Downloaded by [Duke University Libraries] at 10:43 29 February 2016

Politics, Groups, and Identities, 2016 % Routledge
Vol. 4, No. 1, 84-109, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2015.1066689

Taylor & Francis Group

DIALOGUE: WORKING CLASS

Why are there so few working-class people in political office? Evidence from
state legislatures

Nicholas Carnes™

Sanford School of Public Policy, Duke University, Box 90245, Durham, NC 27708, USA
(Received 19 September 2014, accepted 24 June 2015)

Why do so few working-class Americans go on to hold political office? This paper uses data on
state legislatures to assess several common (and often untested) explanations. Contrary to the
widespread view that workers are less likely to hold office because they are less qualified, I find
no relationship between the qualifications of workers in a given state and their representation in
the state legislature. The shortage of the working class in office appears to have far more to do
with structural characteristics of the political landscape such as parties, interest groups, and
institutions. Scholars who want to understand why there are so few working-class
Americans in political office — and people who want to do something about it — should
probably focus on these kinds of “demand-side” forces, not on the supposed “supply-side”
shortcomings of the working class.
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Politicians in the United States tend to be vastly better off than the people they represent. Com-
pared to ordinary citizens, lawmakers in every level and branch of government in the US are weal-
thier, more educated, and more likely to have come from a white-collar occupation. If millionaires
were a political party, that party would make up roughly 3% of American families, but it would
have a super-majority in the Senate, a majority in the House, a five to four majority in the Supreme
Court, and a man in the White House. If working-class Americans' — people employed in manual
labor and service industry jobs — were a political party, that party would have made up more than
half of the country since the start of the twentieth century. But legislators from that party (those
who last worked in blue-collar jobs before entering politics) would never have held more than 2%
of the seats in Congress (Carnes 2013; see also Carnes 2012; Matthews 1954a, 1954b, 1985).
These inequalities in the social class makeup of our political institutions have serious conse-
quences for public policy. Scholars of public opinion have long known that people from different
classes tend to have different views about a wide range of economic issues (e.g., Gilens 2009;
Hout 2008; Hout, Manza, and Brooks 1995). Scholars of elite decision-making have recently
begun to show that the same is true for politicians. Just as the shortage of women in office
affects policy outcomes on issues related to gender (e.g., Berkman and O’Connor 1993; Swers
2002; Thomas 1991), the shortage of working-class people — who tend to be more liberal on
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economic issues — appears to bias policy on issues like the minimum wage, taxes, and welfare
spending towards the more conservative positions typically favored by affluent Americans
(Carnes 2012, 2013; Griffin and Anewalt-Remsburg 2013; Grose 2013; Kraus and Callaghan
2014; see also Carnes and Lupu 2015). Social safety net programs are stingier, business regu-
lations are flimsier, tax policies are more regressive, and protections for workers are weaker
than they would be if our political decision-makers came from the same mix of classes as the
people they represent.

Why, then, are there so few working-class people in our political institutions in the first place?
If the policy stakes are so high, why does our representative process consistently yield such an
unrepresentative group of decision-makers?

Scholars still have a great deal to learn about these important questions. To date, only a
handful of studies have attempted to answer them, and most have focused on just one promis-
ing hypothesis at a time in a somewhat piecemeal fashion (Carnes 2013, 2015; Sadin 2012;
Sojourner 2013). No study on the shortage of workers has seriously engaged with larger the-
ories about the numerical representation of social groups or with the findings in adjacent litera-
tures on the shortage of women and minorities in public office. Research on the shortage of
working-class people in our political institutions is off to a good start, but there are still
many stones left unturned.

This paper tries to develop a more comprehensive account of the factors that keep working-
class Americans from holding political office, one that considers a broad range of possibilities and
that explicitly connects to the larger literature on representation. Whereas past work has examined
just one explanation at a time, I begin by canvassing the literature on the numerical representation
of social groups for potential culprits. I outline a wide range of possibilities, including both
supply-side explanations (which argue that there are fewer qualified workers who might run)
and demand-side explanations (which emphasize larger external or structural factors that might
discourage qualified workers from running or winning). I then test these hypotheses using data
on the social class makeup of state legislatures, which allows me to test many explanations at
the same time using a common dataset. In short, this paper tries to make several contributions
to the nascent literature on the shortage of workers in public office: it grounds work on this
topic in the larger literature on representation, it tests several hypotheses simultaneously (includ-
ing several that have never been tested), and it brings previously unused data to bear on this
important question.

My findings suggest several promising new directions for research on the shortage of workers
in office — and also highlight some avenues that may not be as fruitful. Contrary to the view that
workers are less likely to hold office because they are less qualified, I find no relationship between
the supply-side qualifications of workers in a given state and their representation in the state leg-
islature. The shortage of the working class in office appears to have far more to do with demand-
side factors, that is, with structural characteristics of the political environment such as parties,
interest groups, and institutions. Scholars who want to understand why there are so few
working-class Americans in political office — and people who want to do something about it —
should probably focus on these kinds of “demand-side” forces, not on the supposed “supply-
side” shortcomings of the working class.

