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The ‘real Washington’? Lobbyists, lawyers and publicists

Robert J. Samuelson’s April 30 op-ed column, “The real Washington <http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/what-washington-really-does/2012/04/29/gIQAiplSqT_story.html>,” presented a false dichotomy. Mr. Samuelson claimed that the real Washington is largely paid for by taxes on the rich, while benefits go to the poor and middle class. In contrast, he wrote, the conventional-wisdom Washington is “overrun by well-paid insiders — lobbyists, lawyers, publicists — who systematically manipulate government policies to benefit corporations and the rich.” Unfortunately both Washingtons are real. Not only are they real but one is the direct result of the other.

Mr. Samuelson buttressed his claim by mentioning recent testimony before Congress by Ron Haskins of the Brookings Institution. Mr. Haskins traced the steady increase since 1980 in federal spending on food stamps, the earned- income tax credit, Pell grants and other such programs benefiting the poor. But during that same period, real wages for the middle class remained essentially flat <http://prospect.org/article/wages-and-social-contract> and declined for the poor <http://prospect.org/article/wages-and-social-contract>. Meanwhile, the benefits of the escalation in labor productivity were nearly all siphoned upward <http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/two-steps-to-increase-the-size-of-the-middle-class/2012/04/18/gIQA8wllRT_story.html>. Had wages increased in tandem with productivity, as they did in the three decades before the mid-1970s <http://prospect.org/article/wages-and-social-contract>, the middle class now would have the wherewithal to contribute a much larger share of federal taxes, while the need for aid to the poor would be drastically reduced.

Who or what prevented this? We might be excused if we looked toward the lobbyists, lawyers and publicists, who Mr. Samuelson would like us to believe are not “the real Washington.” 
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