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’

“Progress is a nice word. But change is its motivator. And change has its enemies.’

- Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, August 1963, Speech in Chicago

“The urgent question of our time is whether we can make change our friend and not our
»
enemy.

- President William J. Clinton, January 1993, Inaugural Address
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Introduction: Preserving the Blue-Collar Blue Wall

As the ballot drop boxes closed on the evening of November 5, 2024, in Washington
State, Democrats and Republicans across Clallam County alike flocked to their respective party
offices in downtown Port Angeles, eagerly tracking the unfolding 2024 election results. For both
Democrats and Republicans alike in Clallam County, in addition to the presidential election,
another race was at the top of people’s minds. Following Democratic Congressman Derek
Kilmer’s surprise announcement in 2023 that he planned to retire from Congress, on the left,
Democrats in the rural white working-class region were excited by the prospect of continuing
their long-standing tradition of Democratic congressional representation by sending hometown
hopeful Emily Randall to Congress as the country’s first LGBTQ+ Latina Congressmember.! On
the right, Republicans were eager for the opportunity to upend rural Western Washington politics
by sending Drew MacEwen to the other Washington as the region’s first Republican
Congressmember in nearly 60 years.

As night turned to day and the results became clear that Donald Trump won the 2024
election, the national news media, exhausted from covering the previous night’s election results,
spared a moment for Washington State, thrusting the state into the national spotlight for
appearing to buck the national trend of rightward shift during the 2024 election.? For
disappointed Democrats in Clallam County, such results provided a welcome consolation prize,
heartened by Democratic success in their home state. For dejected Democrats nationwide,
Washington State’s performance proved surprising but also offered hope for future revival.

Yet, as the smoke settled from the 2024 election in the following weeks, it became clear
that earlier reporting of Washington State bucking national rightward shifts proved premature.

Still, the state remained notable nationally for experiencing the smallest rightward shift.? In



understanding this Democratic Party overperformance, reporters noted one region — the Kitsap
and Olympic Peninsulas of white working-class rural Western Washington — had actually swung
left.* A notable finding, such results brought further interest to this region that had already
caught the national news media’s attention for a different reason: along with reporting on
Washington State following the 2024 election, the national news media also spared a moment for
rural Western Washington, thrusting its newly elected Congressmember Emily Randall into the
national spotlight for her historic election to Congress.’

While her election proved historic for national reporters, her victory was hardly a surprise
for local observers; upon securing the Democratic Party nomination in August 2024, local
newspapers considered Randall’s primary victory tantamount to election — the real political fight
being in the primary election.® In line with the region’s safely Democratic voting pattern (see
Figures I and 2), Randall was not alone in her victory, instead accompanied by Democrats up
and down the ballot winning elections, providing even more consolation prizes to disappointed
Democrats in places like Clallam County.’

The realignment of rural white working-class voters has been a well-documented political
development, making these victories in rural Western Washington, while not surprising to local
voters, all the more perplexing when considered in a national context. How is it that a rural white
working-class region has preserved such strong Democratic loyalties that, as expressed in my
conversations with community members across the region, its residents are not surprised by
locally strong Democratic performance despite national trends of realignment in similar regions

across the country?



Figure 1: Presidential Voting Patterns in Rural Western Washington, 1976 - 2024

Figure 2: Congressional Voting Patterns in Rural Western Washington, 1976 - 2024

The Puzzle

The Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas of rural Western Washington present a progressive
paradox. The region contains many attributes that would suggest its population would support
the Republican Party, comprising a predominately white working-class population that has faced
substantial union decline since the collapse of the unionized timber industry on the Olympic

Peninsula in the 1980s and 1990s, and reflecting a strong military presence on the Kitsap



Peninsula with the military as the region’s largest employer. Additionally, the region played a
leading role in empowering a statewide Christian right leader during the 1980s and 1990s.
Despite these attributes, the region has consistently supported the Democratic Party for decades,
even during moments of poor performance for the Democratic Party nationally, such as the 1994
election, where the region comprised one of only two Congressional Districts to reject Newt
Gingrich’s Contract with America. In 2024, voters throughout the region comfortably voted for
Kamala Harris over Donald Trump with over 55 percent of the vote.

The puzzling nature of the rural white working-class region of the Kitsap and Olympic
Peninsulas consistently supporting the Democratic Party over time despite trends of political
realignment important questions - what explains the resilience of the Democratic Party in the
predominately white working-class rural Western Washington, and what can the political
development of rural Western Washington explain about the broader landscape of political
realignment over the past half-century?

To grasp the value of a case study of rural Western Washington for studies in American
political development, it is worth first considering briefly the existing positions on the political

development and political realignment of rural white working-class voters.

The Urban-Rural Divide and Political Realignment

In understanding the growing realignment of rural white working-class voters from the
Democratic Party to the Republican Party, the emergence of an urban-rural divide in American
politics, or between “Whole Foods” and “Cracker Barrel” counties as political pundit David
Wasserman put it, has become one of the most prominent fault lines in American politics.® To
explain the emergence of this “major fault line in American politics,” Brown and Mettler found

that this urban-rural divide emerged in two phases with varying explanations: while in the 1970s,



urban and rural voters supported Democrats and Republicans to similar extents, a first wave of
sequential polarization in 1990s and early 2000s developed from rural voters feeling “left
behind” in the aftermath of rural population decline and economic stagnation.” Subsequently,
from 2008 to 2020, areas with a large presence of evangelical protestant Christian congregations
or higher proportions of their population being less educated, which are more common in rural
areas than urban areas, have shifted to the Republicans.'?

Contributing to these trends of sequential polarization have been structural changes such
as union decline in line with broader trends of social capital decline as first articulated by Robert
Putnam in Bowling Alone.!! While organized labor historically served as an important
component of the Democratic Party coalition, without the union to shape the social fabrics and
identities of white working-class communities, scholars such as Eleanor Newman and Theda
Skocpol in Rust Belt Union Blues have argued that other conservative community institutions,
such as National Rifle Association (NRA)-affiliated gun clubs, have filled the gap left by unions
to reconstruct the social and political identities of white working-class voters to be aligned with
the Republican Party.!?

However, other scholars have placed greater emphasis on the role that politicians and
organizations play in their interactions with voters as the driving mechanisms behind political
realignment, albeit with a lack of consensus on how they interact with voters. In this vein, some
such, as Thomas Frank, have argued that the story of political realignment is one driven by the
Democratic Party’s abandonment of white working-class voters, prioritizing social “wedge”
issues and economic policies meant to appeal to “affluent, white-collar professionals” at the
expense of white working-class voters.!? Deviating slightly from Frank’s thesis, Lily Geismer

argued that while the Democratic Party and its politicians, such as Bill Clinton, emphasized



economic policies that appealed to middle-class voters over white working-class voters, which
resulted in the latter shifting their support to the Republican Party, this did not mean that
Democrats prioritized liberal cultural issues over material concerns.'* Yet, other scholars such as
Hacker et al. have argued that not only has the Democratic Party avoided a shift from
emphasizing first-dimension economic issues to second-dimension cultural issues that alienate
white working-class voters, but that Democrats have also embraced an increasingly economically
progressive agenda that would be favorable to white working-class voters.!?

Although these studies examining structural conditions and politicians provide valuable
insights into understanding the roots of rural white working-class political realignment, the
separate treatment of these topics by scholars — politicians, community institutions as socializing
forces, and political organizations as mobilizing forces — possesses shortcomings that fail to
illustrate the entire landscape of political realignment in the United States. While scholars
correctly identify evolving structural conditions, such as union decline, as contributing to the
political realignment of the white working class through socializing mechanisms, this
realignment did not form in a vacuum lacking the contributions of politicians and organizational
networks in mobilizing voters and shaping structural conditions. Likewise, while politicians and
organizations shape political support by mobilizing voters, these forces also interact with social
fabrics shaped by community institutions that influence political alignment. Furthermore, while
geographic and demographic dimensions have certainly helped shape political realignment, these
factors alone fail to explain negative edge cases such as rural Western Washington.

In these respects, works such as Stayin’ Alive by Jefferson Cowie and Don’t Blame Us by
Lily Geismer, which examine the realignment of white working-class voters, correctly

incorporate in their analytical frameworks the interplay between individual politicians and



structural conditions in shaping political realignment. As outlined by both scholars, in addition to
directly appealing to voters, politicians shape the structural conditions, particularly
organizational networks, that influence political realignment.'¢ Therefore, the question is not
which explanations between politicians and structural conditions best explain political
realignment, but rather how do these forces interact with each other to shape political
realignment (or lack thereof). With this interplay between politicians and structural conditions
being important for understanding the political development of rural Western Washington, we
now turn our attention toward candidate quality and organizational theories as frameworks for
understanding the region’s lack of political realignment.
Candidate Quality

Indeed, given Americans often pride themselves on voting for candidates over parties,
“supply-side” candidate quality theories examining how candidates’ personal attributes and
characteristics shape their electability are important in understanding political alignment. While
early scholarship in the study of campaigns and candidates, such as Lazarsfeld et al.’s seminal
work, has advanced a minimal effects theory arguing that campaigns and candidates have limited
effectiveness in persuading voters, more recent studies have defended the importance of these
factors in shaping election outcomes.!” Contrasting with minimal effect arguments, scholars such
as Iyengar and Kinder have contended that campaigns influence voter behavior through “priming
effects” in which by “calling attention to some matters while ignoring others,” candidates
strategically strengthen support among loyal and swing voters.'® Likewise, candidates
themselves have influence, with Carson, Engstrom, and Roberts finding in their study of

Congressional races from 1872 to 1900 that the presence of a high-quality candidate over a



lower-quality challenger increased the former’s vote share by approximately three to seven
percent.!’

Additionally, campaigns influence election outcomes by promoting voter turnout.
Detailing the importance of Get Out the Vote (GOTV) efforts for campaigns, Donald Green and
Alan Gerber note that the more personalized a campaign’s outreach tactics are, the more likely a
person is to vote, with strategies such as in-person canvassing being more effective at promoting
turnout compared to impersonal recorded calls.?’ As the Democratic and Republican Parties
recognize the importance of investing in robust “ground game” operations, both parties have
come to invest millions of dollars to increase their capacity for strong GOTV efforts.?!

Of course, money is not everything, and in regions such as rural Western Washington
with long party dominance, incumbency advantage also shapes continued political success.
However, the mechanisms behind this advantage have been a subject of debate.?? Some, such as
Gary Cox and Jonathan Katz, have argued that an increase in gerrymandering can explain this
incumbency advantage, which has led districts to become predominately uncompetitive.?® Yet,
with Washington State’s independent redistricting commission and that my research examines
political support by county lines, not district boundaries, such an explanation holds limited
weight in the context of rural Western Washington. By contrast, other major factors that scholars
argue contribute to incumbency advantage include the ability for an incumbent to provide
constituent services or earmarks for district projects, with studies particularly identifying a
positive relationship between the latter and an incumbent’s reelection odds.*

Organizational Networks and Community Institutions
However, while strong politicians are necessary for a party's electoral prospects, this

factor alone does not sufficiently explain the long-term success of the Democrats in rural



Western Washington. Candidates do not work alone. Encompassing parties, and community and
state organizations, organizational networks underpin candidate success by providing them with
the manpower, money, and, oftentimes, policy necessary to run successful campaigns, as well as
shape the social fabric of a community that influences voters' political identities.

The role of organizational networks in shaping political outcomes by influencing and
mobilizing voters has been well-documented in political science.?> As noted in previous
scholarship by those such as Theda Skocpol in Diminished Democracy, elite influences have a
greater ability to influence politics than everyday Americans, but when grassroots and elite
political forces collaborate, the former are better equipped to engage in political organizing
effectively.?® On both the left and the right, such collaborations between grassroots organizers
and elite political forces through coordinated organizational networks have bolstered
mobilization efforts, such as in Colorado during the early 2000s among liberals or in other states
in recent decades among conservatives through organizational networks orchestrated by the
Koch Brothers.?” This relationship has also worked in reverse. As Skocpol and Tervo found,
where organizational networks cannot achieve this cohesion, an organizational network’s ability
to influence and mobilize voters is diminished.?8

Beyond mobilizing voters, organizations through community institutions influence
political development by shaping community social fabrics that inform voters’ social and
political identities.?” Similar to Newman and Skocpol’s work, in her study of three historically
Democratic white working-class communities that have experienced divergent political
trajectories, Stephanie Ternullo found that varying local structural conditions have shaped how
communities conceptualize their shared identity and, thus, how they fit into party politics. Robust

churches have shaped “Lutherton” into a resilient Republican community, robust unions have



preserved “Motorville’s” Democratic Party leanings, and a lack of social capital in “Gravesend”
has amplified community resentment that made it easily influenced by Trump’s populist message
in 2016.%°

As insightful as previous scholarship has been in understanding the political realignment
of rural white working-class voters, aside from Ternullo’s examination of Motorville,
scholarship has largely provided insufficient attention to negative cases of political affiliation
continuity in which realignment has failed to occur, resulting in scholarly gaps in understanding
the entire landscape of political realignment. My research will seek to fill this gap, as in addition
to understanding why some white working-class voters are leaving the Democratic Party, it is
equally as important to know why others are staying. In doing so, we can better understand the

mechanisms contributing to the political realignment of rural white working-class voters.

The Case of Rural Western Washington

Rural Western Washington serves as an effective case study for clarifying these theories
of political realignment among rural white working-class voters for multiple reasons. First, the
region has a long history of organized labor centered around dominant industries, evident
through the timber industry and the International Woodworkers of America (IWA) on the
Olympic Peninsula, and the Navy and its associated unions on the Kitsap Peninsula.’!
Additionally, with this shared history of economic reliance on dominant industries and social
fabrics defined by organized labor, the divergent trajectories of organized labor between these
two peninsulas provide an opportunity to examine path dependence in understanding how
organizational networks and union survival shape political loyalties. Although the nature of the
region’s timber and military dominant economies make it unique in a national context, a case

study of rural Western Washington remains valuable for understanding the political realignment
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of other similarly rural white working-class regions of the United States that have likewise
experienced economic turmoil such as the Rust Belt.

I define rural Western Washington as the counties comprising the Kitsap and Olympic
Peninsulas: Kitsap, Clallam, Grays Harbor, Jefferson, and Mason (see Figure 3).3? Although
differing definitions of rural Western Washington exist, the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas have
been grouped culturally and politically, with the federal government grouping these counties into
the same congressional district through Washington’s 6" Congressional District.

