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Laboratory of Oligarchy
L e W i s  a .  f r i e D L a n D

“It is one of the happy incidents of the federal system that a single courageous 
State may, if its citizens choose, serve as a laboratory, and try novel social and 
economic experiments without risk to the country.” Making this statement  
in dissent, US Supreme Court associate justice Louis Brandeis asserted that 
states were free to experiment with social and economic policies that might 
benefit all of their citizens. If such policies succeeded, they could spread to 
other states; if they failed, the risk would be contained.1
 The most famous and successful such laboratory in the twentieth century 
was the state of Wisconsin. Wisconsin politics in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries was a unique hybrid of Free-Soil Republicanism predat- 
ing the Civil War, agrarian populism, social-democratic and labor traditions 
brought by Milwaukee’s German immigrants, and the progressivism of Robert 
M. La Follette Sr., which grew from the battle against the power of timber and
railroad money that controlled Wisconsin during the Gilded Age.2 These streams
converged at the University of Wisconsin in the Wisconsin Idea to develop a
laboratory of democracy that would address problems affecting the entire state:
the city and the country, the worker and the farmer.

Many of the innovative reforms that Wisconsin introduced in those years 
have been discussed in previous chapters of this volume and need only be 
briefly mentioned here. They include the creation of the first Legislative Ref-
erence Bureau in 1901 to bring the drafting of law out from behind closed 
doors and into the public domain, the first state-level civil-service reform in 
1905 to reduce patronage and cronyism, and introduction of the first indepen-
dent commissions to regulate the railroads, which set a benchmark for the rest 
of the nation. In addition, in 1909 Wisconsin became the first state to con-
tinuously revise its statues to make them clear and accessible to average citi-
zens. Furthermore, as Karen Bogenschneider and Jane L. Collins point out in 
their contributions to this volume, Wisconsin became the first state to adopt 
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the corporate and individual income tax in a series of steps from 1905 to  
1911, creating a model for the federal government in 1913, and it was a labora-
tory for the social insurance that still forms the foundation of the social safety 
net in the United States. In 1921 economist John R. Commons at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin developed the first unemployment compensation law, 
which Wisconsin finally adopted in 1934 as the Groves Act. Elizabeth Brandeis 
Raushenbush, Brandeis’s daughter, studied and worked with Commons to 
pass the act and spent a forty-year career at the University of Wisconsin in the 
economics department. Arthur Altmeyer and Edwin Witte, both students of 
Commons (and the latter a University of Wisconsin faculty member from 1933 
to 1957), played a major role in drafting the Social Security Act adopted by  
the United States Congress in 1935. Wilbur Cohen, who studied with Witte, 
accompanied him to Washington and drafted the federal Medicare legislation 
passed in 1965.3
 In 2010, Wisconsin began a new age of experimentation that has been openly 
dedicated to the systematic dismantling of Progressive Era and New Deal 
reforms. The state’s recent political history, including the election of Gover- 
nor Scott Walker in 2010 and his rejection in 2018, is widely known. But the 
dismantling of progressive reform in Wisconsin is not the simple result of a 
Republican victory and a normal alternation of power. Rather, it is the fruit of 
decades of planning and organization by ultrawealthy, ultraconservative indi-
viduals and organizations both within and outside the state that targeted Wis-
consin as a center for this counter-reform movement and a model for the rest 
of the nation. In short, the state moved from being a laboratory of democracy 
to a laboratory of oligarchy.
 The political scientists Benjamin I. Page and Jeffrey A. Winters argue that 
a “civil oligarchy” exists in the United States. By definition, an oligarchy re- 
quires a highly unequal distribution of income and, therefore, an ultrawealthy 
stratum whose primary interest is the defense of its wealth through the control 
of tax and inheritance laws. Lowered taxation and increased welfare are in zero-
sum competition, so wealth defense also implies active opposition to many 
social welfare measures. Page and Winters stress the “normal” political operation 
of wealth defense in a capitalist democracy. More recently, in contrast, Theda 
Skocpol and Alexander Hertel-Fernandez have focused attention on the ultra-
conservative segment of the civil oligarchy that has been actively engaged in  
a forty-year-plus political offensive to roll back Progressive Era and New Deal 
reforms. My central argument is that this group has actively focused on Wis-
consin as a key site for this political experiment.4
 Theories of democratic and civic pluralism hold that American life features 
multiple and competing centers for power that are reflected and organized 
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through our party structure. The parties compete by mobilizing both allied 
groups and public opinion, and through this competition alternate groups 
exercise political power and shape policy. This system embodies an asymmetry 
of resources and political structure that favors Republicans and conservatives, 
but the fundamental democratic competitive processes have mostly held in 
the postwar period.5
 Political competition is predicated on two factors: first, a relative balance  
of power between the two parties that, in normal periods of politics, allows 
each to put its views before the public with a fair chance of winning. For the 
Democrats, the major counterbalance to Republican money advantage in the 
past seventy years has been the labor movement. But the labor movement has 
shrunk to a shell of its former self, and its stronghold in the public sector has 
been under blistering attack at the state level.
 This leads to the second factor: democratic pluralism requires that both 
parties accept the consequences of winning and losing. But as the political 
scientists Norman Ornstein and Thomas Mann and others have argued, the 
Republican Party has adopted a stance of permanent opposition to both gov-
ernment and governance, including the very idea that problems can be solved 
through government action.6 Further, the party’s policies largely protect the 
wealthy, and its policy positions—from privatizing Social Security and schools 
to tax cuts for the wealthy—are unpopular with substantial majorities. The 
unpopularity of the Republican Party’s policies have led it to shift its basic 
strategy from party competition to fundamentally changing the rules of elec-
tions and government. A critical element of the laboratory of oligarchy is the 
reduction or dismantling of democratic participation itself.

The TUrn To The STaTes

The emergence of a coalition of ultraconservative political actors focusing on 
the states has been, until very recently, one of the most understudied aspects 
of American politics.7 Since the 1970s, the founders and funders of this net-
work have understood that the states control much of the most important 
public policy in the United States: laws about property and taxation, health 
and welfare, social insurance, transportation, labor, and the environment. The 
states also control voting rights and redistricting at both the state and federal 
levels. From the administration of US president Ronald Reagan (1981–89) on, 
this coalition has engineered a continuous and successful push to accomplish 
two goals: first, to devolve these policy areas wherever possible from the fed- 
eral government to the states, and second, to gain control over state-level pol-
icymaking through a nationally organized but locally focused movement.

From EDUCATION FOR DEMOCRACY, edited by Chad Alan Goldberg. 
Reprinted by permission of the University of Wisconsin Press.  

© 2020 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System. All rights reserved. 