Descriptive representation

The numerical or descriptive representation (Pitkin 1967) of any social group can be reduced by
one of two processes. First, some people from the group will not be qualified to hold office, either
because they are not legally eligible (a 34-year-old cannot be president) or because they do not
have the skills necessary for public service (someone who does not know who the current
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president is does not stand much of a chance, either). Second, of those who are qualified, most
would not run, and of those who run, many would not win. If a social group is disproportionately
screened out by either process — if people from that group are less likely than others to be qualified
or to run and win — the group will be numerically underrepresented in public office relative to its
numbers in the population as a whole.

The scholars who study the numerical or descriptive shortage of particular social groups in our
political institutions sometimes refer to differences in qualifications as supply-side explanations,
explanations that “suggest that the outcome reflects [some quality of the] applicants wishing to
pursue a political career” (Norris and Lovenduski 1995, 15). And they often use the term
demand-side explanations to refer to explanations that attribute the shortage of a social group
to external or structural forces that discourage qualified members of the group from running
for office or from winning elections.

To date, most research on descriptive representation in the US has focused on the shortage of
women and racial or ethnic minorities in public office. Much of the early research in this literature
focused on gender- and race-based differences in supply-side characteristics such as resources
(Clark 1994), ability (Gaddie and Bullock 1995), aspirations, and self-perceptions (Lawless
and Fox 2005). More recently, scholars have begun to shift their attention to the demand-side
factors that seem to discourage qualified women and minorities from running for office and
winning elections: unsupportive party and interest group leaders (Burrell 2006; Crowder-
Meyer 2010; Lawless and Fox 2005, 2010; Niven 1998; Pimlott 2010; Sanbonmatsu 2002,
2006a, 2006b, 2006c), biased voters (Citrin, Green, and Sears 1990; Darcy, Welch, and Clark
1994; Dolan 2004; Seltzer, Newman, and Leighton 1997), and institutional arrangements that dis-
advantage historically underrepresented groups (Palmer and Simon 2001, 2010; Trounstine and
Valdini 2008). Every step of the way, women and minorities appear to face significant barriers
to descriptive representation; scholars have identified not one but many glass ceilings.

Scholars have been slower to study the factors that discourage working-class Americans from
holding office. This may partly reflect the stagnant pace of workers’ integration into our political
institutions: there has been far more variation over time in the number of women and minorities in
public office, which has encouraged empirical research on these groups. Figure 1 plots the per-
centages of congressional seats held by women, racial and ethnic minorities, and lawmakers
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Figure 1. The Demographic Composition of Congress, 1901-1996.
Source: ICPSR and McKibbin (1997).
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from the working class (i.e., who last had blue-collar jobs before getting involved in politics) in
each Congress between 1901 and 1996. Although women and racial minorities were still under-
represented at the end of the twentieth century, their gains during the postwar period sharply con-
trasted the stable underrepresentation of the working class, which never made up more than 2% of
Congress.”

Although workers have remained sharply underrepresented, in the last few years, a handful of
political scientists have begun to investigate the factors that discourage working-class Americans
from holding public office. Their research has been partly motivated by new work suggesting that
the descriptive representation of lower-income and working-class people affects their substantive
representation, the extent to which their views prevail in the policy-making process (Carnes 2012,
2013; Griffin and Anewalt-Remsburg 2013; Grose 2013; Kraus and Callaghan 2014; see also
Carnes and Lupu 2015). And it is partly motivated by a recent surge in interest among political
activists. In New Jersey, the AFL-CIO has run a “candidate school” since the 1990s that has ident-
ified, recruited, and trained hundreds of working-class citizens to run for offices ranging from
local government to the state legislature. The program has been strikingly successful — its gradu-
ates have a 75% win rate in over 900 elections — and similar working-class candidate schools are
now in the works in California, Connecticut, Maine, Nevada, New York, and Oregon (Carnes
2013, Ch. 6). As activists and scholars have become more certain that the shortage of workers
in office matters, research on the causes of that shortage has started to pick up.

That research is still new, howevers; it is still a long way from the kind of comprehensive body
of knowledge that political scientists have amassed about other historically underrepresented
groups. There are still only a few studies on the factors that drive the descriptive representation
of the working class. Moreover, most have focused on just one explanation at a time, usually a
demand-side factor like voters or interest groups. Sadin (2012) uses survey experiments to
show that voters are not biased against hypothetical candidates from blue-collar jobs — they evalu-
ate them about as favorably as otherwise-identical candidates from white-collar jobs. Carnes
(2013, Ch. 6), too, focuses on voters, noting that lawmakers from working-class jobs receive
about as many votes in actual elections as lawmakers from white-collar professions. Sojourner
(2013) uses data on state legislatures to show that when workers in a given field are better rep-
resented by unions, they are more likely to hold office. And Carnes (2015; see also Carnes
2013, Ch. 1) illustrates that institutions may matter, too; in California, working-class people
are more likely to run and win in races for local office than in races for county or state office.

