Is the U.S. an Oligarchy? A Study Says Yes...
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[EDITED AND ABRDIGED]

Who really matters in our democracy — the general public, or wealthy elites? That's the topic of a new study by political scientists Martin Gilens of Princeton and Benjamin Page of Northwestern. The study's been getting lots of attention, because the authors conclude, basically, that the US is a corrupt oligarchy where ordinary voters barely matter. Or as they put it, "economic elites and organized interest groups play a substantial part in affecting public policy, but the general public has little or no independent influence."

But can that be right? Let's walk through the study and explain what it shows.

What does their study measure, exactly?

Gilens and "a small army of research assistants" compiled nearly 2,000 polls, from 1981 to 2002, that asked for opinions about the impact of certain “groups” on government policy. For example, a survey question might ask, “How much ‘impact’ does the average citizen have on his local government?” or “Do you think that your vote matters?” and the respondents would respond as they saw fit. What the authors found was startling: in sum, average citizens feel that they only get what they want if economic elites or interest groups also want it. 

Are there charts that can help explain this?

Yes, check out these charts from Gilens and Page below, edited slightly for clarity. 
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This first one shows that as more and more average citizens support an issue, they're NOT any more likely to get what they want. That's a shocking finding in a democracy:
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Japan 0.336
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‘The top decile share in U.S. national income dropped from 45-50% in the 1910s-1920s to less than 35% in the 1950s (this is the fall documented by
Kuznets); it then rose from less than 35% in the 1970s to 45-50% in the 2000s-2010s. Sources and
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In contrast, the next charts show that as more and more economic elites and interest groups want a certain policy change, they DO become more likely to get what they want:
1. Specifically, if fewer than 20 percent of wealthy Americans supported a policy change, that change in policy would only happen about 18 percent of the time. 
2. But when 80 percent of them were in support, the change ended up happening 45 percent of the time. (SEE “DASHED” LINES ON ABOVE, LEFT GRAPH). There's no similar effect for average Americans.

Why does the study look at what the top 10 percent wealthiest Americans want, rather than what billionaires want?

There isn't sufficient survey data on the preferences of the ultrawealthy, so Gilens and Page settle for using respondents from the 90th income percentile — people who made $146,000 a year in 2012 dollars. But the authors argue that, if anything, using such an "imperfect measure" strengthens their arguments. Since they found such strong effects even here, they write, "it will be reasonable to infer that the impact upon policy of truly wealthy citizens is still greater."

What are some criticisms of the study?

Firstly, the average citizen doesn’t truly understand policy change, so in essence, their opinions on it are not reliable. Also, the opinions of the average citizen often aren’t feasible. UCLA professor Barbara Sinclair stated, "Cutting the deficit is broadly supported, but there are few government programs that a majority of Americans favor cutting. Sometimes it is literally impossible to follow public opinion."

Additionally, the average citizen doesn’t care about policy…just result. Americans just want to see prosperity, and tend not to care about how they get there. 
Conclusions:
Just three countries — Chile, Mexico, and Turkey — considered developed have higher economic inequality than the United States. Compared to our traditional peer group of European countries, Canada, Australia, and Japan, we are the most unequal. And this is not a new thing! The contemporary United States is also unequal by historical terms. Here's a look at the top ten percent's share of income over time:
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