228 LeWis  a .  frieDLanD

 Just as the federal system gives disproportionate power to rural states, the 
districting of state legislatures within states favors lower-population, rural re- 
gions, diluting urban votes and creating a built-in conservative constitutional 
advantage. This has meant that Republican investment in state-level political 
control is very efficient: a modest amount of money and organization goes fur-
ther in media, campaign expenditures, and lobbying. Finally, although state 
legislatures vary in professionalism, the most targeted states tend to be weaker, 
with part-time, underinformed representatives who are more subject to out-
side influence in career building.8
 Beyond this state-level efficacy, the conservative policy network is feder-
ated: it is rooted in state-level organization, but its agenda is set and controlled 
nationally. At the national level, there is a core of powerful, conservative busi-
ness organizations with national, state, and often local branches or members. 
The most important are the Chamber of Commerce, the National Association 
of Manufacturers, and the National Federation of Independent Business. Each 
of these organizations has well-funded, state-level members and is joined in 
the states by associations of generally conservative, powerful, industry-specific 
business interests including real estate companies, builders and construction 
companies, bankers, restaurant and tavern owners, trucking and transporta-
tion businesses, and others.9 This conservative business alliance has become 
intertwined in the Republican Party with the ultraconservative network cen-
tered around the billionaire brothers Charles and David Koch of Kansas and 
the Wisconsin-based Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation.

The Rise of a RiGhT-WinG “Para-ParTy”

The Republican Party’s rightward movement is not a simple response to a long-
term shift in public opinion. The Republican coalition since Ronald Reagan has 
been a complex amalgam of the corporate and banking classes, the Chamber 
of Commerce and small business owners, suburban and Northeastern Repub-
licans, libertarians, evangelical Christians, “Reagan Democrat” white workers, 
and former Democrats in the South. Former Southern Democrats were the 
foundation of US president Richard Nixon’s Southern Strategy of bringing 
dog-whistle racism into the Republican Party’s core messaging. The Tea Party 
movement that emerged in 2009 radicalized and modernized this racism, add-
ing birtherism and other conspiracy theories, and from 2015 forward, business-
man and later US president Donald Trump added explicit white nationalism.10 
This shifting coalition has been critical to the party’s electoral success, but in- 
creasingly since the mid-1970s, a coalition of libertarians and conservatives have 
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allied with business Republicans in a consistent, organized, and well-funded 
effort to move the party to the right.
 The organizational and ideological reorientation begins with the “Powell 
Memo,” written to the US Chamber of Commerce in 1971 by corporate lawyer 
Lewis Powell, who later became an associate justice of the US Supreme Court 
(1972–87). Powell argued that the “American economic system is under broad 
attack” and urged a new wave of corporate investment in scholars, surveillance 
of the mass media, the build-up of corporate power, and an increased focus on 
the courts. Powell’s memo stirred a wave of investment in a conservative-rightist 
idea infrastructure, including think tanks, university chairs, and fellows.11

 Two major intellectual centers emerged on the right. In 1973, Paul Weyrich, 
a former newspaper and radio journalist in Wisconsin, solicited funding from 
right-wing beer magnate Joseph Coors to found the Heritage Foundation with 
the goal of creating a conservative “counter-intelligentsia.”12 Heritage rapidly 
became the center of gravity of the conservative thought movement. But per-
haps the most radical new intellectual center was the Cato Institute, founded 
in 1977 with the money and funding of Charles Koch. As Nancy MacLean 
details in Democracy in Chains, Cato was the institutional anchor of a radical 
libertarian program that had begun in the 1960s. Koch, whose father had co-
founded the ultra-right John Birch Society, had inherited his father’s wealth 
and also his ideological predilections. An engineer and thinker trained at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Koch was convinced that the modern 
New Deal state was a form of tyranny. Building on the views of the economist 
Friedrich Hayek, Koch believed that a new ideological infrastructure was nec-
essary to roll back the state.13

 The Koch brothers have had the money, the clear ideological vision, the orga-
nizational skills, and, not least, the patience to persevere over time and through 
setbacks in the project of reversing the New Deal. By 2018 Charles and David 
Koch were tied for eighth place on the Forbes list of richest Americans with a 
net worth $48.6 billion each, but when their fortunes are combined (as for 
political purposes they effectively are) their combined net worth of $97.2 bil-
lion gives them the largest focused war chest in American politics.14 This mix 
of resources best describes parties, and Skocpol has aptly characterized the Koch 
complex and its political organizing arm Americans for Freedom as a para-party, 
a party-like structure that has operated for some years within the Republican 
Party with the goal of steering it to obtain the para-party’s most important 
political objectives.
 The Koch brothers planned a “three-phase takeover of American politics” 
as outlined by a key Koch lieutenant in the late 1980s: invest in intellectuals to 
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create ideas, the raw product of change; create think tanks to turn these prod-
ucts into marketable ideas; and subsidize “citizens” groups that would pressure 
officials to implement their policies. Toward this end, in 1984 they launched 
“Citizens for a Sound Economy” (CSE), a “private political sales force,” in inves-
tigative journalist Jane Mayer’s words, and the prototype modern astro-turf 
organization. CSE became an umbrella vehicle for other corporate campaigns.15

 By 1996 the Kochs had begun to focus on the Republican Party itself. David 
Koch became the vice-chair of US senator Bob Dole’s presidential campaign 
against Bill Clinton. The brothers merged personal political contributions, 
made business contributions funneled through political action committees 
(PACs), and funded nonprofit groups as front groups. As Mayer notes, these 
three streams were viewed as “one investment aimed at paying huge future 
dividends to donors.”16

 The Kochs’ power and influence continued to expand throughout the 2000s 
as their network of investments began to take root in the states. In 2003 they 
convened the first of their twice-a-year donor summits, designed in part to raise 
funds for their broader antienvironmental and antiregulatory crusade. In 2003, 
CSE morphed into Americans for Prosperity (AFP), whose 501(c)4 status 
allowed its barely disguised political activity to be tax deductible. Veterans of 
the powerful Christian Coalition were brought in to run it. AFP was well situ-
ated to both stimulate and take advantage of the “Tea Party” backlash against 
President Barack Obama’s health care plan in 2009. Although the Kochs denied 
direct links, CSE had originated the Tea Party antitax theme as early as 1991.
 Although they failed to oust President Obama in 2012, the recognition of 
Democratic strength at the presidential level reaffirmed the strategy of con-
centrating on the states. By 2007 AFP had state-level directors in fifteen states 
covering half the US population and had effectively built alliances with other 
conservative networks, most notably the Bradley Foundation.

