
figure to a general evaluation about the entire federal
government. He explains this choice by saying that such
a measure allows the respondent to be “free to interpret the
‘federal government’ however she will, be it as an
aggregated, undifferentiated collective or with reference
to these [American political] institutions in her ownmind”
(p. 54). Yet the book’s theoretical story of macro- and
micropolitics is one of a system of competing institutions.
For example, Ponder argues that high-leverage presidents
are more likely to be successful pursuing significant
legislation in Congress in part because the president is
stronger relative to Congress, and not necessarily govern-
ment as a whole. Similarly, implicit in the author’s
argument regarding micropolitical factors is an assumption
that presidents are concerned about competing political
actors’ influence over executive branch employees. For
example, weaker presidents are more likely to rely on
individuals within the Executive Office of the President
because those employees are largely outside the direct
influence of Congress. This again seems like a story of
relative presidential strength. It may be that a stronger
conceptualization of leverage compares presidential
approval relative to that of other institutions.
Furthermore, while Ponder engages with the idea of

the institutional presidency in his theoretical framework
and in his empirical analysis, the influence of the
executive branch on both presidential leverage and on
presidential policymaking remains largely unexplored.
The institutional capacity of the executive branch and
the president’s management of the bureaucracy are likely
factors that influence presidential leverage, either because
a strong administrative state can help bolster public
opinion of the president or because a functioning bureau-
cracy can impact public perception of government. This
has direct consequences for the author’s finding that
presidents with higher leverage are more likely to leave
policy development to bureaucratic agents. While it may
be that, as he argues, strong presidents feel comfortable
leaving policy formulation to bureaucratic actors, it could
also be the case that an executive branch with high policy
capacity creates presidential strength. Relatedly, the reader
is left wondering how leverage affects the vast majority of
bureaucratic policymaking, which is not in the form of
legislative drafting but is, instead, in the development and
implementation of regulation and in the distribution of
grants and contracts. A broader discussion of the interplay
between the president and the executive branch would
strengthen the analysis.
Overall, Presidential Leverage is an important piece of

scholarship that encourages the reader to think about the
presidency in the context of our American separation-of-
powers system. At a time when the president’s approval
rating is at historic lows, Ponder’s work offers new
understanding of how and why President Trump may
achieve policy success. On the basis of book’s insights,

readers will find new avenues for research in political
science and public policy.

The New Economic Populism: How States Respond to
Economic Inequality. By William W. Franko and Christopher Witko.

New York: Oxford University Press, 2017. 248p. $34.95 cloth.
doi:10.1017/S1537592718001305

— Jacob S. Hacker, Yale University

Over the past decade, a cottage industry of scholarship has
examined the politics of rising economic inequality in the
United States. Understandably, much of this work has
concerned national politics. Yet the United States is
distinctive not just for its skyrocketing inequities but also
for its decentralized system of government. To date,
however, analyses of the political, as opposed to the
economic or social, dimensions of America’s inequality
explosion have paid limited attention to the state and local
governments that loom so large in America’s federated system.

William Franko and Christopher Witko seek to fill this
gap with their well-timed new book. Their argument is
simple: While the national government has been stale-
mated, some states have been moving to tackle rising
inequality using the tools at their disposal—specifically,
higher taxes on the affluent, state minimumwages, and state
supplements to the federal Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC). Further, the states that have responded are those
where citizens are concerned about rising inequality. Hence,
the “populism” of the title: Federal authorities may not be
responsive to popular unease, but states are.

To Witko and Franko, this “new economic populism”

can be seen in part as “a coherent, rational response to
growing inequality,” in which rising inequality sparks
public concern and, in turn, state policy actions
(p. 167). To substantiate this perspective, the authors
present systematic cross-state comparisons of inequality
and public opinion, as well as of state policies. The results
are illuminating: Witko and Franko make a convincing
case that those studying the politics of inequality should
pay greater attention to what the states are doing. Yet their
findings also suggest some fundamental limits to state
responsiveness and, by implication, to the optimistic cast
of their account.

The major story of the past few decades when it comes
to inequality is the pulling away of the affluent—the top
10% and especially the top 1%—from everyone else.
Indeed, Witko and Franko find little relationship between
their estimates of state opinion (based on multilevel
regression and poststratification using national samples)
and broadmeasures of inequality at the state level (notably,
the Gini coefficient, which is relatively insensitive to
inequality at the tails of the distribution). Rather, their
analyses show that the growing shares of income going to
the top 10% and top 1% are most closely related to public
concerns.

