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The MAGA GOP's “New Model” for America is the
Old South
So, if you want to see what Republicans have in mind for the rest of America if Trump or
another Republican becomes president and they can hold onto Congress, just visit the Old
South…
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Tomorrow is the first Biden-Trump debate and many Americans are wondering how
each will articulate their ideas for the future of America.

Republicans have a very specific economic vision for the future of our country,
although they rarely talk about it in plain language: they want to make the rest of
America look and function just like Mississippi. Including the racism: that’s a feature,
not a bug.

It’s called the “Southern Economic Development Model” (SEDM) and has been at the
core of GOP economic strategy ever since the days of Ronald Reagan. While they don’t
use those words to describe their plan, and neither did the authors of Project 2025, this
model is foundational to conservative economic theory and has been since the days of
slavery.

The SEDM explicitly works to:

— Maintain a permanent economic underclass of people living on the edge of poverty,
— Rigidify racial and gender barriers to class mobility to lock in women and people
of color,
— Provide a low-cost labor force to employers,
— Prevent unions or any other advocates for workers’ rights to function,
— Shift the tax burden to the working poor and what’s left of the middle class while
keeping taxes on the morbidly rich extremely low,
— Protect the privileges, power, and wealth of the (mostly white and male) economic
overclass,
— Ghettoize public education and raise the cost of college to make social and
economic mobility difficult,
— Empower and subsidize churches to take over public welfare functions like food,
housing, and care for indigent people,
— Allow corporations to increase profits by dumping their waste products into the air
and water,
— Subsidize those industries that financially support the political power structure,
and,
— Heavily use actual slave labor.

For hardcore policy wonks, the Economic Policy Institute (EPI) did a deep dive into the
SEDM last month: here’s how it works in summary.

Republicans claim that by offering low-cost non-union labor and little to no regulatory
oversight to massive corporations, they’re able to “attract business to the region.” This,
they promise, will cause (paraphrasing President Kennedy out of context) “a rising tide
that lifts all boats.”

Somehow, though, the only people who own boats that rise are those of the business
owners and senior executives. The permanent economic underclass is key to
maintaining this system with its roots in the old plantation system; that’s why
Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, Tennessee, and South Carolina have no minimum
wage, Georgia’s is $5.15/hour, and most other GOP states use the federal minimum
wage of $7.25/hour and $2.13/hour for tipped workers.

It’s thus no coincidence that ten out of the 20 Republican-run states that only use the
federal minimum wage are in the Old South.

Anti-union or “right to work for less” efforts and laws are another key to the SEDM;
the failed unionization effort last month at the Alabama Mercedes factory was a key
victory for the GOP. Unions, after all, balance the power relationship between
management and workers; promote higher wages and benefits; support workplace
and product safety regulations; advance racial and gender equality; boost social
mobility; and have historically been the most effective force for creating a healthy
middle class.

Unionization, however, is antithetical to creating and maintaining a permanent
economic underclass, which is why, as EPI notes, “while union coverage rates stand at
11.2% nationally, rates in 2023 were as low as 3.0% in South Carolina, 3.3% in North
Carolina, 5.2% in Louisiana, and 5.4% in Texas and Georgia.”

Unions also make wage theft more difficult, essentially forcing government to defend
workers who’ve been ripped off by their employers. That’s why Florida doesn’t even
have a Department of Labor (it was dismantled by Republican Governor Jeb Bush in
2002), and the DOLs in Alabama, Delaware, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and
South Carolina no longer bother to enforce wage theft laws or recover stolen money
for workers.

Another key to the SEDM is to end regulation of corporate “externalities,” a fancy
word for the pollution that most governments in the developed world require
corporations to pay to prevent or clean up. “Cancer Alley” is probably the most
famous example of this at work: that stretch from west Texas to New Orleans has
more than 200 refineries and chemical plants pouring poison into the air resulting
in downwind communities having a 7 to 21 timestimestimestimes greater exposure to these
substances. And high rates of cancer: Southern corporate profits are boosted by sick
people.

Between 2008 and 2018, EPI documents, funding for state environmental agencies was
“cut [in Texas and Louisiana] by 35.2% and 34.8% respectively.… Funding was down by
33.7% in North Carolina, 32.8% in Delaware, 20.8% in Georgia, 20.3% in Tennessee, and
10% in Alabama.”

To keep income taxes low on the very wealthy, the SEDM calls for shifting as much
of the taxpaying responsibility away from high-income individuals and dumping it
instead on the working poor and middle class. This is done by either ending or
gutting the income tax (Texas, Florida, and Tennessee have no income tax) and
shifting to sales tax, property taxes, fees, and fines.

Nationally, for example, sales taxes provide 34.4% of state and local revenue, but in the
SEDM states that burden is radically shifted to consumers: Tennessee, for example,
gets 56.6% of their revenue from sales tax, Louisiana 53.3%, Florida 50.9%, Arkansas
49.6%, Alabama 48%, and Mississippi 45.5%. Fees for registering cars, obtaining
drivers’ and professional licenses, tolls, traffic and other fines, and permits for home
improvements all add to the load carried by average working people.

Republicans argue that keeping taxes low on “job creators” encourages them to “create
more jobs,” but that old canard hasn’t really been taken seriously by anybody since
Reagan first rolled it out in 1981. It does work to fill their money bins, though, and
helps cover the cost of their (tax deductible) private jets, clubs, and yachts.