The BraDLey FoUnDaTion

The Wisconsin-based Bradley Foundation has been one of the most central 
actors in both US and Wisconsin politics over the past three decades. Although 
not as widely recognized as the Koch network, it is a cornerstone of the US 
political wealth defense network. As of June 2016, the Bradley Foundation  
had $835 million in assets, more than the three Koch family foundations com-
bined.17 The foundation has disbursed almost $365 million since 2001, more 
than the other two major conservative funders, the Koch and Scaife Foun-
dations, combined. (This refers to foundation funding; the Kochs, as noted, 
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have made extensive PAC contributions and dark-money contributions from 
their personal fortunes.)18

 The Bradley Foundation was built on the Allen-Bradley fortune. Like Fred 
Koch, founding brother Harry Bradley was a staunch supporter of the John 
Birch Society. With the sale of Allen-Bradley to Rockwell International in 1985, 
the foundation’s endowment ballooned to $290 million and the foundation 
hired a new chief executive, Michael Joyce, who “invented the field of mod- 
ern conservative philanthropy”19 and held the position till 2001. During this 
time the foundation spent $20 million to turn Milwaukee into a laboratory for 
voucher schools and financed studies that laid the foundation for Wisconsin 
governor Tommy Thompson’s “workfare” initiative. It has been a major pro-
moter of “right to work” legislation, the deregulation of campaign finance 
laws, and efforts to cut back and even kill public-sector unions.20

 The foundation expanded its political mission considerably under the lead-
ership of Michael W. Grebe, who became president and CEO in 2002. A Viet-
nam War veteran who cast his first vote for Republican presidential nominee 
Barry Goldwater in 1964, he eventually became CEO of Foley and Lardner, a 
leading Wisconsin law firm, and served as general counsel to the Republican 
National Committee. While still president of Bradley, Grebe chaired Gover-
nor Scott Walker’s 2010 campaign, chaired his transition team, and chaired the 
2011 fight against his recall, sending out a fundraising letter asking supporters 
to help Walker combat “the Democrats and Big Government Union Bosses” 
as they spent millions to “spread lies about Governor Walker’s record of posi-
tive change.”21

 Bradley’s coordinated strategy for the states has been less than an open book. 
In 2016, the foundation’s computers were hacked, revealing hundreds of thou-
sands of documents. In an overview of their contents, investigative journalist 
Daniel Bice of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel found that the foundation had 
developed a systematic and coordinated strategy that entailed using Wisconsin 
as a “petri dish” for a network of conservative groups that “defended and pro-
moted Walker and his agenda, including his attacks on labor unions. From 2011 
to 2015, these dozen-plus nonprofits, labeled the Wisconsin Network, received 
more than $13 million from the conservative foundation.”22

 A $200 million infusion of funds in 2016 allowed Bradley to expand its ex- 
periment nationwide, including an effort to defund teachers’ unions in Colo-
rado, defund private-sector unions in Washington and Oregon, and create a 
“comprehensive and disruptive communications infrastructure” in North Caro-
lina, including radio, online content aggregation, mobile apps, and an “AP-style 
news service for local newspapers.”23
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 Bradley has taken a leading role in funding the State Policy Network (SPN), 
a critical but little-known part of the national conservative state policy appa-
ratus. This coalition of conservative state-based think tanks was founded in 
1992 by a South Carolina antiunion magnate, Thomas Roe, but its growth  
has been primarily funded by the Koch network and Bradley. The State Policy 
Networks produce coordinated policy papers with state branding, but in fact 
many of the ideas are centrally disseminated.
 In 2009 the SPN added an “investigative news service,” partnered with the 
Franklin Center for Government and Public Integrity, and established “news 
bureaus” in forty states. Franklin’s founder, Jason Stverak, told a conservative 
conference that the organization planned to fill the growing vacuum in state-
level media across the United States by 2011, when the SPN’s budget was $83 
million. In 2012 there were sixty-four separate SPN think tanks, at least one  
in every state coordinating with AFP, the Cato Foundation, and the Heritage 
Foundation, all of which receive Koch funding.24

 Rob Stein, who heads the liberal Democracy Alliance, the closest analogue 
to the Koch-led network on the left, has said, “The Bradley Foundation has 
figured this out. . . . If they control state legislatures and both houses of Con-
gress and the Supreme Court, . . . [regardless of who] is president, they control 
the country.” The primary vehicle for exercising this control has been the 
American Legislative Exchange Council, better known as ALEC.25

The American LeGisLaTive ExchanGe CoUnciL

Wisconsin native and Heritage co-founder Paul Weyrich founded ALEC in 
1973 with the support of the Scaife and Mellon family trusts.26 But the Koch 
brothers were early and continuous financial supporters, and since then ALEC 
has brought together major US corporations with conservative lawmakers to 
formulate legislative programs tailored to the states. As of 2014, ALEC’s mem-
bership included two thousand primarily Republican lawmakers, one-third  
of all state legislators, about two hundred corporations, and a variety of lead-
ing conservative foundations, funders, and think tanks. It is a unique meeting 
ground for legislators, ultraconservative think tanks, funders, and major cor-
porations, including many with a centrist or high-tech public identity such as 
Amazon.27

 In annual conferences and other task forces, ALEC members draft “model 
legislation” that state legislators often introduce (frequently verbatim) as their 
own, yielding an average of a thousand new bills a year nationally, of which 
about two hundred become state law. ALEC advertises these meetings as 
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“pub lic policy laboratories” and claims that its members set policy. In reality 
the organization has developed a clear political agenda set by its corporate and 
large-money donors.28 Although bills are drafted in task forces, each one has 
to be approved by ALEC’s corporate-dominated board of directors. The core 
of the agenda is straightforward: tax cuts, particularly for businesses and the 
wealthy; environmental deregulation; preempting local control; privatizing 
public services, with particular emphasis on schools and prisons; and gun 
rights, including the original “stand your ground” legislation.
 ALEC’s leaders have long understood that the most important barrier to 
implementing their program in the states is labor unions, especially public em- 
ployee and teachers’ unions. ALEC (and the Bradley Foundation) have been 
major supporters of public school privatization through vouchers and the 
“school reform” movement, which undermines confidence in public schools 
and teachers’ unions by taking funds from public education and passing them 
to charters and private schools. The elimination of public workers’ rights has 
served as the opening salvo in passing broader “right-to-work” laws, which 
have been an integral part of the Koch program from the beginning. As of 
2018, twenty-seven states had passed right to work laws, including Wisconsin.
 Finally, because many ALEC-sponsored policies are unpopular and poll 
poorly (particularly outside the South), the network has sponsored successful 
legislation to restrict voting rights. In 2011, after the 2010 wave of Republican 
victories in legislatures and statehouses, thirty-three states introduced voter 
identification bills that made it harder for citizens to register and vote. Many 
were based on a 2009 ALEC model bill.29

 ALEC has been among the most effective political organizations in the 
United States since its founding, while largely flying under the public radar 
until about 2010, when the national success of the Tea Party movement and 
the lightning-quick adoption of Scott Walker’s program in the Wisconsin  
legislature turned a research spotlight on the organization (largely through the 
efforts of the Madison-based Center for Media and Democracy and reporter 
Mary Bottari). Despite the withdrawal of some corporate sponsors, ALEC 
remains the most effective state-level legislative organization.

