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Workshop Outline
Does economic inequality threaten democracy? The era of globalization has reduced inequality between
countries while increasing inequality within countries. Meanwhile, democratic societies have become
polarized, and populist forces – from Brexit to Trump and Le Pen – have destabilized party systems. In some
contexts, such as Hungary and Turkey, democracy is giving way to autocracy. Are these upheavals in existing
democracies related to growing inequality?
In this workshop, we will turn first to political theory to explore the question of what sort of equality
democracy requires. Does it entail equal status, equal opportunity, equal power over decisions, or some
other form of equality? To what extent are these forms of equality consistent with economic inequality?
From there, we will turn to empirical social science to examine the relationship between economic inequality
and the challenges now confronting Western democracies. Does economic inequality generate political
inequality? Is it connected to political polarization and populist nationalism? Does the structure of inequality
matter for the quality of our democracies? If we’re concerned about inequality, should we be focused on the
worst-off members of society, or should we be focused on the middle class?
Finally, if we think inequality is a problem for healthy democracy, what can and should we do about it? The
final session of the workshop will explore some of the options.
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