Figure 3: Counties of Rural Western Washington

Sources of Evidence and Methods

Considering the variety of factors that have shaped rural Western Washington’s political
development from 1976 to 2024, I employ a historical institutionalist approach that considers
“several dynamics and how they interact rather than focusing only on one.”* Under this
approach, I begin my analysis in the year 1976 for multiple reasons. First, Brown and Mettler, in
their article “Sequential Polarization,” note that this period spans from a “baseline” before the
urban-rural divide to its current presence in politics.’* Narratively, the starting year of 1976

coincides with the elections of two prominent politicians in rural Western Washington who have
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played important roles in shaping the region’s political alliances and networks — Democratic
Congressman Norman Dicks and Republican state senator Ellen Craswell.

Under this historical institutionalist framework, I utilize a mixed methods approach,
relying on qualitative and quantitative data to examine multiple dimensions of political
development in the region. The sources of evidence I utilize include: archival research from the
collections of the State and Southwest Regional Branches of the Washington State Archives, the
Washington State Library, the University of Washington Special Collections, the Princeton
University Special Collections, the Kitsap History Museum, the North Olympic History Center,
the Jefferson County Historical Society, the Mason County Historical Society Museum, and the
Polson Museum; interviews with current and former union workers and leaders, community
members, elected officials, county and state Democratic and Republican Party leaders, local and
statewide organizational leaders, and journalists; ethnographic research involving comparisons
between old and contemporary photos of rural Western Washington; and data visualizations of
electoral outcomes, campaign finances, candidates, and organizational activities.

To collect historical information on political and organizational life in rural Western
Washington from 1976 to 2024, I utilized archival material collected from nine different archives
across Western Washington. At the Washington State Archives, I reviewed municipal and county
government correspondence from Grays Harbor and Mason Counties, and the personal papers of
12 rural Western Washington state legislators.>> At the University of Washington Special
Collections, I reviewed the “Norman D. Dicks Papers” collection. At each county historical
society, I reviewed collections of oral histories of union workers, newspaper articles, historic
photographs of communities, newsletters, and city directories and phone books to construct

datasets for the quantitative component of my thesis. Additionally, I am grateful to a Kitsap
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County Democratic Party leader for providing me a collection of Kitsap County Democratic
Party documents spanning the 1990s to 2012, and Lynn Kessler for providing a copy of her
autobiography.

Given this thesis’s historical institutionalist approach, online archival tools that have been
of assistance include the Internet Archive’s WayBack Machine, which archives information from
websites across time, and Newspapers.com, an online archive of newspapers across time and
place. Both have allowed me to acquire evidence over time about candidates, campaigns,
organizational networks, and political life in rural Western Washington spanning 1976 to 2024.

To supplement this data, I conducted 82 interviews with individuals spanning political
and organizational life in rural Western Washington and Washington State.*¢ I utilized a
purposive sampling method to interview liberal and conservative organizational leaders, elected
officials, and activists as well as impartial journalists, although some counties in rural Western
Washington may have had greater representation in interviews than others given people often
declined invitations to interview. To gain more interview subjects from organized labor and
veterans, I invoked a snowball sampling method. While these sampling methods may lead to a
biased sampling of subjects, this is mitigated by the fact that “non-random samples of interview
subjects can [still] generate causal process observations” in mixed-methods historical
institutionalist scholarship.’” My interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format, with the
majority of interviews spanning an hour and a half, although my shortest interview was 30
minutes, and my longest interview was four hours. These interviews were conducted in-person,
over the phone, and via Zoom. I only recorded interviews with permission in compliance with

Washington State recording laws and to allow interview subjects to feel most comfortable.
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In addition to archival and interview research, I conducted ethnographic research by
visiting timber towns across rural Western Washington as well as the Navy town of Bremerton,
speaking with local residents and comparing contemporary photographs with older photographs
to examine change or continuity over time.

Where relevant, I quantified evidence pertaining to the candidate quality and
organizational network theories that I explore in this thesis. For the quantitative component of
my thesis, I utilized Census data and created multiple datasets detailing the 577 state legislative
races and 307 candidates who ran for state legislative office in rural Western Washington from
1976 to 2024, county party leadership and 57 county party platforms, and NRA-affiliated gun
clubs. For my discussion of the Tea Party in rural Western Washington, I built upon a dataset
initially developed by Theda Skocpol. Additionally, using R to conduct descriptive statistics, I
conducted data visualizations of region- and county-level presidential and congressional electoral
results, as well as descriptive statistics of campaign donations and mentions of local issues in
county party platforms.

At each turn of my thesis, I have sought to utilize the best methodological technique to
examine rural Western Washington’s political development, ranging from comparative historical
analysis to descriptive statistics.?® In this respect, I follow a piece of advice provided by
historian John Lewis Gaddis. Although his advice is primarily aimed at historians, his remarks

still hold weight for effective historical institutionalist research: “Historians are — or ought to be

! Given the historical institutionalist nature of this research incorporating comparative historical analysis and a case
study of a specific region, I will at times invoke cases of political realignment in other similarly rural white working-
class regions where relevant to clarify the mechanisms behind political development in rural Western Washington.
This practice takes influence from other comparative historical institutionalist works such as Theda Skocpol’s States
and Social Revolutions where Skocpol occasionally invokes negative cases in which social revolution did not occur
in Britain, Japan, and Germany to clarify the mechanisms that have led social revolution to occur in France, Russia,
and Germany. Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia and China,
First edition. (Cambridge: University Press, 1979). 37
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— open to diverse ways of organizing knowledge. Whatever works, in short, we should use.”

Likewise, as Galvin and Thurston write for scholars of American Political Development: “APD
scholarship has always been methodologically pluralistic: the question chooses the method.” T
have yet to find better methodological guides for “doubly engaged” political science
scholarship.*!

The Argument

With geographic and demographic explanations being insufficient to explain the lack of
political realignment of rural Western Washington, voluntarist and structural factors through
candidate quality and organizational networks have played a larger role in shaping the political
development of the region from 1976 to 2024. The efforts of shrewd Democratic candidates and
highly collaborative state-level liberal organizational networks have outperformed less
collaborative and robust conservative counterparts in mobilizing voters, supplementing or
replacing the socializing role of unions to preserve Democratic Party loyalties despite
increasingly unfavorable geographic and demographic trends.

While political science research has often provided separate attention to candidates and
organizational networks in studies of American political development, my research treats these
areas of study as being connected. Indeed, to fully understand the political development of the
region, these explanations cannot be considered in isolation, as political leadership has helped to
shape the structural conditions of the region, and the structural conditions of organizational
networks have helped to supplement or challenge candidate organizing efforts. Examining the
combination and interplay of these factors across time will play a central role in understanding

the political development of rural Western Washington, forming the heart of this thesis.
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Road Map of the Chapters Ahead

By examining the political development of rural Western Washington, this thesis seeks to
clarify the mechanisms of political realignment by understanding the region’s candidate and
organizational dimensions across time rather than demographic and geographic explanations. I
present my findings across four chapters. In Chapter one, I will contextualize the region by
providing an overview of the demographic and geographic dimensions of the Kitsap and
Olympic Peninsulas and how they largely fail to align with national trends of political
realignment among rural white working-class regions, thereby necessitating examinations of
candidate quality and organizational networks.

Given that demographic and geographic trends are insufficient to understand the political
development of the region, Chapter two will explore candidate quality theories. Examining the
quality and voter outreach strategies of Democratic and Republican Congressional and state
legislative candidates, I contrast the Democrats’ broader-reaching locally- and economically-
focused efforts, and their practice of big tent politics with Republicans’ focus on nationalized
partisan social issues.

Flowing from this examination, I discuss in Chapter three the roles that community
institutions play in shaping the social and political identities of communities in rural Western
Washington. In this chapter, I discuss the divergent paths of organized labor and community
social fabrics between the Olympic and Kitsap Peninsulas, contrasting organized labor’s collapse
on the Olympic Peninsula with its survival on the Kitsap Peninsula after local economies of both
were threatened in the 1980s and 1990s. While this has contributed to more tenuous Democratic
Party support on the Olympic Peninsula than the Kitsap Peninsula, conservative organizational

infrastructure that would normally supplant organized labor in the social fabric of communities
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as seen in other states, particularly NRA-affiliated gun clubs, have not established a strong
presence in rural Western Washington, thereby helping to preserve Democratic Party loyalties.
In addition to playing socializing roles, organizational networks fill important mobilizing
roles in influencing voters. To this end, I begin Chapter four by discussing the traditional pillars
of the region’s left and right organizational networks, the Democratic and Republican Parties,
and the Christian right, contrasting the Democrats’ strong locally focused outreach efforts with
the Republicans’ comparatively weaker focus and greater intra-party conflict driven greatly by
an adversarial relationship with the Christian right. I then contrast the emergence of a highly
collaborative liberal state organizational network with the less coordinated and robust
conservative counterpart which have sought to mobilize and influence voters since the 1990s.
However, in the absence of being able to elect conservative candidates, I discuss how
conservative organizational networks have applied their infrastructure to pass ballot initiatives.
Additionally, recognizing their organizational limitations, Washington State conservative
activists have recently begun building a coordinated conservative movement that replicates the

success of the liberal organizational network. I conclude by briefly discussing this effort.
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Chapter One: Rural Western Washington in National Trends of Political Realignment

Throughout rural Western Washington from 1976 to 2024, Democrats up and down the
ballot have consistently been successful in winning elected office, overcoming increasingly
unfavorable conditions as seen from national trends of sequential polarization to win the support
of the predominately white working-class region.*? These victories were not the result of chance,
but rather a combination of strong Democratic candidates and the deliberate development of
favorable structural conditions over time in response to unfavorable structural developments that
otherwise would have led the region to grow increasingly unfavorable to the Democratic Party.

To this end, this chapter contextualizes the counties of Clallam, Grays Harbor, Jefferson,
Kitsap, and Mason Counties in the broader landscape of national political realignment,
discussing how these counties have occasionally aligned and, more frequently, failed to align
with national trends of political development. To achieve this, I discuss the geographic landscape
of these counties as well as the demographic characteristics of these counties, particularly
educational attainment and racial composition. Despite its rural geography, low educational
attainment, and majority-white composition, rural Western Washington has consistently
supported Democrats from 1976 to 2024, suggesting that other factors beyond geography and

demography must be examined to understand the region’s sustained Democratic loyalties.

Dirt Road Democrats

Despite trends of political realignment in national politics, Democratic successes have not
been limited to urban populations, with Democrats being able to achieve electoral victories both
before and after the emergence of the rural-urban divide in American politics in the 1990s, a
development that is particularly evident in rural Western Washington. In securing electoral

victories up and down the ballot in rural Western Washington, Democrats have not only won
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elections by winning voters in the region’s few urban population centers, but also by winning

voters in rural communities throughout the region, thereby weakening geographically pessimistic

arguments that Democrats cannot expect to win the support of rural voters.

To classify rural and urban counties, the Office of Management and Budget in 1973

grouped counties in the US into metropolitan and nonmetropolitan counties, with the United

States Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service developing this system further by

establishing a system of rural-urban continuum codes in 1975 in which each county is assigned a

score from a range of one to nine. Counties designated as one through three are classified as

urban counties while counties designated four through nine are classified as rural counties.*

When classified under this system by the USDA, four out of the five counties of interest -

Clallam, Grays Harbor, Jefferson, and Mason Counties - have consistently been designated as

rural counties from 1973 to 2023, thereby demonstrating the long-standing and continued rural

composition of the Olympic Peninsula of rural Western Washington.

Table 1: Rural-Urban Classifications of Rural Western Washington by USDA, 1974 - 2023%*

1973 1983 1993 2003 2013 2023
Clallam 7 (Rural) 5 (Rural) 5 (Rural) 5 (Rural) 5 (Rural) 5 (Rural)
Grays 5 (Rural) 5 (Rural) 4 (Rural) 4 (Rural) 4 (Rural) 4 (Rural)
Harbor
Jefferson 7 (Rural) 7 (Rural) 6 (Rural) 6 (Rural) 6 (Rural) 6 (Rural)
Kitsap 4 (Rural) 3 (Urban) |3 (Urban) |3 (Urban) |2 (Urban) |2 (Urban)
Mason 6 (Rural) 6 (Rural) 6 (Rural) 6 (Rural) 4 (Rural) 4 (Rural)
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When utilizing these designations from the USDA, at first glance, Kitsap County does
not initially appear to fit cleanly into conceptions of rural Western Washington, with Kitsap
County notably being classified by the USDA as an urban county since 1983. However, a closer
examination reveals that the county has been and continues to be more rural than a broad
overview may suggest. Culturally, residents of Kitsap County have identified themselves as
rural, with a history of Kitsap County published in 2012 by Kitsap County residents contending
“the county is still of a rural flavor.”* Indeed, reliance on strictly population numbers without
consideration to the local landscape can produce incomplete understandings of a county’s
composition and culture.*® To this end, the USDA has acknowledged that their rural-urban
continuum scale possesses limitations in being fully able “to adequately capture the complexity
of settlement patterns and labor market areas.”*’ Indicative of this shortcoming, counties in
Eastern Washington that would typically culturally be considered as rural - such as Asotin,
Chelan, or Walla Walla Counties — have all been classified as urban counties in 2023.4

These shortcomings in a county-level classification mean that a more granular scope of
focus is necessary, with a census tract-level examination of Kitsap County revealing that the
district is much less urban than the USDA classification may suggest. To measure Congressional
District density, CityLab’s Congressional District Index examined households per square mile to

29 ¢

classify neighborhoods as “very low density,” “low density,” “medium density,” or “high
density,” with “very low” and “low” density neighborhoods broadly aligning with rural
communities.*” In 2023, 57.62 percent of Kitsap County’s census tracts were classified as “very
low” or “low” density, and a majority of Kitsap County’s land area was classified as rural land at

61.58 percent, further speaking to the rural nature of Kitsap County and sustaining the puzzle of

examining why rural Western Washington continues to support the Democratic Party.>°
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Consequently, including Kitsap County in our examination of the political development of rural
Western Washington remains valuable to us for understanding the resilience of the Democratic
Party in the region.