The Wisconsin SynThesis

Before the 2010 midterm election, Wisconsin had voted for Democrats for pres-
ident since 1988 and been represented by two Democratic US senators. But  
it has been a mixed-government state: starting in 1986 it elected Republican 
Tommy Thompson as governor three times. Under Thompson, Wisconsin 
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became a leading testing ground for national conservative networks to build a 
model to turn what we now call purple states red.
 Thompson had been a state legislator from 1966 to 1987, and in a keynote 
address to ALEC in 2002 he reflected on his involvement: “I always loved going 
to [ALEC] meetings because I always found new ideas. Then I’d take them 
back to Wisconsin, disguise them a little bit, and declare that ‘It’s mine.’”30 In 
1996 he proposed and passed a “workfare” program that limited benefits for 
single mothers and required them to work, which became one template for 
President Bill Clinton’s program to “end welfare as we know it.” With the sup-
port of the Bradley Foundation, Thompson also created one of the nation’s 
first school-voucher programs in 1989 under the rubric of “school choice,” 
turning Wisconsin into a national laboratory for school privatization. The 
voucher movement laid the groundwork for what would, under Scott Walker, 
become a broader attack on public education, teachers, and their unions.
 Thompson governed from the center-right, constrained by Democratic 
control of both houses for most of his tenure. His grandfather had supported 
La Follette, and Thompson himself intentionally employed progressive values 
and rhetoric of reform as a “powerful symbol to diffuse [sic] opposition to his 
policy proposals.”31 Thompson was genuinely popular throughout the state 
and worked with the Democratic opposition to pass his bills, often compro-
mising along the way. He strongly supported the state’s education system and 
the University of Wisconsin–Madison in particular, and he long campaigned 
for the extension of railroad transportation throughout the state. Thompson’s 
con servatism, combined with his genuine popular appeal and, crucially, his 
rec ognition that bipartisan governance was necessary to build his vision of pro-
gressive conservatism, serves as a stark contrast to the governance regime of 
Scott Walker.

Rise of ScoTT WaLker

Scott Walker was elected to the Wisconsin legislature from the Milwaukee 
County suburb of Wauwatosa in 1993. As a back-bencher in the legislature he 
regularly attended ALEC conferences, and one of his earliest causes was an 
ALEC bill that would clamp down on union political campaign contribu-
tions. He was mostly known for his appearances on popular conservative talk 
radio host Charlie Sykes’s show and Sunday morning television. His star rose 
precipitously in 2002 with his improbable election to county executive in sol-
idly Democratic Milwaukee County in the wake of a pension scandal and re- 
call. He ran as a “change agent” and received small donations from the antitax 
recall movement. But his support for private schools also won him maximum 

From EDUCATION FOR DEMOCRACY, edited by Chad Alan Goldberg. 
Reprinted by permission of the University of Wisconsin Press.  

© 2020 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System. All rights reserved. 



 Laboratory of Oligarchy 235

donations from Walmart heir John Walton. One Republican strategist said that 
funders “saw Scott as an investment in where they were going.”32

 Walker’s term as county executive was marked by ongoing struggles with 
county worker unions, particularly the American Federation of State, County, 
and Municipal Employees (AFSCME). He did gain a reputation as a good 
manager and diplomat and even won limited praise from union leaders. But 
eventually his honeymoon with labor soured. His two terms in office brought 
layoffs, service cuts, and the highest bus fares in the United States.
 His sights were on higher office.33 Inspired in part by Republican governors 
such as Mitch Daniels of Indiana, who had unilaterally wiped out collective 
bargaining with an executive order in 2005 (which Walker later labeled “a 
beautiful thing”), Walker ran for governor in 2006, heavily criticizing unions. 
After stepping down under pressure from the state GOP (and sensing that it 
was going to be a strong year for Democrats, as Governor Jim Doyle swept to 
reelection victory), Walker began his next run in 2010.
 In 2008, Democrats had won unified control of the statehouse. They passed 
a budget-repair bill that raised taxes and fees on business and opened twenty 
thousand campus jobs to union representation. In 2010, Walker ran directly 
against state workers, saying that they should contribute more to their health 
benefits and pensions or face layoffs. He also criticized federal support for 
Medicaid and a high-speed rail line as burdens on “taxpayers.” Facing Mil-
waukee mayor and Democratic gubernatorial candidate Tom Barrett, Walker 
claimed that he would seek givebacks through tough bargaining with unions, 
but said he would negotiate; he never publicly mentioned his plans to “drop 
the bomb” on state labor in Act 10 (discussed below).
 The Koch brothers’ support was essential to Walker’s rise. They had signifi-
cant interests in the state in lumber, coal, and pipelines. The second largest 
donation to Walker’s $8 million campaign fund came from Koch Industries 
PAC. John Menard Jr., the richest man in Wisconsin, was a $1 million donor to 
the Koch network in 2011 and a $1.5 million donor to the Wisconsin Club for 
Growth, the state’s dark-money hub. The Kochs also contributed heavily to 
the Republican Governors Association, which funneled money back to Walker 
(violating campaign reporting requirements), as well as to sixteen candidates 
for the Wisconsin legislature, all of whom won, leading to unified Republican 
control of the state.34

 Americans for Prosperity had established a Wisconsin chapter in 2006 orga-
nizing against Democratic governor Jim Doyle. AFP’s Wisconsin director allied 
with Walker during his battles with unions as Milwaukee county executive, 
and Walker was introduced to AFP national director Tim Phillips, who char-
acterized Walker as “getting serious . . . [about] trying to take on the unions 
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on spending and pension issues.” By 2010 the chapter had grown to 100,000 
nominal members and was a major organizer of Tea Party rallies in the state. 
AFP was focused on organizing for the Wisconsin 2010 legislative races.35

 The Bradley Foundation and Michael W. Grebe were Walker’s other key base 
of support. Many of Walker’s programmatic proposals came straight from the 
foundation. Walker’s first major meeting after his election was with the Brad-
ley Foundation Board at an expensive Milwaukee restaurant. In 2009 Bradley 
had given more than $1 million to the Wisconsin Policy Research Institute 
(WPRI, renamed the Badger Institute in 2017) to develop conservative policy 
ideas on unions, pensions, and health care and had provided one-third of the 
State Policy Network affiliate MacIver Institute’s budget. Walker’s views were 
regularly promoted on Charlie Sykes’s radio program, which was carried state-
wide. Sykes also edited WPRI’s magazine, Wisconsin Interest.36

 During the campaign, Walker regularly framed public workers as an “elite,” 
speaking of the “haves and have nots,” and stoking resentment of both state 
workers and state government, particularly among rural and smaller city resi-
dents. He never campaigned on the issue of ending collective bargaining. Nev-
ertheless, he beat Democratic Milwaukee mayor Tom Barrett in Wisconsin’s 
2010 gubernatorial election (52.29 to 46.52 percent), which also saw both the 
State Assembly and the State Senate flip to Republican control.

