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Executive Summary

Most mainstream reforms aimed at addressing thes@esl political influence of the rich
attempt to reduce inequalities in political voitieey try to make the voices of the poor louder
(by increasing voting and political participatiao)try to make the voices of the rich quieter (by
limiting lobbying and campaign donations).

But the rich aren't just the ones doing the talkimdJS politics—they’re also the ones doing the
listening. Politicians themselves tend to be vasidyter off than the people they represent;
millionaires make up less than 3% of the countriyrhake up majorities in all three branches of
the federal government. These inequalities in wbeegns have just as much of an effect on
public policy as inequalities in who votes, lobbidsnates, and so on.

It may be time for political equality reformers tast a wider net, to bring to the table new
programs to increase the economic diversity of gowerning institutions. There are many
qualified lower-income and working-class Americamso would make great politicians, and
when they run, they tend to do well. However, diedi workers face significant resource
barriers, and traditional candidate gatekeeperdoselrecruit them. Even the pro-equality
reforms on the agenda today—Ilike publicly financeilgctions and raising legislative salaries—
may not be enough to spur more working-class Araesdo hold office.

Reformers interested in increasing the economierdity of the candidate pool may need to
begin trying new and innovative interventions, likeed money and candidate recruitment
programs that target lower-income and working-classple. Programs like these have never
been attempted on a large scale in the US, but eiforts suggest that they hold tremendous
promise as a means of increasing the economic giiyeof our political institutions—and
ultimately making new headway on the larger prob&dmolitical inequality.



Most reforms aimed at addressing the oversizedtigalliinfluence of the wealthy have
historically tended to focus on inequalitiespiolitical voice imbalances in the ways that citizens
and groups pressure government from the outsidéicRms tend to be vastly more responsive
to the preferences of the rich than to the viewmifdle- and lower-income Americah&Vhen
activists and reformers have tried to do somethingut it, most have focused either on closing
gaps inroutine forms of political participatiotike voting and contacting elected officials or on
addressindiases in the organized pressure sysli&mthe decline of labor unions, the growing
sophistication of pro-business lobbying, and thereasing importance of wealthy campaign
donors. We've heard the same basic ideas for decafleve could reform lobbying and
campaign finance and get a handle on the flow afieyan politics, the rich wouldn’t have as
much of a say in government. If we could promotealder political participation, enlighten the
public, and revitalize the labor movement, the pmould have more of a say.

In principle, these kinds of proposals often sopramising; most would almost certainly help to
reduce the oversized political influence of the lsa In practice, however, they've been
remarkably difficult to carry out. For at least tlast half century, reformers have been trying to
regulate lobbyists, combat soaring campaign spgndesuscitate the labor movement, educate
the public, and rock the vote. But every major mefoeffort has eventually proven more
technically and politically challenging than itspporters had initially hoped.

This isn’t to say that activists should give uptbase worthy initiatives. But if reformers want to

continue making headway on the problem of politic&lquality, it may be helpful to cast an

even wider net. Most mainstream reforms aimed dtesmsing the oversized political influence
of the rich attempt to reduce inequalities in pcdik voice: they try to make the voices of the
poor louder (by increasing political participatian)try to make the voices of the rich quieter (by
limiting lobbying and campaign donations). But tieh aren’t just the ones doing the talking,

they're also the ones doing the listening: polis in the US tend to be vastly better off than
ordinary Americans. Why not try to address thatjuadity, too? In light of how hard it's been to

close the gaps in who participates, organizes,tédsnand so on, it may be worthwhile to begin
exploring ways to close the gapvimogoverns

Government By the Rich is Government For the Rich

If millionaires formed their own political partyhat party would make up about three percent of
the general public, but it would have unified mayocontrol of all three branches of the federal
government. The Millionaires Party would be the onigy party in the House of Representatives
and would have a filibuster-proof super-majoritytire Senate. It would have a majority on the
Supreme Court. It would have a Commander in Cinighe White House. In contrastprking-
class Americans-people employed in manual labor, service indusing clerical jobs—almost

! See, for instance, Bartels (2008), Gilens (2008;32, Gilens and Page (2014), Hayes (2012),
Jacobs and Druckman (2011), and Rigby and Wright32 See also Hill and Leighley (1992)
and Schumaker and Getter (1977). And for a comggterspective, see Ura and Ellis (2008).
% One popular reform proposal argues that regulatimgpaign finance may ultimately require
two-thirds of the states to convene a Constituti@wavention (see Lessig 2011), a procedure
for amending the Constitution that has never beenessfully executed in the United States.



never go on to hold political office any level orabch of government. If working-class
Americansformed their own party, that party would have magemore than half of the country
since at least the start of the twentieth centBut legislators from that party (those who last
worked in blue-collar jobs before getting involviedpolitics) would never have held more than
two percent of the seats in Congréss.

