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"Virtually all politically active business leaders and organizations strongly opposed social insur- ance and state-level pensions" (Skocpol and Amenta 1985). JB quote this phrase three times and label it an empirical "error." But that does not make them correct. The fact remains: The vast majority of capitalists opposed the Social Secu- rity Act. Before 1935 they opposed old-age pen- sions and unemployment compensation, and by 1936 few supported the New Deal. American capitalists in the 1920s and 1930s knew that the benefits of public social provision would accrue to workers and that taxes would be needed to pay for them. Capitalists believed that new taxation would lower their profits, and so- cial insurance was a case in point, with its tax on employers' payrolls. Moreover, public programs would not prevent workers from joining unions, as private programs might (Dobbin 1988). For capitalists, public programs had the further dis- advantage of being compulsory. Thus, most comparative research sees capital and its politi- cal representatives as key opponents of social spending (see Shalev 1983; for U.S. states, Hicks 1986); the "welfare capitalist" thesis has little currency outside the United States. The 1931 Groves bill in Wisconsin tests the argument that capitalists supported unemploy- ment compensation. The bill was relatively le- nient on employers, allowing each employer to pay into an individual reserve and, as long as it remained at a specified level, an employer could avoid further payments. Still, only four of 32 employers testified in favor of the bill. Some opponents offered voluntary plans as an alterna- tive (Nelson 1969, p. 124). Moreover, peak busi- ness organizations in Wisconsin, Illinois, Ohio, and New York opposed unemployment com- pensation in the 1920s and 1930s (Amenta, Clemens, Olsen, Parikh, and Skocpol 1987). To aid their case, JB cite a poll taken in 1939, four years after the passage of the Social Secu- rity Act, seriously overstating capitalist support for the act. The poll found that only 24 percent of sampled business executives supported the act, whereas 89 percent of the general public in 1938 approved (Cantril 1951, p. 361; Schiltz 1971, chapter 2). One reason for this disparity is found in a 1940 survey of executives; the payroll tax was the most disliked of non emergency taxes (Cantril 1951, p. 854).
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