AcT 10 anD The GUBernaToriaL RecaLL

On February 20, 2011, after only one month in office, Walker detailed plans 
for a “budget-repair” bill to Republican legislators. Such bills were common in 
Wisconsin, as budgets moved in and out of balance, and the Doyle adminis-
tration had left a significant shortfall of $1.5 to $3.1 billion (the numbers were 
disputed).37 The plan became known as Act 10, a bill to cut the pension and 
health benefits of state workers (by significantly raising their contributions) 
and, more controversially, to eliminate the long-standing collective bargain- 
ing rights of more than two hundred thousand state workers as well as “fair 
share” dues payments by nonmembers to unions. Essentially, this was a move 
to decertify public unions and cut off their funding, a long-standing dream of 
the radical libertarian right. Even some Republican senators were shocked.38

 Walker’s intentions were made clear in a January 2011 conversation with 
Diane Hendricks, a building supplies magnate, the richest woman in the state, 
and a major Walker donor. A documentary filmmaker caught the conversation, 
in which Hendricks pressed Walker on turning Wisconsin into a “completely 
red” “right-to-work” state. Believing the conversation was confidential, Hen-
dricks asked whether there was “any chance we’ll ever get to be a completely 
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red state . . . and become a right to work [state]?” Walker responded that he 
would start in a few weeks with the “budget-adjustment bill.” He explained 
that the first step was to “deal with collective bargaining for all public employee 
unions, because you use divide and conquer”—implying that full right-to-
work legislation was the next step, although he publicly denied this.39

 In a now-famous prank phone call on February 22, 2011, a blogger named 
Ian Murphy called Walker posing as David Koch. Believing he was talking 
with Koch, Walker said that in two days he would lay off six thousand state 
workers. When “Koch” suggested he “bring a baseball bat,” Walker replied 
that he had “a [Louisville] Slugger with my name on it.” After bragging that 
he talked with Republican governors in Ohio and Florida daily, Walker asked 
“Koch,” first, to mobilize AFP for more people to call lawmakers and, second, 
to spend money to get the message out “over and over again.” Walker divulged 
that he had discussed the plan with his cabinet at a January Super Bowl party 
before “we dropped the bomb,” adding that while his breaking Wisconsin 
unions may not have quite the implications of Ronald Reagan’s firing of air 
traffic controllers in 1981, “This is our moment, this is our time to change the 
course of history.”40

 The plan was carried out with devastating effect. Over the objections of 
Democrats in both houses, and after Senate Democrats had left the state to 
block action, Act 10 was passed on March 7 with only one Republican no vote. 
As Jane L. Collins discusses in her contribution to this volume, the legislation 
spurred massive public protest. A Facebook page for “United Wisconsin” call-
ing for Walker’s recall had more than 142,000 signatures by March 11, setting 
up the next phase of the fight. By April the group had 176,000 pledges. Up to 
one hundred thousand demonstrators protested, sang, and blocked the capi- 
tol throughout the spring and summer, setting up an ongoing skirmish with 
the administration, which sought to enact and enforce new restrictions on the 
public’s right to assemble. A “John Doe” investigation into Walker’s aides and 
associates moved forward, uncovering illegal campaign donations and campaign 
activity on public time before the investigation was eventually suppressed by a 
Republican-dominated Wisconsin Supreme Court.41 The entire state seemed 
to be dividing up into warring camps.
 The recall movement went forward with ambivalent support from the 
Democratic Party and union leaders, but these same groups pressured United 
Wisconsin to file papers that would force an election earlier than November 
2012, when President Obama would be on the ballot and Democratic turnout 
would be at its peak. This was a fatal decision, and the recall was scheduled  
for June 2012, a summer election, when students would be away and the pro-
Walker vote would be at its highest. Further, many Wisconsinites who disliked 
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Walker’s actions opposed the recall as an undemocratic attempt to annul an 
election.
 Republican observers say that the recall gave Walker new life, allowed him 
to raise huge amounts of money, and effectively launched his presidential bid. 
In the end, Republicans spent almost $81 million on the recall with heavy sup-
port from billionaires in the Koch network, and Democrats spent $22 million. 
When the election came on June 5, 2012, Walker cruised to victory over his 
previous opponent Tom Barrett by a seven-point margin, 1 percent better than 
his 2010 election. Almost all the Republicans in the Senate and Assembly who 
had been recalled also withstood the challenge. Underscoring the recall move-
ment’s tactical error, in November 2012 President Obama handily beat Repub-
lican presidential nominee Mitt Romney, and Democrat Tammy Baldwin beat 
the popular Tommy Thompson to win a US Senate seat.
 Walker won office again easily in 2014, beating Democrat Mary Burke by 
52 to 46 percent, numbers almost identical to his 2010 victory over Barrett. 
This win reinforced Republicans’ complete control of Wisconsin and set the 
stage for Walker’s unsuccessful 2016 presidential run.

RePUBLican Governance in The  
AfTermaTh of AcT 10

After the 2012 Walker recall victory, the Republican hold on state govern- 
ment was stronger than ever. The Democratic Party had been dealt a major 
blow, and much of the opposition retreated into gestures of protest, outrage, 
or despair. The Walker administration lost no time in pressing its advantage; 
Koch-Bradley policies were implemented with no effective opposition in the 
legislature. The average time it took to pass a bill dropped 25 percent, and one 
in four, including the most controversial bills, passed in less than two months.42 
Republicans transformed policy in the areas of labor law, taxation, school fund-
ing, higher education, the environment, and business development, among 
many others.
 Act 10, the beginning of a complete transformation of labor relations in 
Wisconsin, had been passed in just twenty-four days. The immediate effect 
was an effective median pay cut of 8.2 percent and a two-year wage freeze for 
all state workers except police and firefighters. More importantly, it was a 
critical step toward the ultraconservative alliance’s long-time goal of destroy-
ing public-sector unions, the last major stronghold of unionism in the United 
States, and then the remaining private-sector unions (“divide and conquer”). 
Earlier, Walker had denied interest in right-to-work legislation, calling it a 
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“distraction,” but in 2015 a right-to-work law was passed in only fourteen days. 
Senate Majority Leader Scott Fitzgerald denied that any “outside groups” were 
involved, but he had floated right-to-work as early as 2010. He later admitted 
that the bill was based on Michigan’s 2013 law, which in turn had originated as 
an ALEC bill that was later published as a State Policy Network toolkit tout-
ing Michigan’s success.43

 The antilabor policy has been a success. Since 2011, no state has lost more 
of its labor-union identity than Wisconsin, according to a Milwaukee Journal 
Sentinel analysis. Union members made up 14.2 percent of Wisconsin workers 
before Act 10 but just 8.3 percent in 2015.44 Wisconsin lost 132,000 union 
members, which placed the state in the bottom third in union membership, 
joined by mostly southern and western states.45 With public labor broken and 
the Democratic Party defeated, Walker and the Republican legislature were 
free to implement the rest of the ultraconservative program in the state with-
out opposition. Briefly outlined in the introductory chapter of this volume, it 
is described more fully here.
 Tax cuts for the wealthy and business have been at the core of the Republi-
can agenda. The tax strategy was two pronged: cut income and business taxes 
at the state level and freeze property taxes at the local level to create a crisis  
in school spending. In the first wave of legislation after achieving unified gov-
ernment control, Wisconsin Republicans passed a large package of tax cuts 
and tax credits that would primarily benefit businesses and upper-income 
residents. The Manufacturing and Agricultural Tax Credit, passed in the 2011–
13 budget, cut taxes for farmers and manufacturers. Sold as a job-creating bill, 
three-quarters of the almost $300 million reduction went to people earning 
more than one million dollars a year in 2017; $21 million went to eleven people 
earning $35 million or more annually. The legislature also passed dozens of 
smaller tax credits and cuts benefiting the same upper-income groups, while 
job creation in the state lagged.46