Aside from voting for Republican presidential candidates from 1980 to 1988, Kitsap
County has consistently supported Democratic candidates at all government levels, with the
county's non-urban precincts increasingly voting for Democrats in recent years. Since 1992,
Kitsap County has maintained its support for Democratic presidential candidates by gradually
increasing its vote share for the Democratic Party from 38.89 percent (Republicans this year only
received 33.13 percent) to 58.48 percent in 2024. This increase in vote share has not only been
the result of increased support by voters in the county’s municipal population centers, but also
the product of steady Democratic gains in more rural parts of the district. Most recently, in 2020,
Democrats won 112 precincts outside of Kitsap County’s cities’ boundaries, which encompasses
46.09 percent of Kitsap County’s total number of precincts, while in 2024, Democrats won 119
precincts outside of Kitsap County’s cities’ boundaries, or 48.97 percent of Kitsap County’s total
number of precincts.’! At the Congressional level, Democratic Party popularity also has
remained consistently strong, even during nationally difficult years for Democrats such as 1994,
which saw all but two Democratic US Representatives from Washington State being voted out of
office, and 2010 following backlash from the passage of the Affordable Care Act. Democratic
Congressman Norm Dicks was one of these survivors, and in both elections, a majority of Kitsap
County voters supported his candidacies. Democratic Congressional vote counts have generally
fluctuated around 60 percent of the vote and most recently, 2024 Democratic Congressional

candidate Emily Randall won Kitsap County with 57.39 percent of the vote.
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Across the rest of rural Western Washington, other counties have similarly demonstrated
Democratic Party resilience that challenges national political developments. Jefferson County
most notably defies the national trend of rural counties predominately supporting the Republican
Party. Aside from the 1980 election in which a plurality of Jefferson County voted Ronald
Reagan for President over Jimmy Carter, Jefferson County has maintained firm support for the
Democratic Party at all levels of government from 1976 to 2024.52 Most recently during the 2024
election, Jefferson County resoundingly supported for Democratic nominee for President Kamala
Harris with 70.69 percent of the vote - the most recent victory in a series of elections in which
Democrats have been increasing their vote share in the county. At the congressional level,
Democratic successes in Jefferson County have been similarly impressive, with the Democratic
candidate receiving vote shares hovering around 70 percent for the past decade and receiving less
than 60 percent of the vote only twice from 1976 to 2024.%3

To explain these victories, political observers in the region have emphasized the role of
voters in Jefferson County’s population centers of Port Townsend and Port Ludlow. While the
importance of these population centers cannot be overstated in contributing to Democratic Party
strength in Jefferson County, Democratic Party performance in rural parts of Jefferson County
also cannot be understated. Of the 17,459 votes cast for Democratic Presidential candidate
Kamala Harris in 2024, 8,357 votes (approximately 47.87 percent of Democratic Party votes)
came from rural parts of the county outside of the urban centers of Port Townsend and Port
Ludlow, and 19 out of the 21 precincts outside of these cities voted for Harris.>* These results
serve as an increase from the Democratic Party’s 2020 performance in Jefferson County, as out
of the 17,204 votes cast for Democratic Presidential candidate Joe Biden, 8,068 votes

(approximately 46.90 percent) came from rural Jefferson County.> This strong rural
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performance is shared across down-ballot Democrats as well. Of the 17,214 votes cast for
Democratic Congressional candidate Emily Randall in 2024, 8,214 votes (approximately 47.72
percent of Democratic Party votes) came from rural Jefferson County, and 17 out of the 21
precincts outside of Jefferson County’s cities voted for Randall.>

In other parts of rural Western Washington, Democratic Party strength has been less
dramatic in percentage of the vote than in Jefferson County, but their shared resilience still
proves equally noteworthy. Historically a presidential bellwether county, Clallam County
fluctuated in its support for the Democratic Party during presidential elections, regularly
alternating between Democratic and Republican candidates, although Democratic Party
performance rarely reached below 40 percent.’” However, at other levels of government,
Democrats in Clallam County have achieved greater success, with Democrats regularly being
elected as County Commissioners and as state legislators. At the Congressional level,
Democratic candidates have also achieved much more pronounced success. From 1976 to 2024,
Democratic candidates for Congress generally won an outright majority of the vote in Clallam
County with vote shares generally in the mid-to-upper 50s, most recently winning 51.78 percent
of the vote in the 2024 election.’®

Like in Kitsap and Jefferson Counties, these recent victories have not been limited to
increased support from Clallam County's major cities; instead, Democrats have been winning
across the county, including rural communities outside of the major population centers of Port
Angeles and Sequim. In 2024, Democratic candidates won 26 precincts in Clallam County
outside the city limits of Port Angeles and Sequim (29 precincts for President), while Republican
candidates won only 22 precincts in Clallam County outside of these city limits.>® Further

demonstrating that recent Democratic gains have not been solely driven by increased support
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from the county’s urban centers, but rather also by gains in rural areas, in 2020, Democratic
candidates only won 19 precincts in Clallam County outside Port Angeles and Sequim (21
precincts for President), while Republican candidates won 29 precincts in Clallam County
outside of these city limits.%° Likewise, in 2016, Democratic candidates only won 17 precincts in
Clallam County outside of these cities (10 precincts for President), while Republican candidates
won 31 precincts in Clallam County outside of these city limits (38 precincts for President).®!
With the Democratic Party progressively making gains into rural counties of Clallam County in
recent elections, election results in Clallam County have run counter to national trends depicting
increasing rural support for Republicans.

While Kitsap, Jefferson, and Clallam appear to complicate national narratives of rural
white working-class realignment, at first glance, Grays Harbor and Mason Counties appear to
corroborate such trends, although a closer examination reveals that these counties also have seen
Democratic Party resilience that complicates national narratives. Traditionally white working-
class counties with economies heavily defined by the unionized timber industry, Grays Harbor
and Mason Counties historically supported the Democratic Party across all levels of
government.®? Until 2016, voters in Grays Harbor and Mason Counties consistently voted for the
Democratic Party candidate for President, and until 2020 and 2022 in Grays Harbor and Mason
Counties respectively, voters in these counties voted for the Democratic candidate for Congress.
Until the 2010 election, support for Democratic Congressional candidates rarely dipped below 60
percent in Mason County and never fell below 60 percent in Grays Harbor County, and even
since the 2020 and 2022 elections, Republicans have only won extremely slim majorities in these
races.®® Similarly with local races, Mason County, centered around Washington’s 35" legislative

district, almost exclusively elected Democratic County Commissioners and state legislators until
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2014. That year, however, Mason County voters elected two Republican state representatives,
followed by a Republican state senator in 2022, completing an entirely Republican state
legislative delegation. In Grays Harbor County, centered around Washington’s 19" legislative
district, almost exclusively elected Democratic County Commissioners and state legislators until
voters elected two Republican state legislators in 2016 before electing an entirely Republican
state legislative delegation in 2020, a delegation that has remained the same since then.
However, despite these trends in recent years in which Republicans in Grays Harbor and
Mason Counties have made electoral gains, Democratic Party strength remains strong, partly
evidenced by the fact that Democratic Party electoral performance has remained consistent over
the past couple of election cycles. From 2020 to 2024, voters in Mason County slightly increased
their support for the Democratic Party presidential candidate from 46.29 percent in 2020 to 46.92
percent in 2024, and voters in Grays Harbor County slightly increased their support for the
Democratic Party presidential candidate from 45.14 percent in 2020 to 45.41 percent in 2024. By
contrast, Republicans have won only slim majorities in these counties, with only 50.16 percent of
voters in Mason County voting for Trump in 2020 before declining to a plurality of 49.41
percent of voters supporting him in 2024, and only 51.71 percent of voters in Grays Harbor
County supported Trump in 2020 before decreasing to 51.42 percent of the vote.** By contrast,
Democrats in Grays Harbor County only won 15 rural precincts outside of Grays Harbor
County’s largest city, Aberdeen, in 2020 before increasing the number of rural precincts they
won to 23 in 2024.5° Likewise, in 2020, Democrats in Mason County only won 14 rural precincts
outside of Mason County’s largest city, Shelton, before increasing the number of rural precincts
they won to 20 in 2024.% Such results have stood in stark contrast to rural white working-class

regions of the country that have experienced political realignment, such as Western Pennsylvania
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which saw nearly 70 percent of voters supporting Trump during the 2020 election.®’
Consequently, all counties of rural Western Washington have failed to align perfectly with
national trends of white working-class realignment in rural communities, especially considering

the improved performance of the Democratic Party in these counties from 2020 to 2024.

Educational Attainment

Before the 2016 election, conventional political wisdom, polling, and scholarship
maintained that within the "diploma divide" between college-educated and non-college-educated
voters in American politics, the former tended to support the Republican Party while the latter
tended to support the Democratic Party.®® However, following Donald Trump’s election in 2016,
political analysts have taken increasing notice of the growing political realignment of college-
educated voters to the Democratic Party and non-college educated voters to the Republican
Party, with educational attainment now becoming “the new fault line in American politics.”®
With Adam Harris noting in The Atlantic that this “political realignment doesn’t happen
overnight,” an examination of educational attainment in rural Western Washington and its
relationship to the region’s political affiliation over time provides us with further evidence
demonstrating the insufficient nature of demographic factors in explaining political
development.”®

While Kitsap County today has a proportionally larger “highly educated” population than
the national rate, this has not always been the case from 1976 to 2024. Historically, Kitsap
County possessed college education rates lower than the national rate, only recently overtaking
the national rate as reported in the 2023 American Community Survey with 36.5 percent of its

population being “highly educated” compared to the national rate of 35.0 percent.’”! At first

glance, such a development appears to suggest that Kitsap County’s voting patterns have aligned
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with national trends: the less-educated Kitsap County of the 1970s to 2010 naturally aligned with
the Democratic Party before “highly educated” voters realigned with the Democratic Party in the
2010s, with Kitsap voters continuing to align with the Democratic Party following this
realignment as the county grew its college-educated population.”? Indeed, from 2016 to 2023,
Kitsap County gained 16,833 “highly educated” residents.”

However, while the Democratic Party in Kitsap County likely benefited from this
substantial increase in college-educated voters, an increasingly educated electorate alone is
insufficient to explain the Democratic Party’s resilience in the county, particularly given that
from 2016 to 2024, Democrats increased the number of votes they received for President by
28,575 votes.”* Likewise, at the Congressional level, while Democratic Party performance
remained strong in 2024, the number of votes cast for the Democratic Congressional candidate
decreased by 4,246 votes despite increased educational attainment.”> Consequently, such
presidential and congressional election performances suggest that demographic factors like
educational attainment alone cannot explain the county’s strong Democratic Party performance,
implying that other factors are likely be involved in sustaining Democratic support beyond
education.

Similar to Kitsap County, while Jefferson County at first glance aligns with recent
national trends regarding the relationship between educational attainment and political
affiliation, its historical voting patterns and educational attainment rates complicate this
relationship. In Jefferson County, where Democrats in rural Western Washington have seen their
greatest support, 43.5 percent of its population over the age of 25 were classified “highly
educated” in 2023, a much greater proportion compared to the national rate of 35 percent, likely

contributing to the county supporting the Democratic presidential and congressional candidate
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with over 70 percent of the vote in 2024.7° However, Jefferson County’s historical voting
patterns have not aligned perfectly with national trends. While Jefferson County has possessed a
larger proportion of its population classified as “highly educated” compared to the national rate
since 1980, voters have regularly voted for Democratic candidates at all levels of government
even though “highly educated” voters tended to support Republican candidates before the
realignment of “highly educated” voters in the late 2000s.”” Consequently, this has left a multi-
decade span in which the demographic factor of educational attainment alone has been
insufficient in explaining political alignment in Jefferson County.

Like Kitsap and Mason Counties, Clallam County tells a different story than national
narratives regarding the relationship between educational attainment and political affiliation.
From 1976 to 2024, Clallam County’s “highly educated” population has been consistently below
the national college education rate for adults aged 25 or older. Before the realignment of voters
by educational attainment in the late 2000s, educational attainment may have helped to explain
political outcomes at the congressional and local levels in Clallam County from 1976 to the late
2000s, with Democrats regularly winning these elections. However, like in Kitsap and Mason
County, educational attainment’s role in shaping political outcomes has been similarly complex
in Clallam County. Prior to the 2024 election, Clallam County was a bellwether county for
presidential elections, weakening arguments emphasizing the role of demographic factors such as
educational attainment in shaping political outcomes. Furthermore, while non-college-educated
voters nationally have recently realigned their support towards the Republican Party, Clallam
County has continued to support Democrats across all levels of government despite its

proportionally smaller college-educated population than the national rate, electing Biden and
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Harris in 2020 and 2024, and Democratic Congressmembers with a majority of the vote since
2012.8

Lastly, while Grays Harbor and Mason Counties at a macro-level have experienced
political trajectories that would suggest alignment with national trends pertaining to educational
attainment and political outcomes, like the rest of rural Western Washington, this relationship
proves more complex. From 1976 to 2024, residents of Grays Harbor and Mason Counties have
consistently achieved lower college education rates than national educational attainment rates. In
1980, 9.8 and 11.6 percent of adults 25 or older in Grays Harbor and Mason Counties were
classified as “highly educated” respectively, far lower than the national rate of 17 percent of
adults nationally.” Since then, Grays Harbor and Mason Counties have continued to achieve less
educational attainment compared to national trends, with only 17.6 and 22.0 percent of adults
aged 25 or older being “highly educated” in 2023 respectively compared to the national rate of
35 percent.® Further exemplifying their poor educational outcomes, both counties have ranked
among the lowest in Washington State for educational attainment.3! With non-college-educated
Americans historically being strong Democrats before realigning with the Republican Party
beginning in the late 2000s, Grays Harbor and Mason Counties’ increasing support of the
Republican Party in recent years initially appears to align with national trends of realignment.
However, a closer examination of recent election results reveals that Republicans have
underperformed compared to national trends. In 2024, exit polling from the presidential election
found that 56 percent of non-college-educated voters supported Trump, but only 51.42 percent
and 49.41 percent of voters in Grays Harbor and Mason Counties respectively supported Trump

in 2024, despite these counties’ large proportions of non-college-educated voters.®?
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Education has played a complicated role in shaping political alignment on the Kitsap and
Olympic Peninsulas. From 1976 to 2024, the counties of the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas
have directly challenged national trends of the relationship between educational attainment and
political affiliation in differing ways and across this time period, including in the present day. As
such, the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas demonstrate that while educational attainment has
certainly played a role in shaping political outcomes in the region, historically and in present
times, education as a demographic factor alone is insufficient to explain the resilience of the
Democratic Party in the region.