These findings provide interesting clues about how demand-side factors such as voters, inter-
est groups, and institutions can discourage working-class people from holding office. However,
the body of scientific knowledge about this topic is still small, and it has proceeded in a somewhat
piecemeal fashion. Scholars have examined promising explanations one at a time, and the litera-
ture on the shortage of workers has been mostly disconnected from the theories and findings in the
larger literature on descriptive representation. If we want to understand why there are so few
workers in public office, we still probably have a lot to learn from research on why there are
so few women and minorities.

One especially noteworthy omission is the virtual absence of research on the supply-side qua-
lifications of working-class Americans. These kinds of explanations were an important starting
point in the research on the shortage of women and minorities in office. They have also been
popular with proponents of government by the privileged. In Federalist 35, Hamilton ([1788]
1961, 214) argued that the working class would never hold office in large numbers because
workers were less qualified; their interests, he wrote “can be more effectually promoted by the
merchant than by themselves.” Modern scholarship on elite theory makes essentially the same
case, arguing that “all social order is necessarily hierarchical, and ... leadership is a specializ-
ation necessitated by the division of labor in all societies” (Cohen 1981, 5). In this view, the
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shortage of working-class people in political office simply reflects the fact that professionals have
more of the skills and characteristics that make for good candidates and good lawmakers:
resources, interest, ability, confidence, and so on.

To date, just one study on the shortage of workers has taken these kinds of supply-side argu-
ments seriously. Using data from the National Election Study (NES), Carnes (2013, 144) shows
that there are about as many working-class Americans who have three supply-side characteristics
associated with candidate quality (tolerance, attention to public affairs, and confidence about their
ability to participate in politics) as there are white-collar professionals with those traits. The text
notes, however, that the exercise is only “a crude way to gauge how qualified someone is to hold
public office.” Supply-side explanations deserve a great deal of more attention from scholars
interested in why so few working-class Americans hold office.

Going forward, it may be helpful to think about the descriptive underrepresentation of
workers in terms of the supply and demand framework that scholars have used to study the under-
representation of women and minorities. For one, that framework helps to connect and organize
the many individual explanations scholars might develop. Moreover, it also highlights expla-
nations that have not yet surfaced in the literature on workers. Table 1 illustrates this point by out-
lining five supply-side explanations and four demand-side explanations for the shortage of
working-class Americans in political office. Each explanation applies a concept studied in the
wider literature on descriptive representation to the working class. Women are less likely to
hold office, for instance, in part because they are less likely to see themselves as qualified to
do so (e.g., Lawless and Fox 2005). It stands to reason that the same may be true for workers,
too. The explanations in Table 1 may not exhaust the entire universe of potential causes, but
they represent a solid starting point for empirical work and a substantial improvement over the
current state of scholarly thinking about this question.

Viewed this way, it is easy to see what the existing research on the shortage of workers lacks,
and which hypotheses hold the most promise. There are a wide range of supply-side factors that
might discourage workers from holding office: workers may be less likely to hold office because
they (1) have fewer resources like time and money, (2) are less interested in politics and govern-
ment, (3) are less likely to have the skills required to run and win, (4) are less likely to aspire to
hold office, and (5) are less likely to perceive themselves as qualified. These explanations may
hold some promise, but scholars have all but ignored them so far.

There are also demand-side factors that have been neglected. Workers could be underrepre-
sented in public office because of structural forces that scholars have already studied (one at a
time); it is possible (6) that voters prefer white-collar candidates, (7) that the interest groups
that recruit and support potential candidates are less likely to support workers, or (8) that the

Table 1. Why are there so few working-class people in political office?

Supply-side explanations

1. Resources Working-class people have fewer resources like money and free time

2. Interest Working-class people are less interested in politics and government

3. Ability Working-class people are less likely to have the skills needed to run and win

4. Aspirations Working-class people are less likely to want to hold political office

5. Self-perceptions Working-class people are less likely to see themselves as qualified to hold
office

Demand-side explanations

6. Voter biases Voters prefer candidates from white-collar professions

7. Interest groups Interest groups are less likely to support working-class candidates

8. Institutions Institutional arrangements make it hard for working-class people to hold office

9. Gatekeeper biases Political recruiters are less likely to support working-class candidates




1 state employed in working-class jobs® in 2007.
but another 16 were made up of 4-10% working-
ve in any recent Congress.

ALLVUELL LUV IUUdI-ISVCL Udld ULl UIc Uuuupational or social class backgrounds of state law-
makers (and lawmakers in other levels of government) are scarce, the NCSL has compiled aggre-
gate data on the occupational compositions of state legislatures in 1993, 1995, and 2007.* Since
the compositions of state legislatures were nearly identical in 1993 and in 1995, I focus only on
1993 in this analysis.” I also draw on a dataset compiled in the same fashion by the Insurance
Information Institute in 1979. Together, these three aggregate datasets provide 150 state-year
observations staggered at 14-year intervals: 50 cases in 1979, 50 in 1993, and 50 in 2007.
(I have chosen to omit one extreme outlier — Maine in 1979, which had a 20% working-class leg-
islature — out of concern about the case’s statistical leverage, although doing so did not alter my
results in any meaningful way.)

To test the supply-side explanations summarized in Table 1, I have relied on surveys from the
National Election Study’s Cumulative Data File, which includes nationally representative data on































