This economic gulf between politicians and the pedbey represent—what | call government
by the privileged owhite-collar governmenthas just as much of an effect on our democratic
process as inequalities in who votes, lobbies, ssnand so on. Like ordinary Americans,
politicians from different classes tend to havdeddnt views, especially on economic issues.
When it comes to things like the minimum wage, saXausiness regulations, unemployment,
unions, the social safety net, and so on, workiagscAmericans tend to be more progressive or
pro-worker, and more affluent Americans tend to tthe government to play a smaller role in
economic affairs. There are exceptions, of coursiee-bollar workers who vote Republican and
rich professionals who care deeply about progresswonomic policies—but on average,
working-class Americans tend to be more liberatoonomic issues and professionals tend to be
more conservative.

The same seems to be true for people who go owltbgublic office. Like ordinary citizens,
politicians from different social classes tend tmd different economic perspectives with them
to public office. Former House Speaker John Boehwves fond of saying that he was a small-
business man at heart and that “It gave me a petrépen our country that I've carried with me
throughout my time in public service.” He doesréem to be the only one: on average, former
businesspeople in government tend to think likeinasspeople, former lawyers tend to think
like lawyers, and (the few) former blue-collar werk tend to think like blue-collar workers.
And they often behave accordingly.

These divisions in how politicians think and act-wgled with the sharp underrepresentation of
workers—ultimately have enormous consequences ¢onamic policy. States with fewer
legislators from the working class spend less mooeysocial welfare, offer less generous
unemployment benefits, and tax corporations at tomsges. Towns with fewer working-class
people on their city councils devote smaller shafeseir budgets to social safety net programs;
an analysis | conducted in 2013 suggested thascitationwide would spend approximately
$22.5 billion more on social assistance prograntiseir councils were made up of the same mix
of classes as the people they represent. Congasséver been run by large numbers of
working-class people, but if we extrapolate frora behavior of the few workers who manage to
get in, it's probably safe to say that the fedg@ayernment would pass far fewer pro-business
policies and far more pro-worker policies if its migers mirrored the social class makeup of the
public.

Having a seat at the table matters in US polifildee shortage of politicians from the working
class ultimately makes life harder for the majodfyAmericans from the working class (and for
many economically vulnerable white-collar professils, too). Social safety net programs are

3 Carnes (2012; 2013). See also Beckett and Sumde(l®57), Domhoff (1967), Matthews
(1954), Mills (1956).



stingier, business regulations are flimsier, takgmes are more regressive, and protections for
workers are weaker than they would be if more laensa came from lower-income and
working-class backgroundsGovernmentby the rich is often governmerior the rich, and
governmentor the rich is often bad for everyone else.

I ncreasing the Economic Diversity of Gover nment

Why, then, are we governed by the privileged in fir& place? What exactly keeps lower-
income and working-class Americans out of office?

According to my research, the shortage of politisidrom the working class is primarily the
result of qualified workersunning less oftennot workers being less qualified or less succgssf
in elections> Although working-class people tend to be slighélys likely to have some of the
characteristics we might want in a leader (e.govkedge, tolerance, confidence, and so on), the
gaps are small—differences in raw qualificationsnseto explain less than one fifth of the
overall shortage of politicians from the workingags$. Voter biases explain even less: in real-
world elections, in surveys, and in hypotheticahdidate experiments, voters consistently
express no measureable biases against candidatesttie working clas.Workers are less
likely to hold office not because they're unqu&ior because voters prefer more affluent
candidates, but because qualified working-class ikaaes are less likely to run in the first place.

Why, then, do so few workers run? My research leasetl three possibilities (inspired by
scholarship on why people patrticipate in politiossgeneral and research on the shortage of
women in public office), namely, that qualified Wworg-class Americans seldom run for office
because they can't (that is, they don’t have the timoney, or other resources), they don’'t want
to (they don’t care about politics or don’t feetrinsically motivated to campaign or govern),
and they aren’t asked to (elite gatekeepers likgypaaders seldom recruit them).

For qualified workers, resources and recruitmenth bgeem to be important, but ambition
doesn’t: qualified working-class Americans seemt jas interested in campaigning and
governing as qualified white-collar professionalkhey usually can’t afford it, however.
Qualified working-class Americans are less likelystly they have the time and resources to run
for office. And important gatekeepers like partfi@éls, politicians, and interest groups say they
are less likely to recruit workers (often citingncerns about the same resources). Working-class
Americans seldom hold office for some of the sarasidreasons that they're less likely to
participate in politics in other ways: becausemfteey can’t, and nobody asks them.