September 2018 | Vol. 16/No. 3 843

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592718001305 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592718001305


Whether this relationship is “rational” is open to
debate: The authors show that shifts in partisanship within
a state have vastly more effect on perceptions than do
comparable (one standard deviation) changes in actual
inequality. As they note, this partisan perceptual bias wipes
out most of the increase in overall public concern that we
might have expected in an age of rising inequality, since
Democrats (more concerned about inequality) have de-
clined as a share of state electorates relative to Republicans
(less concerned) over the period they study.

In addition to being driven by the skyrocketing
incomes at the top, America’s inequality explosion is also
dominated by the growing inequality of what analysts
sometimes call “market income”—that is, labor and capital
income before taxes and public transfers. To explain why
inequality has risen, therefore, we have to understand why
income has become so much more concentrated at the top
even before explicit government redistribution.

Yet Witko and Franko evince relatively limited interest
in state policies that might affect this “predistribution” of
market income, such as occupational licensing require-
ments and employment laws affecting wages, hours, and
worker grievances (domains that have dramatically in-
creased in importance at the state level over the last
generation). With the prominent exception of the mini-
mum wage, their emphasis is on redistribution rather than
predistribution—both at the top (higher taxes) and the
bottom (state EITC supplements).

How much effect do these policies have on inequality?
Witko and Franko do not really say, but the effect has to
be small given the overwhelming role of market income in
America’s inequality surge. To be sure, top tax rates affect
the pretax distribution of income as well as disposable
income. The sharp decline of top federal tax rates over the
past few decades has increased the incentive for companies
to lavishly reimburse top executives and for those executives
to seize a larger piece of the pie. Nonetheless, the fairly
modest bite of state income taxes in even high-tax states
means that these effects are likely to be similarly modest.

By contrast, the minimum wage is clearly a policy
affecting market income—and, contrary to textbook
economic models, it appears effective at raising the wages
of lower-income workers without causing job losses.
Although it cannot be a major contributor to income
concentration at the top, its variation over time and across
states clearly explains some of the patterns of wage
stagnation at the bottom.

What is less clear is whether this variation reflects the
pressures of public opinion. In an analysis closely related
to Witko and Franko’s, Larry Bartels (Unequal Democracy:
The Political Economy of the New Gilded, 2016) finds little
evidence that opinion (overwhelmingly supportive of
a higher minimum wage) drives policy—even in states
with popular referendums. In contrast, he finds that the
strength of labor unions is an important predictor of

state-level increases in the minimum wage, especially in
states with initiative processes. These results raise further
questions about The New Economic Populism’s relatively
sunny account of state responsiveness, especially given that
the authors do not account for the role of unions (or any
other interest group) in their models.
Witko and Franko also do not assess whether states

have responded to rising inequality in ways that shape
outcomes beyond wages and incomes. After all, the biggest
state policy story of the past decade has been the uneven
implementation of the (highly redistributive) Affordable
Care Act. Due to a 2012 Supreme Court ruling, state
governments were given the option to decline generous
federal subsidies to expand their Medicaid programs. With
regard to this crucial state choice, all signs are that the
partisan hue of those governments has mattered much
more than state public opinion. Within Republican-
dominated states, however, there is evidence that interest
groups do matter, specifically, organized business and
professional groups supporting expansion, on the one side,
and conservative donors and organizations opposing it, on
the other—or at least that is the finding of Alex Hertel-
Fernandez, Theda Skocpol, and Daniel Lynch (“Business
Associations, Conservative Networks, and the Ongoing
Republican War Over Medicaid Expansion,” Journal of
Health Politics, Policy, and Law, 41(2), 2016).
Still, Witko and Franko offer a timely reminder that

state governments are not standing pat as the federal
government repeatedly succumbs to gridlock. A long
tradition of research has cast the states as regressive forces,
oppressing marginalized minorities or racing to the bottom
to attract and retain mobile capital. Against the backdrop
of this work, The New Economic Populism breaks important
new ground. In doing so, it suggests that some of the key
forces that have abetted inequality at the national level—
namely, partisan polarization and its increasing alignment
with state borders—have also emboldened states where
egalitarian forces remain strong.Whether or not this counts
as responsiveness, it counts as progress for those who believe
that rising inequality threatens not just the well-being of
Americans but also the health of our democracy.

The New Americans? Immigration, Protest, and the
Politics of Latino Identity. By Heather Silber Mohamed.
Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2017. 260p. $45.00 cloth, $22.95

paper.

Latino Mass Mobilization: Immigration, Racialization,
and Activism. By Chris Zepeda-Millán. New York: Cambridge

University Press, 2017. 308p. $99.99 cloth, $29.99 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592718001494

— John A. Garcia, University of Michigan

During the spring and summer of 2006, Americans
witnessed and experienced a sea of fervent as a previously
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