Another way the SEDM maintains a low-wage workforce is by preventing young
people from getting the kind of good education that would enable them to move up
and out of their economic and social class. Voucher systems to gut public education,
villainization of unionized teachers and librarians, and increasing college tuition all
work together to maintain high levels of functional illiteracy. Fifty-four percent of
Americans have a literacy rate that doesn’t exceed sixth grade, with the nation’s
worst illiteracy mostly in the Old South.

Imposing this limitation against economic mobility on women is also vital to the
SEDM. Southern states are famous for their lack of female representation in state
legislatures (West Virginia 13%, Tennessee 14%, Mississippi and South Carolina 15%,
Alabama and Louisiana 18%), and the states that have most aggressively limited access
to abortion and reproductive healthcare (designed to keep women out of the workplace
and dependent on men) are entirely Republican-controlled.

Perhaps the most important part of the SEDM pushed by Republicans and ProjectProjectProjectProject
2025202520252025 is gutting the social safety net. Wealthy rightwingers have complained since
FDR’s New DealNew DealNew DealNew Deal of the 1930s that transferring wealth from them to poor and
middle-class people is socialism, the first step toward a complete communist
tyranny in the United States. It’s an article of faith for today’s GOP.

Weekly unemployment benefits, for example, are lowest in “Mississippi ($235),
Alabama ($275), Florida ($275), Louisiana ($275), Tennessee ($275), South Carolina
($326), and North Carolina ($350)” with Southern states setting the maximum number
of weeks you can draw benefits at 12 in Florida, North Carolina, and Kentucky, 14 in
Alabama and Georgia, and a mere 16 weeks in Oklahoma and Arkansas.

While only 3.3% of children in the Northeast lack health insurance, for the Southern
states that number more than doubles to 7.7%. Ten states using the SEDM still refuse
to expand Medicaid to cover all state residents living and working in poverty,
including Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, Florida, Tennessee, and
Texas.

The main benefit to employers of this weak social safety net is that workers are
increasingly desperate for wages — any sort of wages — and even the paltriest of
benefits to keep their heads above water economically. As a result, they’re far more
likely to tolerate exploitative workplace conditions, underpaid work, and wage theft.

Finally, the SEDM makes aggressive use of the 13th Amendment’s legalization of
slavery. That’s not a metaphor: the Amendment says, “Neither slavery nor
involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crimeexcept as a punishment for crimeexcept as a punishment for crimeexcept as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have
been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to
their jurisdiction.” [emphasis added]

That “except as punishment for crime” is the key. While Iceland’s and Japan’s
incarceration rates are 36 for every 100,000 people, Finland and Norway come in at 51,
Ireland and Canada at 88, there are 664 people in prison in America for every 100,000
people. No other developed country even comes close, because no other developed
country also allows legalized slavery under color of law.

Fully 800,000 (out of a total 1.2 million prisoners) Americans are currently held in
conditions of slave labor in American jails and prisons, most working for private
prison corporations that profitably insource work and unfairly compete against normal
American companies. Particularly in the South, this workforce is largely Black and
Hispanic.

As the ACLU documented for the EPI, “The vast majority of work done by prisoners
in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Texas is
unpaid.” Literal slave labor, in other words. It’s a international scandal, but it’s also an
important part of this development model that was, after all, first grounded in chattel
slavery.

The Christian white supremacist roots of the SEDM worldview are best summed up
by the lobbyist and head of the Southern Committee to Uphold the ConstitutionSouthern Committee to Uphold the ConstitutionSouthern Committee to Uphold the ConstitutionSouthern Committee to Uphold the Constitution, Vance
Muse — the inventor of the modern “right to work for less” model and advocate for
the Southern Economic Development Model — who famously proclaimed in 1944,
just days after Arkansas and Florida became the first states to adopt his anti-union
legislation, that it was all about keeping Blacks and Jews in their places to protect
the power and privileges of wealthy white people.

So, if you want to see what Republicans have in mind for the rest of America if Trump
or another Republican becomes president and they can hold onto Congress, just visit
the Old South. Or, as today’s MAGA GOP would call it, “the New Model.”
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This just goes to show that the planter class and the Confederate leadership were treated far too

leniently by the victorious Union. The planters should have been dispossessed, the leaders hanged,

and the South should have been occupied militarily until its submission was beyond redemption.

That none of this happened is due to the power of the morbidly rich in the north who wanted

Southern cotton and markets, and the racism pervasive in white peoples everywhere then, and in

too many still. We cannot undo the past. We can try to prevent its triumph by voting blue in

November. We must. Because the South need not “rise again”. It never left, biding its time. We must

assure that time never comes again.

I write this as a descendant if Southerners on both sides, including ancestors who fought for the

Confederacy and owned slaves. It is a heritage I abhor and have spent my life in part feebly trying to

rectify, as my parents did at great personal and professional cost. But if we are being honest, our

country as a whole bears the taint of slavery, on which our economy was built and on which in part it

continues to rest in our prisons. Ghastly, disgusting—and American. Remember, remember, vote

blue in November.
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Roland Follot

Sometimes I hear the reason given for people not voting is "it doesn't matter, nothing ever

changes." I hope people will print this column and carry it with them. If/when you hear someone say

something like voting doesn't change anything, whip this out and remind them that many of the

things that impact us the most in our daily life are the result of state legislatures. Turn those state

legislatures BLUE, and you can expect to see improvements. Tell 'em as long as the Rs control those

state legislatures, yeah, your life will remain tough and slave labor used by the prison-industrial

complex will continue.
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