Casting a Wider Net

Unfortunately, these resource and recruitment éarprobably wouldn’t be mitigated by many
of the political equality reforms that are on thgeada today. Reformers often claim, for

% Carnes (2012; 2013; 2016), Griffin and Anewalt-Rbnrg (2013), Kraus and Callaghan
(2014); see also Carnes and Lupu (2015).

® Carnes (np, ch. 2).

® Carnes (2013, ch. 6), Carnes and Lupu (forthcom®adin (2012).



instance, thatncreasing the salaries paid to politiciavgould make it so that more lower-
income and working-class people could afford tot dbeir jobs and run for public office.
However, data on politician salaries suggest tHagnmiawmakers are paid more, working-class
people actually run and hold offidess often Higher pay seems to attract more affluent
professionals to run—and many workers simply caffird to take time off work to campaign
regardless of how much they would earn once irceffi

Likewise, some reformers argue tipatblicly financing electionsvould make it easier for more
lower- and middle-income Americans to raise the eyomecessary to launch campaigns.
However, in states with public financing, loweramee Americans still make up tiny
percentages of politicians: in states with publiohyanced legislative races, for instance, workers
hold about 6 percent of seats—better than the 2epérthey hold in free-for-all campaign
finance states, but still far less than what we l@xpect based on the number of qualified
workers in the general public.

Increasing the economic diversity of our governinggstitutions will probably require
interventions that aren’t currently part of thenstard political equality reform playbook, like
seed moneyand candidate recruitmenprograms that target lower-income and workingslas
people. These kinds of interventions have neven laggempted on a large scale in the US, and
they are seldom supported by government funds,ampimiopic gifts, or foundation grant
portfolios. However, they have tremendous promise.

Labor unions and other pro-worker groups curresflgnsor a number of innovative candidate
outreach programs, mostly at the city and locatllevThese efforts take many forms, but their
basic features are similar. In most cases, labmupgy identify talented workers, encourage them
to run for office, train them, and then providesg@ots support during their campaigns. In New
Jersey, for instance, the state affiliate of theeAHO runs a well-established “Labor Candidates
School” that has trained working-class candidabesrfore than 700 state and local elections. In
2011, the union coalition as UNITE-HERE recruitedifocal newcomers to run for 17 seats on
the 30-member Board of Aldermen in New Haven, Cotioet. Similar candidate recruitment
programs are now under way in Oregon, New York, Magas, and Maine. These early
programs have an impressive track record: gradwdittee New Jersey Labor Candidates School
have won 75% of the elections they have run in laaee gone on to have long and effective
careers in public office. In New Haven, 16 of thé dandidates recruited and trained in 2011
won seats on the Board of Aldermen, and the newndamajority board went on to change the
face of the city’s politics. Programs like these aurrently limited in their geographic scope, but
they seem to have tremendous potential as modelsn¢oeasing the economic diversity of
government.

Seed money programs targeting lower-income or wgrkiass people might also prove
effective. These kinds of programs have been daglylisuccessful at increasing the numerical
representation of women in public office. Group® IEMILY’s List emerged in the 1980s and
have propelled the steady increase of women in @asgand other levels and branches of
government ever since. Their basic model is sttboghard: they collect donations year-round,

" Carnes and Hansen (forthcoming).



then use their funds to support promising femafelates, which spurs more women to run and
boosts their odds of winning. Although this applod@as never been applied specifically to
lower-income or working-class people, there ar@baous reasons to think the model wouldn’t
travel well. Gaps in resources and recruitmentaaneng the main barriers keeping workers out
of office; seed money programs could be powerflltgms.

As it stands, however, we don’t know how seed moaey candidate training programs that
specifically target workers would perform on a kaggale. Party and campaign leaders are often
too focused on winning today’s race to give serithaught to the long-term pipeline of new
candidates. Politicians worried about tomorrow’al@ngers are loathe to use government funds
to supportany program that would recruit new candidates. Advgaaganizations fighting for
political equality are often more focused on indijies in who pressures government from the
outside. Even labor unions have been slow to emhitaese kinds of innovative programs on a
national scale. Interventions to increase the emnndaliversity of government currently don’t
have a natural home in the larger community of gujaality reformers.

But they probably should. The problem is real—tich have more influence over our political
process in large part because most politiciansriate themselves—and there are still high-
potential reforms that have never been tried oargel scale. Programs that would support and
encourage qualified working-class Americans to fonoffice hold tremendous promise as a
means of increasing the economic diversity of auniitipal institutions and ultimately making
new headway on the larger problem of political urady.

It's probably time to cast wider nets, both in he think about political equality reforms and in
who we recruit to run our country.
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