Table 2: Percentage of People Aged 25 or Older Who Received a Bachelor’s Degree or Higher,

Rural Western Washington, 1970 - 2023%

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2023

National 11% 17% 21.3% 25.6% 29.9% 35.0%
Rate

Clallam 8.8% 13.8% 16.1% 20.8% 23.3% 30.7%
Grays 6.9% 9.8% 11% 12.7% 14.5% 17.6%
Harbor

Jefferson 9.9% 17.6% 21.8% 28.4% 34.8% 43.3%
Kitsap 10.2% 16.4% 19.8% 25.3% 28.0% 36.5%
Mason 8.6% 11.6% 13.6% 15.6% 17.9% 23.3%

Racial Composition®*
In addition to geography and education, race plays an important role in shaping political

affiliation, with the five counties of rural Western Washington possessing a predominantly white
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population, both historically and in present times. Shaped by Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal and
Lyndon Johnson’s support of the Civil Rights Movement, as well as the Republican Party’s
concurrent Southern Strategy, racial minorities became an important segment of the Democratic
Party coalition while white Americans sorted themselves into the Republican Party coalition.®>
However, despite white Americans forming an essential segment of the Republican Party
coalition, the heavily white region of rural Western Washington has maintained strong
Democratic Party loyalties from 1976 to 2024. To provide a sense of scale for the extent to
which rural Western Washington has been and continues to be a predominately white region, in
1980, Jefferson County’s white population was proportionally the largest out of all the counties
in rural Western Washington at 95.73 percent white. Following closely behind was Grays Harbor
County, with a 95.17 percent white population; Mason County, which was 94.75 percent white;
Clallam County, which was 94.24 percent white; and Kitsap County, which was 92.38 percent
white.®¢ For comparison, in 1980, white Americans only comprised approximately 79.9 percent
of the population nationally.®” While the region has increasingly diversified since 1976, today,
rural Western Washington continues to be a predominately white region (see table below), with
white residents as a proportion of the region’s population still outpacing white Americans
comprising 63.4 percent of the national population in 2023.%8

Table 3: White Residents as a Proportion of Rural Western Washington Population, 1976 - 2024

1980 1990 2000 2010 2023
National Rate | 83.1% 80.3% 77.1% 72.4% 63.4%
Clallam 94.2% 93.0% 89.1% 88.0% 82.8%
Grays Harbor | 95.2% 93.9% 88.3% 86.2% 80.9%
Jefferson 95.7% 95.6% 92.2% 91.3% 86.7%
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Kitsap

92.4%

90.2%

84.3%

83.1%

76.5%

Mason

94.8%

93.3%

88.5%

88.0%

78.3%

Despite national trends of growing Republican support among white Americans, rural

Western Washington from 1976 to 2024 has largely failed to align with these national trends in

race and politics. For instance, while Jefferson County has consistently possessed the largest

proportion of white residents in rural Western Washington, its voters have consistently provided

the region’s largest electoral support for the Democrats. Likewise, while Grays Harbor and

Mason Counties are the second and third most diverse counties in rural Western Washington

today, their support for the Democratic Party is lower than that of comparatively whiter Clallam

County. In the context of Kitsap County as well, political outcomes have not perfectly aligned

with national trends in race and politics: while Latino voters nationally swung towards the

Republican Party during the 2024 election and Hispanics as a proportion of Kitsap County’s

population has increased substantially in recent years from 5.9 percent in 2010 to 9.0 percent in

2023, Democratic Party presidential electoral performance was at its highest in Kitsap County in

2024. Consequently, race, like geography and education, while commonly invoked arguments to

explain political realignment in the United States, fails to explain the political development of

rural Western Washington and thus further demonstrates the need to examine other factors

contributing to the region’s political development.

Conclusion: Local Forces Matter

Given these five counties have largely failed to align with nationalized demographic and

geographic trends in political development, the puzzling nature of rural Western Washington’s

continued Democratic loyalties becomes further amplified while highlighting the shortcomings
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of demographic explanations in understanding the region’s political development. Consequently,
other demographic arguments that have not yet been discussed in depth but local observers of
politics in rural Western Washington have invoked, such as liberal migration from California and
King County into rural Western Washington, particularly Jefferson County and Clallam County,
in recent years likely fail to hold weight. In the case of Jefferson County, Census records indicate
that only 2,589 people from California and King County migrated to Jefferson County from 2010
to 2024, hardly a sufficient number to swing electoral tides to the Democrats when they have
already been winning by approximately 7,000 to 11,000 votes during this period.® Likewise,
migration to Clallam Counties from locations such as California or King County is hardly a new
phenomenon; even though, at least 2001, reports from the Washington State Employee Security
Division have noted that Clallam County has had a reputation as a “retirement center of note,”
Clallam County has regularly voted for Democratic down-ballot candidates.”®

Yet, this reliance on demographic and geographic arguments to explain trends in political
development is understandable. With an increasing nationalization of politics in the United
States, scholars and pundits have provided increasing attention to understanding national
political development at the expense of understanding how political development has played out
in local communities. Consequently, the story of rural white working-class political realignment
often told in contemporary American politics is national in its scope and relies heavily on
geographic and demographic factors as explanatory variables. While recent election outcomes
have provided this argument some merit at a macro-level, this grand national narrative obscures
critical local factors that may shape why realignment may occur or fail to occur.

The fact that the political trajectories of the five counties of rural Western Washington do

not perfectly substantiate nationalized narratives of rural white working-class political
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realignment means that other factors must be examined to understand the region’s continued
support of the Democratic Party. Geography is not a guarantee, and demographics are not
destiny. By evaluating local forces such as candidate quality and organizational life on the left
and right in rural Western Washington over time, we can understand the locally influenced
mechanisms behind why white working-class voters in rural Western Washington continue to
support the Democratic Party and, in doing so, clarify in reverse the mechanisms behind why

white working-class voters elsewhere have shifted their support to the Republican Party.
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Chapter Two: Winning Hearts and Minds: Candidate Quality and Campaigns

The odds were stacked against him. On July 19, 1994, long-standing Democratic US
Representative Norm Dicks declared his intention of running for re-election. Representing a rural
white working-class district with a heavy military presence, Dicks had a difficult political fight
ahead, compounded by high anti-Democratic Party sentiment during the 1994 midterm election
amplified by the Republican Party’s nationally popular Contract with America.’! Nationwide,
Americans bought into the Contract as Republicans captured unified control of the House and
Senate for the first time since 1952. In Washington State, the Contract with America’s effects
were especially pronounced as Republicans won seven out of nine Congressional elections in
Washington State, defeating long-standing Democratic incumbents, including Speaker of the
House Tom Foley, who had served in the US House of Representatives since 1965.

But not Dicks, who defied the odds by being re-elected to his 10% consecutive term with
58.3 percent of the vote — a resounding victory in a district with demographics that had been
becoming increasingly unsupportive of Democrats and in an overall year of poor performance by
the Democratic Party. Beyond the 1994 election, from 1976 to 2024, Democratic candidates
across all levels of government in rural Western Washington have found substantial success in
being elected to office, suggesting that factors beyond demographics, particularly candidates and
their campaigns, have helped to construct Democratic Party resilience in the region.

To this end, I begin by discussing how the personal and professional backgrounds and
fundraising efforts of Democratic candidates have helped them garner broader support among
voters than Republicans. Then, I discuss how Democratic candidates in rural Western
Washington have further developed support by maintaining a robust local presence in their

districts, including practicing big tent politics focusing on locally relevant material issues,
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contrasting with Republicans’ greater emphasis on nationalized social issues. In this
examination, I concentrate on Congressmembers and state legislators. I focused my analysis on
state legislators rather than other local races, such as municipal offices, because state legislators

are the lowest level of government in which races are consistently held in a partisan manner.

High-Quality Candidates: Personal Background and Home Field Advantage

In his lecture examining politics as a vocation, German sociologist Max Weber asserted
that certain backgrounds made for stronger or weaker politicians. According to Weber, those
with military experience would likely be poorly suited to politics given military’s rigid nature
preparing them poorly for the fluidity of political life, while those such as lawyers would be
well-suited to survive the often ruthless and adaptive nature of politics.”? As we shall see briefly,
Weber’s assessment of the backgrounds that make for an effective politician bears some
weakness when considered in the context of rural Western Washington: military veterans have
been well-represented as elected officials while lawyers have been less represented. However,
his arguments provide a useful starting point in that he correctly identifies the importance of
personal and professional background and other characteristics relating to candidate quality as
critical to shaping successful candidacies.

Among the attributes of a candidate’s personal background that are often highly weighted
among voters is their local ties to the district they seek to represent. In his examination of
southern US politics in 1949, Valdimer Key found that political candidates tend to receive
increased support from their childhood and adjacent communities, with this localism effect, or
the “friends and neighbors effect,” being further substantiated in subsequent studies in contexts
beyond the southern US.”* Clarifying the mechanisms behind this “friends and neighbors effect,”

future studies found that voters often receive more information about local candidates because of
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information diffusion through local social networks and local media, as well as information
about a candidate’s local roots often serve as a proxy for a candidate’s “behavioral localism,” or
“the extent to which the politician acts in line with the interests and wishes of the voters
themselves and others in their locality.”* This hometown edge improves support for native-son
candidates by mobilizing new voters and converting even “regular voters traditionally loyal to
candidates from another party.”?

Within rural Western Washington, political leaders have similarly substantiated the
importance of candidates possessing local ties, ranging from being a helpful attribute to an
informal requirement.”® Describing long-standing community ties as an informal requirement for
being elected to office, a leader in the Mason County Democrats shared “They used to say one
had to be born in Mason County and have family background... in order to be elected.”®’
Echoing these sentiments, a former Chair of the Kitsap County Republican Party expressed
“Being local is always a big ticker... if you have a long-term presence here that helps.”®

To understand the extent to which deep-rooted community ties influence candidate
outcomes, I created a dataset detailing all 307 elections for the state legislature in rural Western
Washington from 1976 to 2024 utilizing data from the Washington State Secretary of State’s
Office. Then, I acquired biographical information on the winners' professional and personal
backgrounds using tools such as the Wayback Machine, Newspapers.com, and publications from
the Washington State government. This dataset includes 577 entries detailing the candidates who
ran for state legislative office in rural Western Washington from 1976 to 2024 and in-depth
biographical information on the 81 individuals who held office during this period.

While being a native of their community has not been necessary to be elected to office,

politicians who were local to their district have been well represented in legislative delegations
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from rural Western Washington, with the winner in 97 out of the 307 state legislative races in
rural Western Washington from 1976 to 2024 being natives of the district they sought to
represent. Additionally, among the 81 individuals who were elected to state legislative office
during this period, 30 were district natives, with 23 being Democrats and only 7 being
Republicans. Across the same period, the winner in 188 out of 307 races for state legislature
were natives of Washington State, of which 156 were Democrats.”® That Democrats have
benefited strongly from this “friends and neighbors effect” in rural Western Washington is
understandable in light of literature which has found that Democrats benefit more strongly from
this effect compared to Republican candidates.!®

The premium political observers and activists have placed on being a native-born son of
rural Western Washington is understandable given that all three Congressmembers from the
region were natives of the district: Dicks from Bremerton, Kilmer from Port Angeles, and
Randall from Port Orchard. For Dicks, his connections to the district through his upbringing and
years of experience working for the region strengthened his candidacy by providing him with a
strong familiarity with its main local issues and powerful political connections such as the
backing of the Democratic establishment during his first race for Congress.!! A gregarious
native son of Bremerton whose father was a union worker for the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard
(PSNS), Dicks previously gained local fame for being “a star linebacker” for the University of
Washington football team before serving for eight years as a legislative aide for Democratic US
Senator from Washington Warren Magnuson.!%?

Similarly, Kilmer’s personal and professional backgrounds made him a compelling
candidate. A Port Angeles native and child of union schoolteachers during the collapse of the

timber industry on the Olympic Peninsula, Kilmer strengthened his understanding of the region
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by studying the Olympic Peninsula’s economic collapse at Princeton and Oxford as a Marshall
Scholar.!%® Focusing his career on local economic development, Kilmer worked at McKinsey and
as Vice President for the Economic Development Board for Tacoma-Pierce County.!** Across
both sides of the aisle, political leaders have noted how Kilmer’s ties to the region benefitted his
candidacy, recounting stories of how voters in the region knew his family and their eagerness to
support a hometown hopeful for elected office.!%

On both sides of the aisle, party officials have credited Kilmer’s personal background,
ties to the region, and ability to balance diverse views as contributing to his success. A former
Kitsap County Democratic Party chair and local political consultant observed “Derek has a very
calming presence. He's hard-working. It’s hard to be mad at him,” recalling that if constituents
called to vent their frustration, Kilmer “would call you back and invite you to lunch.”!% Even
Republicans have conceded Kilmer’s likability: a former Clallam County Republican Party Chair
shared “He has fairly consistently responded to emails that I have sent him, so I think he is a nice
person... he does respond, I’ll credit him that. That's more than a lot do and [he responds]
thoughtfully.” Echoing these sentiments, a former Kitsap County Republican Party Chair
conceded the Democratic Party “did a good job of picking Derek. Derek is charismatic. He's
friendly. He's a family guy. He has a good background. He’s just all-around a nice guy... He
wants to make Kitsap a better place... And that's why he kept winning.”!%7 Similarly, Jane
Bedinger from Kitsap County, a self-described “moderate independent” voter supported Kilmer
even though she supported Republican gubernatorial nominee Rob McKenna, writing in a letter
to the editor that Kilmer had “a deep understanding of our region and our voters... Derek is

always available to his constituents, always present at community events and meetings,
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responding quickly and thoughtfully to emails... His solid business background has brought
hundreds of jobs to our region.”!8

Likewise, Randall’s experience being born and raised on the Kitsap Peninsula served as a
powerful credential.!® During a competitive race for State Senator of Washington’s 26
legislative district in 2018, Randall’s strong community ties bolstered her campaign by providing
her with a broad volunteer base, comprising of friends, neighbors, and old elementary school
teachers.!!® Additionally, during her 2024 campaign for Congress, Randall’s campaign literature
highlighted the fact that she was “born and raised in a hard-working union household in the
Kitsap Peninsula,” with political observers and community members noting that her local
credentials garnered her popularity among voters.!!! As a former Kitsap County Democratic
Party Chair and political consultant put it, “Randall is a homegrown girl.”!1?