 During the same session, Republicans cut the Earned Income Tax Credit and 
Homestead Credit, which primarily benefited lower-income residents. During 
2011–14 Wisconsin Republicans cut taxes totaling approximately $2 billion. 
Half of these cuts went to the richest 20 percent of the state’s residents, and 
another quarter went to the next quintile. The lowest 20 percent received a 
benefit of $48 a year.47 The tax cuts severely reduced income available for edu-
cation, health care, social services, and roads.
 The cuts from income taxes were partly made up through a broad range of 
regressive taxes and fees, including fee hikes to enter Wisconsin state parks. In 
2011 only four Wisconsin communities had vehicle registration fees or “wheel 
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taxes,” but the number rose to twenty-seven by the end of 2017, and total 
revenues rose to almost $21 million.48

 Walker and the legislature implemented a state-level version of conserva- 
tive antitax leader Grover Norquist’s strategy of “drowning” the government 
through a relentless cycle of cutting taxes, creating an artificial fiscal crisis, and 
using this to cut services. When Wisconsin did achieve budget surpluses, as in 
fiscal year 2015 with a surplus of over $750 million, Governor Walker initiated 
a new round of tax cuts, resulting in a $2 billion deficit for the 2015–17 budget 
cycle.49

 Walker and the legislature slashed $900 million in state aid to local schools, 
cuts which were partly offset by the effective pay cut for most state workers 
and teachers (the “savings” from Act 10). But this wasn’t sufficient to maintain 
educational funding, which comes from a combination of local property taxes, 
state aid, and federal funds. While slashing state funding, the Republicans also 
limited local school districts’ ability to raise property-tax funding, effectively 
cutting K-12 education budgets across the state in rural and urban districts 
alike. Wisconsin cut spending per student by 14.6 percent from 2008 to 2015, 
the fifth largest cuts in the nation. As discussed in the introduction to this 
volume, higher education was also affected: funding was cut deeply, Walker 
tried to erase the Wisconsin Idea from the university’s enabling legislation, and 
tenure protections were scaled back. Public discontent with the school cuts 
was a major issue in the 2018 gubernatorial election, leading Walker to dub 
himself the “education governor” despite seven years of K-12 cuts. A record 
number of school bond referenda were passed in 2018, and Walker’s Demo-
cratic opponent, State Superintendent of Public Instruction Tony Evers, won 
in part on the strength of the school funding issue, as seventy-seven local ref-
erenda raising school funding $1.3 billion were passed across the state.50

 While the Republicans were cutting taxes for the wealthy and slashing funds 
for education, they were also trying to consolidate their control over govern-
ment. A 2014 Legislative Reference Bureau report identified sixty-four measures 
since 2011 in which the legislature preempted local government, including  
in the areas of public health, land use, transportation, telecommunication, 
and wage regulation. Many of these measures came from ALEC model bills. 
In December 2015, the legislature passed a new civil service law that would 
replace exams with resumes in state hiring, opening the door to both political 
abuse and other forms of employment discrimination. The bill also length-
ened the time of probation for new employees, during which they can be fired 
at will, and centralized hiring in the now politicized Department of Adminis-
tration. In 2017 the legislature passed Act 57, sponsored by Wisconsin Manu-
facturers and Commerce and supported by AFP, preventing any state agency 
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from promulgating regulations costing more than $10 million without legisla-
tive approval, based directly on a 2012 ALEC model bill.51

 Many of these cuts made it harder for local cities and counties to enforce 
environmental regulations. Beginning in 2011, there were large cuts to Wiscon-
sin’s Department of Natural Resources (DNR), which is responsible for mon-
itoring and enforcing the state’s environmental compliance, and DNR experts 
were prevented from testifying at public hearings. Legislation was passed to 
ease the enforcement of pollution standards and groundwater protection and 
sell off public lands. The DNR is also responsible for monitoring chronic 
wasting disease in deer, a major problem in a deer-hunting state. The disease 
rose steadily during the Walker years after funding was slashed: between 2012 
and 2018, the DNR’s budget averaged $1.14 million, a quarter of the 2004–7 
average.52

 Of particular concern to the many Wisconsinites who hunt and fish were 
cutbacks on habitat protection and wetlands protection. A 2018 bill stripped 
protection from more than ten thousand acres of wetlands with the support of 
builders, real estate interests, waste haulers, and farmers, as well as both Wis-
consin Manufacturers and Commerce and Americans for Prosperity, which 
spent $100,000 in a 2018 special election to support a GOP environmental 
opponent. All told, GOP candidates have received $41 million from interests 
supporting the wetlands legislation.53

 A central plank of the Walker administration was the assertion that environ-
mental rollbacks would create jobs and do no harm to the environment. But 
the number of lakes and streams listed as polluted by the DNR has risen annu-
ally. Nitrates now permeate drinking water in many rural Wisconsin counties, 
and high-volume wells created for the rapid expansion of frack sand mining  
in Wisconsin have dried up some water bodies altogether. A number of acts 
have reduced regulation of large industrial farms and concentrated animal 
feeding operations (CAFOs) that draw heavily on local resources and return 
large amounts of animal waste, which increases nitrates in the water table and 
degrades trout streams.
 In 2011 Republicans introduced a proposal to construct a massive iron mine 
in the Penokee Hills in northern Wisconsin on behalf of Gogebic Taconite 
(GTac), owned by a billionaire coal magnate from Florida. The mine was fiercely 
opposed by the Bad River Band of the Ojibwe Nation and environmentalists 
and supported by some northern residents (who saw a promise of some seven 
hundred jobs) and most large, private-sector trade unions. The mine was de- 
feated with one moderate Republican vote in 2012. But a long-standing min-
ing moratorium (passed under Governor Thompson) that required a company 
to prove that a sulfide mine can operate for ten years and be closed for another 
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ten without polluting ground or surface water was revoked in 2017, raising 
hopes for resurrecting GTac in some new form.54

 When Walker was running for governor in 2010, he pledged to create 
250,000 new jobs by the end of his first term, but by 2014 only 147,000 jobs 
had been created. In pursuit of his pledge, Walker and the legislature in 2011 
created the Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation (WEDC), a pri-
vate agency headed by Walker himself. During the 2011–12 fiscal year alone, 
the WEDC controlled $519 million in bonds, loans, grants, and tax credits. By 
2012, the agency was already under a cloud. It lost $12 million in loans because 
it never asked the receiving businesses for repayment, and it spent $10 million 
in federal funds without authorization. A 2013 report by the nonpartisan Leg-
islative Audit Bureau found that the WEDC did not have sufficient policies 
and had made awards to “ineligible recipients, for ineligible projects, and for 
amounts that exceeded specified limits.” In addition, it had failed to perform 
oversight duties, including monitoring recipients’ performance and job crea-
tion. The audit further found that the WEDC had lent $500,000 to Walker 
campaign contributors.55

