electoral reform (esp. gerrymandering), updating statutes to 
clarify purposes/prevent executive aggrandizement

• But also have to address voter backlash
• How much does policy matter here?

• Huge challenge of  dealing with oligarchy (“Lina Kahn 
problem”)

• All these things are going to reduce the size of  the tent



Potential ”silver lining”: Shifting 
divide within party from progressive 
vs. moderate to bold vs. timid could 
make Democrats less seen as party of 
status quo