Of course, being a district native has not necessarily served as the silver bullet for
winning elections, with multiple high-profile district native incumbent defeats speaking to the
importance of personal characteristics shaping electoral outcomes. In 1980, then-State
Representative Ellen Craswell, defeated State Senate Majority Leader and district native Gordon
Walgren for 23™ legislative district state senator in part due to controversy stemming from a
federal racketeering conviction which reduced Walgren’s once powerful community stature to
community distrust.!!® Likewise, short of native ties, connecting authentically with a local
community’s interests remains vital in strengthening a candidate’s viability. Describing Adam
Bernbaum’s election to serve as a state representative for the 24" legislative district, a Jefferson
County Democratic Party leader noted that “Adam wasn’t from the district, but that wasn’t a
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feature in the campaign” before expressing that “Adam drives a beat-up pick-up truck.

Furthermore, Bernbaum downplayed having previously earned a PhD in political science in his
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campaign material, noting that “I was running in a pretty rural district... from a mass
communication perspective, there can be a perceived stereotype about ‘ivory towers’ or being
cloistered and out of touch,” instead emphasizing his rural upbringing in a union family.!!

Beyond Congress, other down-ballot Democratic candidates, such as state legislative
candidates in rural Western Washington, have often possessed professional backgrounds that
have helped them to attract a politically diverse range of voters. Out of the 81 individuals who
served as a state legislator, 21 out of 81 had a military background, 21 out of 81 had a small
business background, and 15 out of 81 had blue-collar professional backgrounds. By
comparison, only 11 out of 81 had professional experience as a lawyer.!'® While the most
common professions for politicians in rural Western Washington, the military and small
businesses, tend to be associated with Republican candidates as established in political science
literature, in rural Western Washington, Democrats are well represented with 14 out of 21 state
legislators with military backgrounds and 12 out of 21 state legislators possessing business
backgrounds being Democrats.!!”

As noted in multiple interviews and substantiated by studies in political science,
Democrats possessing such military and business backgrounds have enabled them to capture
strong bipartisan appeal.'!® Similarly, interviews with political observers and political science
literature have substantiated that working-class candidates are largely viewed as “more
relatable,” a finding that has aided Democrats in rural Western Washington, especially given that
10 out of the 15 elected state legislators with blue-collar professional backgrounds from 1976 to
2024 were Democrats.!'? For instance, executive director for the Institute for a Democratic
Future Nicole Gomez noted that Van De Wege’s blue-collar background endeared him to

Olympic Peninsula voters, stating “Kevin’s a firefighter. People like firefighters, especially in

41



[the Olympic Peninsula]. It’s super important to them. Natural resources... Kevin understands
the industry too that is associated with the area, he gets the whole idea behind forestry. He’s

from there too which is super helpful.”!2°

Campaign Finances

Yet, beyond personal characteristics, other factors remain important for candidate
electability, particularly raising sufficient capital to mobilize voters. Of course, money alone is
insufficient to win an election: multiple studies have separately identified that in down-ballot
general elections, money is often not the deciding factor in shaping electoral outcomes.'?! That is
not to say that money has no impact on elections, with Gary Jacobson finding that increased
spending by challengers in Congressional races increases the amount of votes they receive in part
due to increased name recognition.'?? Indeed, in local races where name recognition is often low,
raising capital is necessary to facilitate effective voter contact and message mobilization efforts,
with voter recognition rates rising for high spending challengers.!?* Furthermore, the act of
fundraising requires effort, and the amount of capital raised by candidates can serve as a metric
by which we can understand high quality candidates in the amount of effort they put into their
campaigns through their willingness to be active in fundraising.!** As such, while money alone
does not win campaigns, in local races, they can play an important role in facilitating message
mobilization efforts that increases voter recognition.

To understand the extent to which campaign finances have played a role in shaping
political outcomes in rural Western Washington, within the dataset I created of the region’s state
legislative races, I included data sourced from the Washington Public Disclosure Commission on
the amount of money each candidate in each election raised.!?’ In total, from 1976 to 2024,

Democratic state legislative candidates raised $32,709,602 while Republicans by comparison
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only raised $18,512,808. Likewise at the congressional level, utilizing a dataset of all 43
congressional races from 1976 to 2024 I created by collecting campaign finance data from the
Federal Election Commission, Democratic congressional candidates raised $35,990,598.90 while
Republican congressional candidates raised $9,253,988.01 during the same period.!?¢
Additionally, of the 307 state legislative elections that occurred from 1976 to 2024, 261 were
contested races by both Democratic and Republican candidates (the other 46 saw Democratic
Party candidates running unopposed), with 217 of these races being won by the candidate who
raised more money. Of these 217 races in which the winning candidate raised more money, 162
were won by Democrats, with this increased funding helping Democrats to mobilize their
campaign messaging in low-name-recognition local races.

Fundraising requires effort, and in a state such as Washington with robust campaign
finance laws that require candidates to rely heavily on many small donors, the amount of money
fundraised by candidates can serve as a proxy for understanding their willingness and
effectiveness in campaigning.'?” Under this conception of fundraising as a metric for candidate
quality, Democratic candidates were consistently of higher quality compared to Republican
candidates evidenced through their greater willingness to fundraise. In addition to raising less
than Democrats, in seven state legislative races from 1976 to 2024, the Republican Party
candidate failed to raise any money at all, demonstrating a lack of effort in sustaining their
campaigns.!?® By contrast, none of the Democrats running for state legislative office from 1976
to 2024 raised nothing during their campaigns.

However, although fundraising ability helps boost name recognition in local races and
can indicate candidate quality, money is not a guarantee of electoral performance. Of the 307

state legislative elections from 1976 to 2024, 44 races were won by the candidate who raised less
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money, 22 of which were won by Democrats and 22 by Republicans, suggesting that factors
beyond finances, particularly a candidate’s voter outreach efforts and tactics, remain
important.'?® How a candidate utilizes their funds in conjunction with Zzow much funds they raise

is vital to understanding Democratic Party resilience in rural Western Washington.

Maintaining a Robust Local Presence

In line with Tip O’Neil’s mantra that “all politics is local” and scholarship reflecting the
importance of descriptive and behavioral localism in shaping support for political candidates,
former Democratic Mayor of Bremerton Cary Bozeman from 2002 to 2009 noted his belief in
the importance for politicians to maintain a robust local presence in the communities they serve,
expressing his belief that “local politics will save democracy.”!*? Like Bozeman, Democrats
throughout rural Western Washington from 1976 to 2024 have similarly maintained active
outreach to voters to build and preserve Democratic Party loyalties.

Throughout his Congressional career, Dicks actively engaged with communities
throughout rural Western Washington during campaign season, taking advantage of his position
as the incumbent by “mixing campaigning with congressional business” while making efforts “to
campaign throughout... Kitsap, Mason, Clallam, Jefferson, and Grays Harbor counties.”!!
Reflective of his active campaign efforts throughout rural Western Washington, Dicks stated,
“‘I’ve always operated in the Scoop Jackson tradition that an election gives you an opportunity
to get around the district and listen directly to the people... We have not taken this campaign for
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granted,”” with the last sentence being repeated in interviews with Dicks and a former campaign
manager.'*?

In addition to his campaign efforts, Dicks extended his behavioral localism in his

Congressional capacity through his outreach to communities across rural Western Washington,
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even if they did not form a major proportion of the voting population, with his support of Native
American Tribes throughout the region exemplifying this outreach. While the Kitsap and
Olympic Peninsulas contain 11 federally recognized Native American Tribes, each with unique
interests and only comprising approximately 2.5 percent of the population in 1980 before rising
to 4.6 percent of the population in 2010 near the end of his career, Dicks consistently made a
concerted effort to support these Tribes.!*? For the Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe, for instance, in a
time span from 2001 to 2005, Dicks delivered cumulatively $102.8 million in federal funding for
Elwha River recovery, and mediated a 2005 land dispute between the Washington State
government and the Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe.!** For his consistent support, Native American
Tribes have praised Dicks, with current Tribal Chair for the Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe noted
historically strong working relationship between the Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribal government
and Dicks.!3® Likewise, the Quinault Indian Nation thanked Dicks in a 2004 letter for “the
cooperation and assistance provided by [him] and [his] staff on securing construction funding”
for local projects.!'*¢

Beyond Native American Tribes, Dicks’s strong local engagement earned him bipartisan
praise throughout his career. For instance, a 1979 report commissioned for Dicks found that “In
terms of being responsive to local people, the responsibility for which Congressman Dicks
receives his highest marks, both Democrats and Republicans/Independents rate Mr. Dicks’
performance as very good (56% and 53% respectively),” findings that were substantiated in
subsequent campaign surveys throughout his career.!’” Even during nationally difficult election
years for Democrats such as 1994, Dicks’s strong locally focused track record allowed him to
continue receiving broad support, with the Peninsula Daily News editorial board praising

“Dicks’ strength is the work he does to help the Peninsula directly” during the 1994 election.!*®
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Continuing Dicks’s efforts, Kilmer similarly maintained a robust local presence through
his campaign organizational infrastructure. During his initial 2012 campaign for Congress,
Kilmer expanded his campaign’s physical presence by building field offices in locations such as
Port Angeles on the Olympic Peninsula to contact geographically, demographically, and
politically diverse voters even as a plurality of voters lived in Kitsap County.!** As part of these
efforts, Kilmer also hired local community members to run these offices and spearhead local
organizing given their familiarity with the communities in their areas.!*® Political observers on
both sides of the aisle and press outlets have acknowledged Kilmer as a tenacious campaigner,
canvassing in the early hours of the morning and mobilizing large teams of volunteers to support
voter outreach.!*! Even as a state legislator prior, Kilmer maintained an aggressive field program,
including knocking on approximately 15,000 doors during his first campaign in 2004.'42

Extending beyond their campaigns, Dicks and Kilmer solidified their strong local
presences through their frequent trips back home to meet with constituents when Congress
concluded their weekly business.'*? Previous senior staffers for Dicks and Kilmer have shared
that both have made concerted efforts to return home from Washington DC frequently to have a
physical presence in rural Western Washington as frequently as possible, with Kilmer especially
placing a premium on being in district every weekend.!** As a former Deputy District Director
for Dicks and District Director for Kilmer observed, “Derek was home every weekend. It was
rare that Congress was out of session and he was somewhere else.”!4

Further bolstering their locally focused reputations has been an emphasis on providing
high-quality constituent services. In interviews with former congressional staffers for Dicks and
Kilmer, multiple have noted that Dicks and Kilmer prioritized providing quality constituent

services, an emphasis that Dicks and Kilmer confirmed in separate interviews and garnered them
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bipartisan local praise.'*¢ As former executive director for the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard
(PSNS), the largest employer in Kitsap County, Rick Tift praised Kilmer: “I felt he always put
his constituents first. I can't tell you how many people in the shipyard he helped out for services.
I really felt that set him apart. And it was an indication of how he really cared about people in his
district.”147

Like their Democratic Congressmembers, down-ballot Democratic candidates from 1976
to 2024 ran aggressive campaigns to maintain a robust local presence. In the 19 legislative
district, longtime state legislator Robert Bailey noted “I went everywhere... Name familiarity is
something you have to build and cannot ignore,” leveraging local Democratic Party
organizational apparatuses by “always visit[ing] every Democratic precinct committee person in
the area. Many times they had been taken for granted and just not been consulted by any
candidate.”'*® In the swing district of the 26'" legislative district in 1982, Democratic State
Representative candidate Bill Smitherman notably hosted regular “Breakfast with Bill” events
“to explain to constituents what he was thinking and get feedback in a casual setting.”!%’
Likewise, following his 2006 election as State Representative for the 26™ legislative district
Larry Seaquist expressed his gratitude for his army of volunteers for “making well over 1,000
calls a day for weeks and knocking on thousands of doors.”!>® In more recent years, the current
executive director of the Washington State House Democratic Campaign Committee (HDCC)
acknowledged that Democratic state legislators from rural Western Washington have operated
among the strongest mobilization efforts among Democrats in the state.!>!