 Despite the WEDC record (which Walker had to publicly renounce), the 
agency was the spearhead for bringing Foxconn, the Taiwanese manufacturer 
of Apple iPhones and other higher-tech LED screens, to Wisconsin. Foxconn 
became notorious in 2011 when so many workers at its Shenzen, China, fac-
tory attempted to commit suicide by jumping that it had to place nets around 
the plant to catch them. Founder Terry Guo also likened workers to animals 
and brought in a zoo director for management advice. Nonetheless, Governor 
Walker put together a package of $3 billion in state funds with a promise of 
thirteen thousand jobs—the largest foreign subsidy and the fourth largest cor-
porate subsidy in US history. The package included an estimated additional 
$1.5 billion in subsidies by state and local governments, pushing the cost for 
each $30,000 annual salary job to $300,000.56

 The highest estimate if the original plant is built is that it will become a $9 to 
$10 billion complex, but Foxconn was already altering its plans in 2018 (even 
before construction began), as it prepared to assemble smaller screens and TVs 
from imported components. Outside experts have said that only two thousand 
(or 15 percent) of the promised jobs will likely be delivered if the original high-
tech LCD plant is built. By 2019 Foxconn had reneged on its original promise 
to build a manufacturing plant, although it hastily backtracked under pressure 
from President Trump. A University of Georgia economist has said that the 
payback period for a $100,000 per job deal is somewhere “between hundreds 
of years and never. At $230,000 [or more] per job, there is no hope of recaptur-
ing the state funds spent from taxes on the company and its workers.”57
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 Further, all taxes have been waived for Foxconn, and it was given a unique 
right to appeal directly to the conservative Wisconsin Supreme Court in the 
event of any disputes, an alteration of the constitution for one corporation. 
The 4.5-square-mile complex, a quarter of the size of the city of Racine, will 
draw twenty million gallons of water per day from the Great Lakes, which 
provide 21 percent of the world’s fresh water supply. Walker staked his reelec-
tion on Foxconn, but reception in Wisconsin was so highly critical that mid-
way through his 2018 campaign, he stopped mentioning the Foxconn deal, 
although his opponent Tony Evers made criticism of it a prominent part of his 
campaign. Walker was defeated in 2018.

MinoriTy RULe

The discussion to this point has focused on, first, the origins of the ultracon-
servative network within the Republican Party, both nationally and in Wiscon-
sin; and second, the measures that the Republican Party took after it achieved 
a narrow victory in 2010 to cripple its democratic opposition, beginning with 
labor. The Republicans achieved unparalleled success, turning Wisconsin into 
a successful laboratory for the defeat of unions, the privatization of education, 
control over universities and the restriction of higher education, the rollback 
of virtually all environmental rules and regulations, the repeal of civil service 
reform, the expansion of cronyism, and one of the largest corporate giveaways 
in US history (to Foxconn).
 This leaves us with two critical questions: Why was this effort successful? 
And did it reflect popular will?
 The answers are not simple, but among the most important is that after 
narrowly winning the Tea Party election of 2010, the Republican Party changed 
the rules of the game. The first and central blow was the crippling of public 
unions and thereby the Democratic Party. Taking advantage of the new Citizens 
United v. Federal Election Commission (2010) US Supreme Court ruling, Repub-
licans built new sluices, legal and sub-rosa, for the flood of money into poli-
tics; eroded government transparency; gerrymandered state elections; packed 
the Wisconsin Supreme Court; and implemented new rules to suppress the 
votes of minorities and young people.
 It is worth reiterating that the primary purpose of Act 10 was broader than 
crippling public unions. In the remarkably candid words of Senate Majority 
Leader Scott Fitzgerald in 2011 before the act was passed: “If we win this battle 
and the money is not there under the auspices of the unions . . . President 
Obama is going to have a much more difficult time getting elected and win-
ning the state of Wisconsin.” The destruction of public unions was not only a 
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long-sought conservative goal, but also a key step toward the explicit goal of 
crippling a democratic opposition.58

 To achieve this goal, the Republican network worked tirelessly to open the 
sluices of dark money flowing into Wisconsin and to keep this activity hidden. 
The Koch network spent heavily in 2010 to elect Walker and the Republican 
legislature. During the 2011–12 recall, Walker asked AFP to put money into 
the Wisconsin Club for Growth (WCG). Evidence leaked to the Guardian 
newspaper shows Walker directly asking billionaire John Menard to contrib-
ute $1 million; out-of-state contributors included casino billionaire Sheldon 
Adelson and Donald Trump. The three-year John Doe investigation found that 
Walker’s campaign manager, R. J. Johnson, was the media buyer for WCG 
and had coordinated the dark-money group and the campaign illegally.59

 The John Doe investigation was shut down by the Wisconsin Supreme 
Court after two judges who had also received WCG funding refused to recuse 
themselves. Five months later, in September 2015, Walker and the Wisconsin 
legislature completely rewrote Wisconsin’s campaign finance laws through two 
bills. The first dismantled the Government Accountability Board that had orig-
inally launched the probe into the illegal coordination. The second doubled 
the amount wealthy individuals could give to candidates and also allowed can-
didates to coordinate with outside issue ad groups, the same activity that had 
originally launched the probe. Only three organizations lobbied for the bill: 
Wisconsin Manufacturers and Commerce, the Wisconsin Club for Growth, 
and Americans for Prosperity.60

 The second critical step to consolidating minority control was the gerry-
mandering of Wisconsin. The state had been targeted in 2009 by the national 
GOP Redistricting Majority Project, or REDMAP, which sought to take ad- 
vantage of Citizens United to target state legislatures that could be flipped from 
Democratic to Republican control, particularly the lower houses in Ohio, 
Wisconsin, Indiana, and Pennsylvania.
 Unified Republican control of government in 2010 allowed the party to 
draw the maps for both federal and state legislative districts. Republican law-
makers huddled in secret with lawyers from the firm Michael Best and Fried-
rich to use computerized geographic information system (GIS) technology to 
redraw the lines. Each Republican legislator was brought into a closed room 
to approve his or her map. By 2012, the new map let Republicans flip the 
Wisconsin State Assembly from a 50–45 deficit (in 2008) to a 60–38 advantage 
and the Wisconsin State Senate from an 18–15 to a 19–14 Republican majority. 
Republicans won 74 percent of all seats with only 52 percent of the vote; this 
was despite a seven-point victory by President Obama and the election of 
Democratic senator Tammy Baldwin.61
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 Finally, Walker and the Republican legislature set out to systematically re- 
strict the right to vote. The origins of modern voter suppression go back to Paul 
Weyrich, founder of the Heritage Foundation. In a 1980 speech to a gathering of 
evangelical Christians, he said, “I don’t want everybody to vote. Elections are not 
won by a majority of people . . . Our leverage in the elections quite candidly goes 
up as the voting populace goes down.”62 This has since become a central element 
of conservative Republican doctrine and strategy. In both public and private 
comments, Wisconsin Republican Party actors and supporters have made clear 
that the primary goals of voter ID laws are to, first, ensure the election of Repub-
lican candidates in state and federal elections by suppressing Democratic votes 
and, second, allow close or losing elections to be called into question.
 A trove of documents leaked to the Guardian in 2016 discuss the strategy 
with unusual candor. In the 2011 race for the Wisconsin Supreme Court, a race 
that was widely seen as a proxy for the legitimacy of Walker’s Act 10, conserva-
tive leaders speculated about what would happen if their preferred candidate, 
David Prosser, was defeated. A senior member of the Metropolitan Milwaukee 
Chamber of Commerce asked in an email to conservative strategists, “Do we 
need to start messaging ‘widespread reports of election fraud’ so we are posi-
tively set up for the recount regardless of the final number?” and added, “I 
obviously think we should.” Within minutes Scott Jensen, a former Republi-
can Speaker of the Assembly (convicted of felony misuse of state workers and 
funds in election activity, later reversed) responded, “Yes. Anything fishy should 
be highlighted. . . . Stories should be solicited by talk radio hosts.”63

