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Politics of Social Welfare Policy under the Obama
and Trump Administrations

NISHIYAMA Takayuki*

Abstract

Economic inequality measured by the gap in income or wealth between rich and poor households
continues to widen in the United States. Some commentators argue that the American dream is dead, and they
are living in a new Gilded Age. It seems the American welfare system cannot reduce economic inequality.
Polarization and rising political conflicts between the two parties hinder the ability of the federal government
to reduce the disparity in income or wealth, especially in the context of divided government. Faced with the
Great Recession, the Obama administration and a Democratic Congress tried to achieve bipartisan legislation,
but in the end, enacted the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 without Republican support.
The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA) enacted by a Democratic Congress and signed by
President Obama was the most significant regulatory overhaul and expansion of coverage of the American
healthcare system, but the ACA did not structurally reform the private health insurance system in the United
States. The Trump administration, whose core supporters were white working-class people from Rust Belt
states, proposed a huge infrastructure plan, which was a clear departure from the views of small-government
conservatives such as tea party activists, but did not reduce the economic gap between rich and poor.
However, considering that many Trump supporters back public works programs, there may be a possibility of
political realignment in the near future, as both Democrats and some Trump supporters are in favor of big
government and a strong welfare state.
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