By contrast, Republican candidates in rural Western Washington have largely failed to

field similarly locally focused campaigns. In a review of newspaper articles and campaign

websites of Republican Congressional candidates since 1976, Republican candidates generally
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emphasized nationalized cultural issues such as immigration, abortion, or gun rights while
limiting their outreach to sympathetic audiences and the region’s few population centers.!>? In a
few emblematic instances, from 2004 to 2010, Doug Cloud hosted few campaign events and only

153 For the few events that Republican

concentrated them in the final weeks of his campaigns.
candidates hosted, they were predominately conducted with sympathetic audiences in attendance
such as during Bob Lawrence’s candidacies from 1998 to 2002.!3* Focusing on nationalized
issues or taking economic positions that countered the local interests of the region, candidates
like Bill Tinsley centered his 1996 candidacy on his support of the Christian right and criticism
of the North American Free Trade Agreement, while Bert Mueller controversially proposed
replacing the Puget Sound Naval Station in 1990.!5° Most recently in the 2024 election,
Republican Congressional candidate Drew MacEwen emphasized the nationally contentious
issue of immigration as one of three top policy priorities, with language on his campaign website
on the issue bearing limited relevance to rural Western Washington.!>¢

However, not all Republican Congressional candidates bore these weaknesses, enabling
some to achieve comparatively greater political success. In 2012, Republican Congressional
candidate Bill Driscoll presented himself as a moderate pro-choice Republican who emphasized
revitalizing the Olympic Peninsula’s timber industry; coincidentally, 2012 was Kilmer’s worst
Congressional electoral performance.!>” Similarly in 1980, Republican Congressional candidate
Jim Beaver sought audiences with diverse voters, focused on locally relevant economic issues,
and mobilized “2,000 volunteers;” 1980 was ultimately Dicks’s worst electoral performance.!>®
Later, during the 1994 election, Republican challenger Benjamin Gregg largely avoided

nationalizing his campaign in line with the Contract with America, capitalizing on national

frustration while also retaining a locally focused outreach strategy and policy priorities,
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contributing to the 1994 election being one of Dicks’s worst electoral performances.'* Still,
even when Republican candidates could implement some attributes of competitive campaigns,
they still fell short. Kevin Cook in 1988 was a moderate Republican and a veteran who
conducted an active locally focused campaign, but lacked a large volunteer base; Mike Lonergan
in 1984 personally fielded a strong local presence but lacked money or volunteers to mobilize his
message; and Lauri Phillips in 1992 provided a strong locally focused platform, but admitted
publicly her lack of experience, resulting in local press describing her campaign as “Quixotic.”!¢°
Coordinated Campaigns

To further strengthen their physical presence and build shared name recognition across all
corners of their districts, Democratic candidates in rural Western Washington have often
coordinated their campaign efforts. As Van De Wege reflected: “if one or two of us weren’t able
to make it to an event, at least one of us would be able to have representation there.”!¢! In the
19% legislative district, Hatfield observed a similar working relationship among Democratic
legislators: “we had that advantage too of being able to have each other's backs. If you knew you
couldn't make it [to an event]... it might be one could be able to attend to speak for that
person.”!2 Former 19" legislative district state representative Brian Blake noted that historically
the three Democratic state legislators for the district would even share a single campaign

163 Beyond the Olympic Peninsula, in Kitsap County, 23™ legislative district

manager and office.
state senator Drew Hansen similarly affirmed the collaborative relationship between the
Democratic state legislative delegation through shared campaign events.!®* These strong working

relationships among Democratic candidates have often been built upon friendships, with Van De

Wege, Hatfield, and the HDCC executive director confirming the uniquely collegial working
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relationship of rural Western Washington legislators compared to other all-Democratic
legislative delegations.!%

By contrast, a lack of mutual support among candidates has weakened their collective
effectiveness during elections, a challenge faced predominately by Republicans from 1976 to
2024 but also recently among Democrats. Republican county party officials and former state
legislators have noted that Republican candidates fail to coordinate their campaign efforts, and
during the 2016 election, Blake noted how a new Democratic 19 legislative district state
representative nominee refused to coordinate campaigns with the rest of the Democratic
delegation, weakening the Democratic candidates’ collective power and paving the way for
Republican victories beginning with Jim Walsh’s election in 2016.16

However, the ability to coordinate campaigns has not been limited to Democrats, and
Republicans who have leveraged this tactic have similarly bolstered conservatives' collective
power and presence. Describing the collaborative working relationship among the Republican
legislators of the 19" Legislative District, State Senator Jeff Wilson shared “It's just all in all
working well together. We talk a lot. We visit a lot on the telephone and in person. And quite
frankly, we also help each other out. If we're double booked, somebody's available, we cover
each other to some extent to cover the district.”!¢’

In addition to down-ballot Democratic candidates working in concert to support each
other in their campaigns, Dicks and Kilmer leveraged their strong regional stature and resources
to support down-ballot Democrats. Following a 1982 strategy memorandum advising Dicks “to
work closely with as many other Democrats — especially legislators — as [he] can” through “joint
strategy sessions, joint operations,” and “A return to the grassroots,” Dicks, his campaign staff,

and state legislators throughout rural Western Washington have noted his robust support for local
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down-ballot Democrats.!%® Likewise, Kilmer similarly supplied money and manpower to assist
with down-ballot Democratic candidates’ voter outreach efforts, and served as a member of the
Federal Advisory Council of the Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee - the Democratic
Party’s organization responsible for supporting Democratic state legislative candidates - from the
council’s inception in 2021.16°

In campaigns and in governance, Democrats throughout rural Western Washington
maintained a robust local presence in their communities by being accessible, responsive, and
supportive of their communities, contrasting greatly with Republicans. Further bolstering their
robust local presence, Democrats made a concerted effort to reflect the big tent views and

material concerns of their communities, while Republicans largely focused on partisan social

issues that alienated support.

Big Tent and Material Politics

As first articulated by Harold Hotelling and further developed by Anthony Downs, the
medium voter theorem suggests that to make themselves electorally appealing to the greatest
amount of voters, candidates will converge towards the political center.!’® While the acceleration
of asymmetric polarization since the 1970s in which Republicans have shifted further away from
the ideological center than Democrats has challenged the applicability of this theorem, that
politics in rural Western Washington has mirrored these national trends of asymmetric
polarization through Democrats remaining closer to the ideological center than Republicans
through the sustained practice of big tent politics has enabled the former to appeal to a broader
array of voters.!”!

During my visit to Kilmer’s DC office in August 2023, both Democratic and Republican

Congressmembers adorned the entrance to their offices with flags representing various elements
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of their constituencies. On Kilmer’s hall, Democratic Congressmembers former Speaker of the
House Nancy Pelosi and Pennsylvania’s Mary Gay Scanlon included among their state flags and
American flags in front of their office an LGBTQ+ pride flag. By comparison, the décor outside
Kilmer’s DC office was comparatively conservative, boasting only two flags — the American flag
and the Prisoner of War/Missing in Action flag. While Kilmer and members of his staff denied
political motivations for posting only these two flags, maintaining that these flags were simply
the ones that Dicks used during his congressional tenure, the flags that Dicks and Kilmer chose
to place in front of their office to welcome guests serves as an important signal for the big tent
style of politics that they practiced.

A self-described “moderate,” Dicks advanced a centrist platform prioritizing local
economic concerns, leveraging his powerful US House Appropriations Committee appointment
since his freshman term to keep Kitsap’s Naval bases intact during a period of economic
uncertainty (see Chapter three for a longer discussion of this effort).!”? Counting his wins in the
amount of federal funding he could secure for projects back home through “pork barrel”
spending, Dicks regularly repeated in campaign materials throughout his tenure in Congress that
“he works for jobs.”!7® Gaining a reputation for being a moderate pro-military Democrat in
Congress, local newspapers noted that Dicks “votes conservatively compared with many
Democrats,” reflecting the political composition of his district in which a 1982 survey found that
79 percent of voters reported themselves as being either conservative or moderate, political
alignments that have been echoed in future surveys.!’ Described as “the third senator from the
state of Washington” or the “Prince of Pork,” Dicks has regularly been praised for boosting rural
Western Washington’s economy by securing federal funds, with the Peninsula Daily News

putting it: “He has helped get grants for Port Angeles... He has fought to lift the federal logging
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injunction, has been a strong advocate for the Peninsula’s experimental forest and other local
bread and butter issues.”!”>

Similarly, Kilmer staked out a reputation as a moderate Democrat throughout his career.
As a State Representative for Washington’s 26" Legislative District, one of Washington State’s
most competitive legislative districts, Kilmer was described as “one of the most pro-business
Democrats” in the Washington State Legislature.!”® On social issues, Kilmer’s record similarly
proved moderate to appeal to a broad array of voters. When asked by the Key Peninsula News
about his stance on gay marriage, Kilmer provided a non-committal answer tailored to appeal to
voters of both parties, reaching out to Democratic voters by stating “I don’t think we should
discriminate against anyone” while signaling to Republican voters in the same answer that “we
can address rights issues without redefining marriage.”!””

In Congress, Kilmer has similarly touted his strong bipartisan and moderate politics that
have enabled him to capture diverse support.!”® As measured by the Lugar Center and
Georgetown University McCourt School of Public Policy’s Bipartisan Index, Kilmer has been
consistently ranked in the top 20 to 40 most bipartisan Congressmembers throughout his
tenure.!” Additionally, in the Bipartisan Index’s ranking of bipartisan Members of Congress in
strongly partisan districts, Kilmer ranked as the seventh most bipartisan Congressmember,
speaking to both Kilmer’s strong bipartisanship and the continued strong Democratic alignment
of the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas.!®® Further speaking to his bipartisan credentials, Kilmer
served as a senior leader of the Third Way New Democrat Coalition, serving as co-chair of its
National Security Task Force, and as Chair of the Coalition.!'8!

Like his predecessor, Kilmer served as a member of the powerful House Appropriations

Committee, positioning him to address rural Western Washington’s material concerns. 8> Most
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recently, the Kitsap Daily News reported that from 2021 to 2023, Kilmer secured “more than
$5.5 million in federal money to Kitsap” as well as “an additional $57.9 million for other parts of
his district, including Clallam, Mason, Jefferson, Grays Harbor” Counties.'®* Reflecting this
material emphasis, Kilmer remarked:

A lot of the issues my district faces are related to where the money goes. Funding for the

shipyard and for the people who work there... If you think about the things I want to

work on, particularly related to jobs, so many jobs depend on the shipyard, on healthy

salmon, and on the national park and national forest... ’'m in a position where I can

advocate for jobs for our region.!84
For his bipartisanship and efforts, Kilmer received substantial praise from voters and local
political leaders on both sides of the aisle, with J. Chris Hardin writing in a letter to the editor in
support of Kilmer’s 2012 candidacy that “Derek will bring his balance, stability, bipartisanship
and, most importantly, his pragmatism to the ‘other’ Washington... He realizes the importance
of securing our social safety net... the need for career ladder to livable wages.”!®

Like their Congressional counterparts, down-ballot Democrats have similarly practiced
big-tent politics in line with the views of their moderate-to-conservative local communities from
1976 to 2024.!%¢ In my dataset of rural Western Washington’s state legislative candidates from
1976 to 2024, I identified 41 out of the 57 Democrats elected to the state legislature during this
period were considered moderates or conservatives, allowing them to appeal to a broader array
of perspectives within their district.!®” Describing this predominately moderate-to-conservative
orientation of Democratic legislators from the Olympic Peninsula, former 19% legislative district
state legislator Brian Hatfield reflected “we were kind of the conservative Democrats or the

moderates... So, it was it was usually not going 100 percent with the party.”!®® Additionally, Van
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De Wege similarly described the moderate orientation of Democratic politicians in the region,
before expressing himself “I'm a pretty moderate Democrat. [The] 24th was a pretty moderate
district.”®® Indeed, speaking to the moderate nature of Democratic politicians in this region,
during the 2010 election, the Koch Brothers endorsed 19 legislative district Democratic
legislators Brian Blake and Dean Takko.!*

Substantiating these self-identified descriptions, local newspaper articles from 1976 to
2024 frequently described the Democratic state legislators representing rural Western
Washington as moderate or conservative.!”! To review multiple emblematic examples, for
instance, state legislator Paul Conner - who represented Washington’s 24" legislative district
from 1957 to 1993 — being described as “a moderate” while Clifford Beck, state legislator for the
23" and 26" legislative districts at varying points from 1961 to 1979, was described as belonging
to “the conservative wing of [his] party.”!°> Jim Hargrove, who represented the 24" legislative
district from 1985 to 2017, was noted as “conservative Democrat and a strong Christian” who
could “broker agreements between his party” and Republicans throughout his career.!**> During
the 1996 and 1998,“longtime Republican[s]” Ron Jones and Bob Thorpe supported 26"
legislative district state representative candidate Patricia Lantz because of her “inclusive
approach to consensus-building.!** Likewise, in the Longview Daily News, Democratic 19"
legislative district legislators Mark Doumit and Brian Hatfield received praise for their moderate
politics and “know[ing] the issues that matter to their neighbors in the district,” with the editorial
board writing that “Doumit positioned himself well to attend to the needs of his largely rural
constituents” while Hatfield, “a conservative Democrat” was “very much in tune with the

majority of his constituents.”'> In the neighboring 35" legislative district, Democratic legislators
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Brad Owen and Tim Sheldon proved so moderate that they regularly drew ire from fellow
Democrats, with Sheldon even electing to caucus with the Republicans beginning in 2012.1%

In addition to their moderate politics that reflected the political composition of their
districts, Democratic state legislators focused on local material issues relevant to their
communities. During the collapse of the timber industry on the Olympic Peninsula beginning in
the late 1980s, State Representative Evan Jones received praise for having “supported growth
legislation that will help fund both Clallam and Jefferson Counties’ long-term growth
planning.”!*” For Van De Wege and Hatfield, revitalizing the Olympic Peninsula’s economy
after its collapse in the 1990s remained their priority, with both chairing the Committee on
Agriculture, Water, Natural Resources & Parks.!”® Yet, even mainstream Democratic legislators
who were not moderate-to-conservative also found political success by focusing on locally
relevant material issues, such as Hansen who has adopted a campaign slogan of “helping people
get good jobs to support their families” in each of his campaigns.'®

However, moderate Republican candidates focused on material concerns have also found
political success in the region, with Ellen Craswell’s political trajectory from being a moderate
Republican to a Christian right leader demonstrating rural Western Washington’s prioritization
of economic over social issues. First elected as a state representative in 1976, Craswell initially
received resounding support for focusing on material and military issues for Kitsap County’s
Navy-dominant community, writing “I have a high regard for our veterans and their families and
know that there is no way that we can truly compensate them for the service they have given,”
and working to increase funding for veterans programs.?? Initially avoiding debates over cultural
and social issues, Craswell responded reticently to a letter signed by 38 constituents requesting

her “help and leadership” in supporting legislation to prevent “homosexuals [from] teach[ing]
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our children in public schools.”?°! Constituents appreciated Craswell’s strong focus on material
issues, rewarding her electorally by increasing her vote share from 54.63 percent in 1976 to
73.52 percent in 1980.29
However, as Craswell’s legislative tenure progressed, her initial focus on protecting
sailors and mothers became replaced with growing alignment with the Christian right following
her conversion to Christianity in 1980 which frustrated voters.?’> Among these frustrations
included disappointment with her positions on welfare, where in a letter urging Craswell to
protect welfare for working mothers, John Rosendahl wrote “I have tried but find it impossible to
understand the position that you have taken on the recent cuts in welfare programs in this state,”
to which Craswell provided a highly detailed two-page reply defending her support of welfare
cuts.?** Instead of focusing on economic issues, in 1986, Craswell began publishing a Christian
Right legislative newsletter called “Family in Touch” “in which she urge[d] Christians to pray
and lobby for and against bills before the legislature.”?% In a December 1987 iteration of her
newsletter illustrative of her embrace of the Christian right, Craswell wrote to her subscribers:
To the saints and faithful brethren in Christ: Grace, mercy, and peace, from God the
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ our Savior... We are growing! God accomplished so
much through your prayers, your calls, your stand for righteousness during the 1987
legislative session that now, with even more prayer warriors, I approach the coming
session with Psalm 125 in my heart.2%
Cracks emerged in Craswell’s support as her Christian right alignment alienated voters.
In The Sun, Adele Ferguson reported how Craswell’s “Christian Right activities had ticked off so
many people in her own party that they” sought to replace her with moderate state representative

Karen Schmidt.??” In letters to the editor, those such as Gary Hunt complained “Ellen Craswell...
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has shown that she only wants to hear from the Christian Right.”?’® Indeed, many voters felt
betrayed by Craswell’s political shift towards the Christian right, with W. E. Hoke writing in a
letter to the editor:

We’re being diabolically distracted from the real issues and concerns... When Ellen

Craswell ran for office in the late 1970s, she didn’t espouse this religious fanaticism... I

am absolutely opposed to her bringing her personal beliefs, religious beliefs, views on

morality, interpretations of ‘God’s Plan’ into our lives... I think she betrayed the trust we
gave her when we voted for her. The accounting will come when she and her followers
seek re-election.?””