 A month later, the legislature passed Act 23, one of the most restrictive  
voter ID laws in the country, ostensibly passed to combat in-person “voter 
fraud,” which according to election law expert Richard Hasen of University  
of California-Irvine is a “shameful falsehood, given the extremely low rates of 
voter fraud in the U.S., especially the kind of fraud targeted by Republican 
voter ID laws. . . . It undermines faith in the fairness of the electoral process, 
which is the bedrock of all functioning democracies.”64

 Republican legislative staffer Todd Allbaugh, who was present inside the 
Republican Caucus during the formation of Act 23 in 2011, quit his job and 
the party in 2015, saying, “A handful of the GOP Senators were giddy about 
the ramifications and literally singled out the prospects of suppressing minor-
ity and college voters. Think about that for a minute. Elected officials plan-
ning and happy to help deny a fellow American’s constitutional right to vote 
in order to increase their own chances to hang onto power.”65 Only Texas had 
a law which experts judged more restrictive. After a series of challenges,66 in 
October 2014 the US Supreme Court ruled that voter ID could not go into 
effect so close to the 2014 election.
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 After a round of appeals, the bill was finally allowed to go into effect in the 
2016 election. After the Republican primary, US Representative Glenn Groth-
man told a Milwaukee television station that the Democratic presidential 
nominee Hillary Clinton was a weak candidate and “now we have photo ID. 
I think photo ID is going to make a little bit of a difference as well.”67 While 
many factors determined Hillary Clinton’s 2016 loss in Wisconsin, voter sup-
pression was undoubtedly significant. On September 22, in the run-up to the 
election, Republican Attorney General Brad Schimmel certified in court that 
all Division of Motor Vehicles employees were trained to make sure that citi-
zens could get IDs easily, but a Nation investigation found that in ten different 
DMV sites citizens received answers “all over the board.” When the Republi-
can presidential nominee Donald Trump carried the state in 2016 by 23,000 
votes, almost 41,000 fewer people voted in Milwaukee than in 2012. After-
wards, many African Americans in the city complained of difficulty in obtain-
ing the free voter ID. In April 2017, Schimmel told a reporter that President 
Trump would not have won and Republican Ron Johnson would not have 
been reelected to the US Senate without voter ID laws.68

 From 2011 on, changing the rules of elections became a tool for attempt- 
ing to ensure minority rule in the state. Professor Barry Burden, who directs 
the Elections Research Center at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, com-
mented, “When competition filters into making the rules themselves, it’s a 
recipe for disaster.”69

DemocraTic DénoUemenT: ChanGinG The RULes 2018

The midterm elections of 2018 brought sweeping change to the upper level of 
Wisconsin government. Democrats carried the statewide offices of governor, 
lieutenant governor, attorney general, and treasurer and reelected Tammy 
Baldwin to the US Senate. These victories occurred in the aftermath of Act 10 
and the decimation of labor, the spending of $100 million by Republicans  
on the governor’s race alone, and continuing voter suppression, suggesting a 
counterargument: perhaps changing the rules didn’t work in the end.
 In the normal workings of a democracy, Republicans would have admitted 
defeat at the executive levels and moved forward into loyal opposition to the 
new governor. But in an ultimate act of changing the rules to suit one party, the 
leaders of the legislature held a lame-duck session (directed by Walker behind 
the scenes), passing a raft of bills that restricted Governor-Elect Tony Evers’s 
executive power over the Wisconsin Economic Development Authority and 
limiting his ability to enact administrative rules using the same authority that 
Republicans had given Walker for the past eight years. Evers was blocked from 
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withdrawing from a national lawsuit challenging the federal Affordable Care 
Act, a central promise of his campaign. (One bill did fail, however, that would 
have protected preexisting conditions if that suit succeeded.)70

 New restrictions were placed on the power of the attorney general, and the 
legislature gave itself parallel powers to intervene in court. Both legislative 
leaders and Walker blamed his defeat on high voter turnout and so restricted 
early voting across the state to two weeks in the name of “uniformity.”
 The Democratic victories in statewide races were relatively narrow, about a 
percentage point. And while gerrymandering cannot prevent statewide vic-
tories for opposing parties (since all voters in the state vote for a single office), 
the Republican gerrymandering held in the Wisconsin Assembly and Senate. 
Democrats won 53 percent of all assembly votes cast, yet Republicans carried 
sixty-three of the state’s ninety-nine assembly districts. An analysis by Craig 
Gilbert of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel shows that the Republicans now 
have a “built in 64–35 advantage in the partisan makeup” of the ninety-nine 
districts. Although Evers’s election makes it somewhat more likely that the 
next map will be less partisan, it will be difficult to bring the state’s districting 
back into balance without sweeping nonpartisan redistricting reform now that 
the US Supreme Court has barred challenges to partisan redistricting.71

 The template for radically constricting an opposition victory had been 
tested in 2016 in North Carolina when its Republican legislature stripped the 
incoming Democratic governor of powers over the judiciary. In 2018 these 
techniques were applied in Wisconsin, extending its status as a laboratory for 
the national ultraconservative movement and those Republicans who refused 
to acknowledge the legitimate alternation of power. As the political scientists 
Steven Ziblatt and Daniel Levitsky observe in How Democracies Die, “Many 
government efforts to subvert democracy are ‘legal’ in the sense that they are 
approved by the legislature or accepted by the courts. They may even be por-
trayed as efforts to improve democracy.”72

 In 2010 Wisconsin became a laboratory for an unelected, ultrawealthy, ultra-
conservative network to roll back the achievements of one hundred years of 
progressive, civil government. In 2018 the people of Wisconsin chose to change 
course. This new Wisconsin story will shape whether civil government and dem-
ocratic legitimacy is restored to Wisconsin, and, by extension, the United States.
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