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Americas super rich rig
elections: six things to know
Our new series, Big Money, is investigating
the social and political clout of the super-
rich.
Natalie Jones and Alastair Gee in San Francisco, California

I s America an oligarchy?

That was the conclusion of a 2014 study by two prominent
US political scientists, who argued that the influence of
economic elites and big business far outstrips that of

ordinary citizens. In their view, America is less a bastion of
representative democracy than a nation trammeled by the
desires of the hyper-wealthy.

Others have suggested that their vision is too bleak. But the
outsize economic, social and political clout of the super-
wealthy in America is beyond debate - and ripe for scrutiny.
That’s why we’ve launched our newest series, Big Money.

Radical inequality
The three richest people in the US - Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates, and
Warren Buffet - own more than the bottom half of the
country combined.

Source: Politifact

https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=180444840287&href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fus-news%2Fng-interactive%2F2018%2Fsep%2F26%2Famerica-oligarchy-dominated-billionaires-big-money-series%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_fb
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Six%20things%20to%20know%20about%20the%20super%20rich%20&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fus-news%2Fng-interactive%2F2018%2Fsep%2F26%2Famerica-oligarchy-dominated-billionaires-big-money-series%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_tw
mailto:?subject=Six%20things%20to%20know%20about%20the%20super%20rich%20&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fus-news%2Fng-interactive%2F2018%2Fsep%2F26%2Famerica-oligarchy-dominated-billionaires-big-money-series%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_link
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/series/big-money
https://scholar.princeton.edu/sites/default/files/mgilens/files/gilens_and_page_2014_-testing_theories_of_american_politics.doc.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/series/big-money
https://www.politifact.com/wisconsin/statements/2018/jul/19/bernie-s/bernie-sanders-bill-gates-jeff-bezos-warren-buffet/
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The wealth of nations
The combined wealth of America's top 400 billionaires came
to $2.7tr in 2017, which is more than the entire GDP of Italy
($1.8tr) or France ($2.5tr).

Source: Forbes

And they wield political power
The super-rich have supersized political influence. The Koch
brothers have said they invested about $250m in the 2016
election and have promised $400m for the 2018 midterms.
Michael Bloomberg spent about $23m on Democrats in
2016, and is planning to spend $80m in 2018.

Source: The Hill, Open Secrets, NYTimes

Money talks
More than one-quarter of all disclosed political contributions
in 2012 came from just 30,000 people - and the percentage
may be higher because many donations are unreported.
Some researchers have concluded that wealthy people and
business interests have 15 times the political efficacy of the
rest of the population.

Source: Sunlight Foundation, Cambridge

Most Americans have had enough
The political clout of billionaires has soared since the
Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision, which
determined that election-spending regulations restrict the
right of corporations to free speech.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/luisakroll/2017/10/17/forbes-400-2017-americas-richest-people-bill-gates-jeff-bezos-mark-zuckerberg-donald-trump/#1e607ac85ed5
https://thehill.com/homenews/campaign/371069-koch-network-to-spend-400-million-during-2018-midterm-election-cycle
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2017/03/richest-billionaires-are-top-political-spenders/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/20/us/politics/mike-bloomberg-democrats-election.html
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2018/07/21/as-inequality-grows-so-does-the-political-influence-of-the-rich
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/04/08/rich-people-rule/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.adf0f2bc74e1
https://sunlightfoundation.com/2013/06/24/1pct_of_the_1pct/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/testing-theories-of-american-politics-elites-interest-groups-and-average-citizens/62327F513959D0A304D4893B382B992B
https://www.theguardian.com/law/2012/jan/20/supreme-court-rulings-citizens-united-election
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Yet 77% of the country believes there should be limits on
how much individuals and organizations can spend on
political campaigns. Most people are unhappy with the
status quo, and do not think it’s fair that wealthier people
have disproportionate political influence.

Source: Pew Research Center

Who are they?
Of the richest 100 billionaires,

98 percent are white

86 percent are men

the average age is 70

Top political donors include such household names as hedge-

fund managers George Soros ($11m to Democratic causes and

candidates in the 2018 election so far) and Tom Steyer (about

$30m in 2018). Among conservatives, key figures are casino

magnate Sheldon Adelson ($55m to Republicans in 2018).

But here are several others worth paying attention to:

James and Marilyn

Simons

James and Marilyn Simons, finance: $13m
to Democrats since 2016. James Simons
made his billions at the same hedge fund
as Robert Mercer, a conservative backer of
Cambridge Analytica.

Diane Hendricks

Diane Hendricks, building supplies: $2.7m
to Republicans since 2016. Also listed as a

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/05/08/most-americans-want-to-limit-campaign-spending-say-big-donors-have-greater-political-influence/
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producer on such eclectic films as the
Persian-language drama The Stoning of
Soraya M. and comedy An American Carol.

Kelcy Warren

Kelcy Warren, energy mogul: $724,000 to
Republicans since 2016. His firm Energy
Transfer Partners built the Dakota Access
Pipeline, sparking huge protests.

Robert Smith

Robert Smith, investor: $44,000 to
Democrats since 2016. The richest African
American in the US, Smith maintained a
relatively low profile until his $20m
donation to the Museum of African
American History in Washington, DC – the
second-largest, after Oprah’s.

Richard and Elizabeth

Uihlein

Richard and Elizabeth Uihlein, shipping
supplies magnates: $32 million to
Republican party, PACs and candidates
since 2016. In her company newsletter, Liz
Uihlein speaks of her devotion to Fox News
and her habit of working over a Diet Coke
in her local McDonald’s.

Source: University of Chicago Press Books

Illustrations: Stefano Marra for the Guardian

https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/B/bo29143391.html
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Go to Big Money: A Guardian series

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/series/big-money