This accounting did not transpire immediately, but even as Craswell’s margin of victory
shrunk to only winning by 911 votes by the 1988 election, she pushed further with her divisive
cultural agenda.?!” The next topic on her agenda following the 1988 election? Reversing the
moral decay of Washington State by targeting sex offenders. Her proposed solution to reducing
sexual offenses? Physical castration for sex offenders. When first floated to the Senate
Republican Caucus in February 1989, the proposal was not taken seriously, with “a few jokes
made” about the proposal at her expense.?!!

The proposal was not a joke. On January 10, 1990, Craswell introduced Senate Bill 6332
to incentivize physical castration for sex offenders.?!? The bill quickly drew widespread, even
international, condemnation.?!3 More importantly, Craswell’s constituents opposed her proposed
castration bill. Among the most politely worded letters in opposition, Pam Hamon wrote to
Craswell, “I am concerned that you feel castration means protection of the public against sexual
predators. I feel a tad more study must be done before this simple solution becomes accepted.”?!*

Others were much less restrained in criticizing Craswell’s bill: in a letter to the editor, Stu White
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decried, “castration is a giant step backward into the Dark Ages. I thought we had left lobotomy
behind. What will she propose next? Public torture? Burning witches at the stake?”?!°

While the bill ultimately failed, Craswell continued invoking religion to justify her
various political positions, including on economic issues. In response to a letter from Sheryl
Campbell requesting Craswell to support legislation to increase funding for welfare programs,
Craswell responded negatively in a two-page letter that drew heavily from the Bible: “Paul
clearly tells us of a man’s obligation to provide for his own family (I Tim. 5:8)... Help for the
poor is to be done through the church tithe (Deut. 14:28-29) and on a personal basis (Lev. 19:9-
10; Luke 3:11)... welfare is not a scriptural function of government.”?1¢

Years of such cultural and religious emphases frustrated Kitsap voters, resulting in her
losing re-election in 1992 to Democrat Betti Sheldon.?!” Voicing her displeasure with Craswell’s
candidacy in a lengthy letter to the editor, Kim Koenig argued, “This impulse — to impose a
narrow cultural and religious standard on others by law... threatens the separation of church and
state in the 23" district. To protect our basic freedoms we have an obligation to oust Craswell on
Nov. 3.”2!8 Esther Monroe’s criticism, shorter but no less emphatic, expressed similar
frustrations: “My religion never asked me to believe that I am superior to anyone because I am a
white protestant American... No, Mrs. Craswell. No. No. No.”?!?

However, given Craswell’s status as a prominent Republican leader, voters’ frustration
with Craswell also extended to the Republican Party, contributing to its lasting unpopularity in
rural Western Washington. In a letter to the editor tying Craswell’s views to the Republican
Party, Kitsap resident V.B. McKinney wrote, “Who do you want to represent you? Someone who
reflects your values? Please reflect on the facts: A Republican platform that puts the majority of

people out of the process... Do these people represent you in Kitsap County?”?2° Importantly,
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McKinney’s criticism of Craswell and, by extension, the Republican Party, did not provide an
entirely fair characterization of the Republican Party in rural Western Washington, with other
Republican candidates espousing more moderate political views. For instance, during the 1988
and 1992 elections, then-Republican Sherry Appleton challenged Craswell for the Republican
State Senate nomination, promising to protect “a woman and her family’s reproductive rights” in
a moderate alternative candidacy.??! Nonetheless, McKinney’s criticism of the entire Republican
Party, as well as fellow Kitsap resident Ken Littrell’s letter to the editor equating Appleton with
Craswell to urge voters to support Democrats, suggested that after years of being observers to
Craswell’s emphasis on cultural and religious issues, Kitsap voters considered Craswell’s and the
Republican Party’s views to be synonymous, weakening the Republican Party’s electability
beyond Craswell’s candidacy.???

Even after losing her seat, Craswell’s divisiveness further weakened support for other
Republican candidates and deepened fault lines in the Republican Party. Securing the 1996
Republican gubernatorial nomination, Craswell fully embraced her self-description as a
“Christian radical” leader committed to enacting “God's wonderful plan for government.”?23
While her Christian right supporters, dubbed “Ellen’s Army,” agreed with her plan, many other
Republicans did not.?** In fact, Craswell proved so polarizing that the campaign manager for the
1992 Washington Republican gubernatorial candidate voted for Democratic gubernatorial
candidate Gary Locke in the 1996 election, stating ““What this party needs are some
moderates,”” while former Washington State Republican Party Communications Director Todd
Myers noted that the primary objective of the state party was to conduct “damage control” for

down-ballot Republicans during the election.??®
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Like Craswell, other down-ballot Republicans from 1976 to 2024 have been much more
conservative than their Democratic opponents liberal and focused on divisive social issues that
alienated voters throughout rural Western Washington. For instance, Republican 19" legislative
district State Senator J.T. Jr Quigg only served for one term, being viewed as ineffective and
“ultra-conservative.”??® In reviews of voter pamphlets for state legislative candidates in rural
Western Washington from 1976 to 2024, Republican candidates have similarly maintained their
right-wing focus in contrast to Democrats’ comparatively moderate views, preventing
Republicans from capturing more votes.??’

By emphasizing a moderate, bipartisan focus on the material issues facing their
communities rather than partisan social issues like the Republicans, Democratic candidates in
rural Western Washington from 1976 to 2024 have maintained a broad appeal to voters.??® While
Republicans’ efforts to focus on these national issues may have gained some traction in recent
years as evident in Grays Harbor and Mason Counties in line with the Trump effect on politics
appealing to white working-class voters who may feel “left behind,” Democrats’ continued

practice of big tent politics have enabled them to mitigate the effects of this partisan discourse.??’

Conclusion: Local Candidates and Strategies Matter

The consistently strong backgrounds, fundraising efforts, and locally focused organizing
strategies of Democratic candidates in rural Western Washington from 1976 to 2024 enabled
them to appeal to a broad array of voters in their normally moderate-to-conservative region.
Aligned with this practice of maintaining a robust local presence, Democratic candidates’
practice of big tent politics and focus on local material issues in line with the views of their
districts, in contrast with Republicans’ focus on nationalized partisan social issues, enabled the

former to appeal to a broader range of voters while the latter alienated potential supporters.
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Yet, while candidates and their campaign strategies have played a role in shaping long-
term Democratic success in rural Western Washington, these factors alone cannot sufficiently
explain the resilience of the Democratic Party. As Robert Bailey from the 19th legislative district
alluded, candidates and their campaigns benefit from the direct and indirect support of broader
organizational networks that support message mobilization to voters and preserve Democratic
Party loyalties among members through socialization mechanisms. Consequently, understanding
the political development of rural Western Washington also requires examining its structural
conditions through the organizational networks of the left and right.

To this end, Chapter three will explore the role of organizational networks and civil
society in shaping community and political identities through socialization mechanisms.
Organized labor historically underpinned the social fabric of the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas
and experienced threats during the 1980s and 1990s, but organized labor and the social fabric of
the Kitsap Peninsula ultimately survived while collapsing on the Olympic Peninsula. While
voters still support Democrats in both peninsulas, this path divergence has contributed to varying
degrees of Democratic Party strength, although a lack of conservative organizational
infrastructure, such as NRA-affiliated gun clubs, has prevented diminished Democratic Party
support on the Olympic Peninsula from shifting towards outright abandonment.

Additionally, organizational networks serve as mobilizing forces that influence voters to
support candidates and causes. Consequently, Chapter four will begin by examining the
traditional pillars of the left and right organizational networks — the Democratic and Republican
Parties — as well as the Christian right before discussing the emergence of competing state-level
elite organizational infrastructure on the left and right in recent decades. While liberal

organizational networks benefit from a high degree of collaboration, conservative organizational
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networks struggle with a high degree of intra-network conflict and failure to collaborate,
especially between the Christian right and the rest of the conservative organizational network.
Collectively, these two chapters illuminate how human agency, as expressed through

candidate quality, interacts with and shapes structural conditions to influence political outcomes.
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Chapter Three: A Tale of Two Peninsulas: Community Institutions and Social Capital

“It was a gentle lifestyle. Every dad had a job and they were good jobs... Everybody had
good jobs. The schools were good schools.”?*® That is how a former unionized logger happily
recalled life on the Olympic Peninsula before its timber industry collapsed. Making further
conversation, I asked him about his old union, the IWA, and the political loyalties of its
members, to which he responded, “I was proud to be a union member... The majority of the
households had a Democratic presidential sticker on the bumper... I voted whatever the union
said to vote for... I was convinced the union representatives were going to protect us. The people
that the unions supported would be good for us.”?*! When I then asked him to reflect on the
timber industry's collapse, the previously cheery interview turned somber. Expressing that the
layoffs caused by the collapse of the timber industry were “a low blow to the community,” the
former logger reflected with a sense of loss that “We tried, the unions, everyone tried to protest
it, [but] the timber industry let the unions die... Union jobs are basically gone.”?*

For loggers like the one I interviewed and communities across the Olympic Peninsula, the
collapse of its timber industry produced dramatic changes that have shaped the socio-political
dynamics of the region. Given the critical role that community institutions and civil society play
in shaping communities' social and political identities, understanding the political development
of rural Western Washington requires an examination of the trajectory of organized labor in the
region. This prompts the following questions: How did the economic turmoil affect the identities
of unionized workers and communities in rural Western Washington, and what can the path

divergence between the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsula’s trajectory of organized labor reveal the

mechanisms behind political realignment?
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Both the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas were union-heavy white working-class regions
that experienced economic turmoil during the 1980s and 1990s, but these peninsulas experienced
path divergence: while Kitsap County preserved its military-dominant economic base and its
public sector unions, the Olympic Peninsula’s timber industry and its associated timber unions
collapsed. The survival of organized labor in Kitsap County allowed unions to continue to play
important social and political roles during the economic revitalization of Kitsap County, thereby
preserving Democratic Party loyalties. By contrast, the collapse of organized labor in the social
fabric on the Olympic Peninsula contributed to formerly unionized loggers feeling “left behind,”
thereby weakening support for the Democratic Party in parts of the Olympic Peninsula.
However, despite the Olympic Peninsula’s shifting social fabric and economy, conservative
organizations that have replaced organized labor in the social fabrics of communities in other
states, particularly NRA-affiliated gun clubs, have not established a strong presence in rural
Western Washington, helping prevent feelings of being “left behind” on the Olympic Peninsula

from becoming full-fledged support for the Republican Party.

Organized Labor and Path Divergence: The Olympic and Kitsap Peninsulas

Beginning with Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition, unions have formed a traditional power
base of the Democratic Party coalition in rural Western Washington and across the United
States.?*3 However, in recent decades, union membership has declined in the United States along
with their historic alignment with the Democratic Party, presenting challenges for the
Democratic Party’s electoral chances.?** To explain this decline, Newman and Skocpol in their
case study of rural Western Pennsylvania found that with economic collapse of the Rust Belt’s
dominant steel industry during the late 20" century, the once important role that organized labor

played in shaping the social fabric of their communities and political views of unionized workers
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has subsided, leaving a vacuum that has come to be filled by conservative organizations such as
NRA-affiliated gun clubs.?*

Consistent with trends in national union membership decline over the past half-century,
union membership has similarly declined in Washington State, with the Olympic Peninsula of
rural Western Washington particularly being affected due to the collapse of the timber industry
in the 1990s, leading to once-prominent logging unions in the region such as the IWA fielding a
substantially weakened presence in 2024. Through the collapse of the timber industry on the
Olympic Peninsula of rural Western Washington, formerly unionized loggers, a once fiercely
loyal bloc for the Democratic Party in rural Western Washington, have come to feel increasingly
“left behind,” making Democratic Party successes on the Olympic Peninsula more difficult to
achieve in recent years.

Yet, even within rural Western Washington and Washington State, divergent trends in
union resilience have emerged, with the preservation of public unions such as those represented
by PSNS in Kitsap County helping to preserve long-standing union and Democratic Party
loyalties in Kitsap County and in Washington State. Today, Washington State remains highly
unionized compared to the rest of the country, serving as the third most unionized state in the
country at 16.5 percent of the workforce being unionized, behind only New York (20.6 percent)
and Hawaii (24.1 percent).?*¢ While private sector union membership, such as those representing
timber workers on the Olympic Peninsula, has declined in the past four decades, public sector
membership, such as those represented by the PSNS, in Washington State has slightly from 47.9

percent in 1983 to 49.9 percent in 2023.2%7
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Figure 4: Union Membership in Washington State, 1983 - 202323
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That public sector unions have remained strong in Washington State and maintain a
robust presence in Kitsap County while private sector unions have declined on the Olympic
Peninsula may help to explain the slight divergence in political development pathways between
the much more safely Democratic-leaning Kitsap County and increasingly competitive Olympic
Peninsula in various counties. Consequently, understanding rural Western Washington's political
development requires examining unions and their evolution as a socializing force in the region.
To focus this examination, I will examine unions representing the two dominant industries of the

Olympic and Kitsap Peninsulas — the timber industry and the military.

Toppling the Timber Industry: Economic and Social Collapse on the Olympic Peninsula

In Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam invoked the example of declining participation in
community bowling leagues as an example of this declining social capital in the United States
since the 1950s.23° On the Olympic Peninsula, timber communities such as Shelton operated a

Timber Bowling Alley which was frequented by unionized loggers, their families and
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community members, speaking to the dominance of the timber industry and timber unions like
the IWA in shaping the social fabric of the Olympic Peninsula.?*’ In Shelton, for instance, IWA
members employed by the locally prominent Simpson Logging Company regularly participated
in county fairs as “Simpson Clowns” (see Figure 5) and the local IWA representation on
planning committees for the Mason County Fair.?*! With these timber unions having such strong
socializing effects as prominent fixtures of timber communities, along with loggers possessing
robust identities tied to their occupation, unionized loggers and their families prior to the 1990s
were reliable Democratic Party supporters, a remnant of a long tradition of timber unions
embrace of left-wing politics since the turn of the 20" century.?*?

Figure 5: Simpson Clown Participating in Shelton, WA Parade, Circa 1960s**

However, in the 1980s, politicians and timber companies in the region recognized that the
timber industry, as it existed for most of the 20th century, was rapidly becoming untenable and
attempted to find solutions to diversify the economy to avoid the risk of facing economic
collapse. In 1982, the Shelton Mayor Joyce Jaros wrote in a letter to the Chair of the Mason
County Jobs and Training Council “The diversification of the economy of Mason County is

essential. The current dependency upon the volatile forest products industry has brought the
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economy of Shelton and Mason County to all time lows,” while the Simpson Timber Company,
the main employer of Mason County, wrote about their need to lay off 129 employees in 1984
because “In less than 10 years we will be living on a diet of 100 percent second growth” timber
as opposed to old growth timber as the industry traditionally practiced.?**

Despite these efforts, beginning in the late 1980s, the Olympic Peninsula had become
engulfed in an economic crisis as the collapse of the timber industry unfolded, with a 1990 Time
magazine article providing national attention to a major flashpoint of the debates surrounding the
collapse of the timber industry during the late 1980s and early 1990s — the northern spotted
owl.?* In their efforts to save the timber industry during these years, union workers and the
timber industry united against the spotted owl and environmentalists who they considered to be
the enemies of their livelihood. Yet, as noted in the 7ime magazine article, the causes of the
timber industry’s decline were more complex than simply the spotted owl, which had become a
scapegoat for economic trends that had been developing in the region for years.?*® Likewise, in
the following years, scholars have debated the extent of the effects of the federal government’s
protection of the spotted owl on the Olympic Peninsula’s economy.?*’

Nonetheless, the controversy surrounding the spotted owl and the timber crisis of the late
1980s and early 1990s speaks importantly to the anxiety that unionized timber workers felt
during the timber industry’s collapse and their efforts to make sense of their rapidly changing
circumstances during a period of social and economic turmoil. For unionized loggers, their
livelihoods were under attack by the spotted owl and environmentalists, with Patty Vaughan of
Forks publishing in a letter to the editor that the spotted owl and environmentalists had “declared
‘war’ on the timber industry.”?** Emblematic of how entire communities engaged with the timber

crisis facing the Olympic Peninsula of the late 1980s and early 1990s, and how these
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communities assigned blame to the spotted owl and environmental groups, elementary school
Caroline Sudderth for a class assignment elected to collect all the newspaper articles she could
find on the spotted owl, writing in a reflection on the assignment:

We live in a ‘Timber Community.” Everything in Hoquiam and other towns in Grays

Harbor are affected, somehow, by ‘the spotted owl controversy:” When a bird comes and

takes away our jobs, we get made and start to fight back... My father has worked in the

timber industry for the past 31 years... His viewpoints are: ‘This big ‘Earth Grabbing’
deal that the environmentalists have going on is just a bunch of bull.”?#

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, logging communities throughout the Pacific Northwest,
particularly rural Western Washington, organized to save logging jobs in the region in a variety
of ways, battling in the streets and in the courts to preserve logging jobs in the region,
demonstrating the historic community interconnectedness of logging communities throughout
rural Western Washington and the importance of logging in the region.?>* On April 29, 1990,
approximately 1,500 community members organized a rally in Hoquiam in Grays Harbor County
to protest conservation efforts, shutting down Highway 101 for 90 minutes, with “women and
children [being] there in numbers nearly equal to the loggers and mill workers in their
suspenders and baseball-style caps.”?*! In more violent instances, dead spotted owls were found
nailed to signs in the Olympic National Park with threatening notes, and loggers burned effigies
of government officials unsympathetic to logging interests.?>> Through legal measures, logging
communities fought environmental groups through court cases and the Washington Contract
Loggers’ Association even petitioned the White House and the US Fish and Wildlife Service for
loggers to “be protected as a threatened species — just like the spotted owl.”? In their efforts to

save logging jobs, entire logging communities participated, with unionized loggers tying
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themselves closer to their union and fellow workers in line with a long tradition of solidarity
among unionized timber workers that temporarily sustained strong support for the Democratic
Party in the region.?>*

Despite the best efforts of logging communities across the Olympic Peninsula, the
collapse of the timber industry still unfolded, producing devastating economic and social effects
on communities “far beyond the layed [sic] off individual” in which the Olympic Peninsula was
disproportionately affected compared to other logging regions in the Pacific Northwest.?>
Between 1988 and 1992, the Olympic Peninsula lost approximately 21.9 percent of timber
industry related jobs.?*¢ Concurrently, in Clallam County, the unemployment rate rose from 7
percent in 1990 to a peak of 11 percent in 1994; in Grays Harbor County, from 9.5 percent in
1990 to 13.3 percent in 1994; in Jefferson County, from 5.1 percent in 1990 to 9.3 percent in
1994; and in Mason County, from 5.8 percent in 1990 to 9.1 percent in 1994.%57 Since 2005,
these counties have regularly appeared on the Washington State Employment Security
Department’s Distressed Areas List, a list of counties in which the three-year unemployment rate
is at least 20% higher than the statewide average.>>®

Flowing from the economic effects of the timber industry’s collapse on the Olympic
Peninsula, social capital and community interconnectedness decreased in rural Western
Washington. As noted by longtime reporter for the Aberdeen-based Daily World and current
Chief Historian for Washington State John Hughes, as money left the timber communities of the
Olympic Peninsula, so too did their residents and local community institutions.?*® Likewise,
interviews have noted that while communities such as Aberdeen, Shelton, or Port Angeles were
historically vibrant communities with substantial community engagement, this civic

interconnectedness has diminished in the following decades since the 1990s, with these findings
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generally substantiated by reviews of fraternal and community organizations in city directories

and phone books across rural Western Washington.2°

Table 4: Number of Fraternal/Social Organizations in Rural Western Washington, 1976 -

2024%1

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2024
Clallam 23 28 24 15 22 8
Grays 77 52 44 23 9 8
Harbor
Jefferson None None 3 1 None 2

Listed Listed Listed
Kitsap 72 53 66 21 4 21
Mason 7 21 4 5 1 9

As their industry and social capital collapsed, residents of the Olympic Peninsula felt

increasingly abandoned and betrayed by the government. Indicative of the angst felt by the

timber-dependent communities of the Olympic Peninsula during this period, the editorial board

of the Peninsula Daily News criticized Speaker of the House Tom Foley’s response to the timber

crisis, pointedly asking, “Does the speaker want to see long lines in Peninsula cities and other

towns across three states as out-of-work people wait for help at their local food banks?...

Throwing 25,000 people out of work is as unacceptable as wiping out all the spotted owls.”?¢? In

the years shortly following the timber industry’s collapse on the Olympic Peninsula, Professor

Emeritus of the University of Washington School of Environmental and Forest Sciences Robert

Lee found that “Local businesses who depended on federal timber sales to support jobs,
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businesses, and incomes felt betrayed and abandoned by their government when timber sales
were so suddenly halted.”?%* State and federal governments made attempts at providing relief to
timber communities on the Olympic Peninsula. In October 1990, Governor Booth Gardner
announced the allocation of $9.4 million to assist timber communities, while the Department of
Labor in December 1990 allocated $4 million to retrain “More than 2,000 displaced workers”
impacted by the timber industry’s collapse.?** In 1994, the Clinton Administration continued
these attempts to address the economic and social crises facing the Olympic Peninsula through
the Northwest Forest Plan.?®> However, many in logging communities felt such responses were
too little too late.

Emblematic of the anxiety, frustration, and sense of abandonment timber communities
felt during the timber crisis, in 1997, a resident of the Olympic Peninsula, Chiggers Stokes,
published a novel titled Between Forks and Alpha Centauri shaped by and responding to the
Olympic Peninsula’s timber crisis. Its premise: “the ‘environmentalists’ get their way and the
timber industry is no more on the Olympic Peninsula.”?% With the novel’s fictional characters
and plotline functioning as a proxy for the real-world timber crisis, a key scene of the novel
featured a climactic debate between a pro-logging speaker and an environmentalist, the event
being described as “Forks’s biggest cultural gathering since... a decade previous,” a line which
evokes the collapse of social gatherings and social capital in the region.?®’” Addressing a crowd of
viewers prior to this debate, fictional Forks Mayor Phil Arbatrator remarked:

We in Forks have come to depend on the timber industry for employment and support of

our lifestyles... The Federal listing of the Northern Spotted Owl as an endangered

species, in 1992, has had a big impact on our fair, little city. Many of our townspeople

have had to leave in search of work in the woods elsewhere. Of the fifty lumber and cedar
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mills that operated before the listing, less than five are currently in operation. The ripple

effect across our economy has underfunded schools, stressed the county tax base, and

depleted every kind of service from structural fire protection from our fire hall, to

forestry management from the D.N.R. Olympic Region here in Forks... What were we

doing before 1992 that was so all-fire wrong?... where are we going in the twenty first

century??%8

As previously discussed, state and federal government officials attempted to answer the
latter question by providing workforce retraining programs and proposing economic
diversification of the Olympic Peninsula through a shift to eco-tourism by leveraging the newly
protected forest reserves.?%® However, loggers on the Olympic Peninsula did not appreciate these
proposals, feeling further abandoned by the government. In response to these proposals, a former
unionized logger Larry Mason remarked “All I want to do is continue my goddamn job and keep
people working... What you see there is just ludicrous... It’s a let-them-eat-cake psychology
back there [in DC],” while executive director of the Washington Commercial Forest Action
Committee Ann Goos scoffed “‘They lecture us about economic diversification... When you ask
them just what they’ve got in mind, it’s ecotourism.”?’® For the recently unemployed loggers on
the Olympic Peninsula, this perceived imposition of tourism was emasculating servitude;
logging, by contrast, was free-spirited, dangerous, and provided glory.?’! As The Seattle Times
environmental reporter William Dietrich further summarized Goos’s thoughts on the shift to
tourism in his book The Final Forest which detailed the collapse of the Olympic Peninsula’s
timber industry:

She shook her head in contempt. Make all the Peninsula a playground. Cater to the urban

tourist on the intermittent weekends when the sun shines. Make their beds, cook their
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food, carry their high-tech yuppie outdoor gear into the forest for them, dawdle along

behind their motor homes. Yes, Bwana. It turns her stomach.?’?

This disdain towards proposals to shift the Olympic Peninsula’s economy to tourism echoed the
sentiments many loggers felt: while government and environmental elites wanted to transform
the Olympic Peninsula into a scenic nature reserve, loggers wished to preserve the independence,
dignity, and lifestyle of their old profession.

During the period following the timber industry's collapse, communities have struggled
in the economic and social transition away from logging. As the major logging companies of the
Olympic Peninsula such as Simpson Lumber Company in Mason County or Rayonier in Grays
Harbor County laid off workers, formerly unionized loggers eschewed labor solidarity in favor of
gaining employment, joining one of many logging companies that emerged in Simpson’s and
Rayonier’s place.?’® To provide a sense of scale for the extent of competition for jobs and among
companies following the collapse of the timber industry, in reviews of city directories and phone
books, in 1980, there were at least five logging companies in Grays Harbor County, increasing to
13 in 1990 and 62 in 2000; today in 2024, there are 25 logging companies in Grays Harbor
County.?’* Despite this increase in logging companies, tourism has come to supplant logging as
the dominant economy of the Olympic Peninsula.?” For the community of Forks on the Olympic
Peninsula, the economic and social shift towards a tourist-based economy has been especially
apparent. Once known as the “Logging Capital of the World,” Forks has come to be primarily
known as the setting of the romance fantasy Twilight Saga, a transition that has led to substantial
economic stimulus through tourism in recent years.?’¢

However, this stimulus came at a heavy price of contributing to former unionized loggers

feeling emasculated by this shift to tourism and left behind by urban populations. Introducing the
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setting of Forks in Twilight, Stephanie Meyer wrote that “It rains on this inconsequential town
more than any other place in the United States of America,” one of multiple descriptions of
Forks throughout her novel that omitted its proud tradition of logging.?”” With their community’s
real-life battles between loggers and environmentalists being obscured in favor of fictional
romance conflicts between vampires and werewolves, Forks residents have grown increasingly
frustrated with urban visitors who they believe fail to understand their struggles.?’® As Mason
politely expressed later in 2010, “it’s just indicative of what a silly world we live in.””?”

While unionized loggers were formerly strong supporters of the Democratic Party, today,
after decades of rising resentment and feelings of abandonment, their party loyalties have shifted
to become less stalwart in their support. In 2024, many formerly unionized loggers living on the
Olympic Peninsula have adopted what Kathy Cramer described as rural consciousness, “a sense”
held among rural residents “that decision makers routinely ignore rural places and fail to give
rural communities their fair share of resources, as well as a sense that rural folks are
fundamentally different from urbanities in terms of lifestyles, values, and work ethic.”*° To this
end, loggers, union leaders, and political observers throughout the Olympic Peninsula have noted
the realignment of loggers and timber communities in recent years, with one former union
representative for the IWA Local 3-2 in Aberdeen remarking: “the Democrats turned its back on
the working stiffs who have made the backbone of the Democratic Party... In Washington State,
four counties call the shots and have forgotten about everybody else.”?8!

However, while feelings of class solidarity have declined and sentiments of rural
solidarity have increased associated with resentment and abandonment among logging

communities on the Olympic Peninsula, Democratic Party support remains relatively strong in

these communities. As a union leader for the Olympic Central Labor Council who was born and
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raised in Clallam County, noted, while union members on the Olympic Peninsula have shifted
away from being strong supporters of the Democratic Party, the shift has not represented a large-
scale abandonment as seen in other similarly white working-class regions of the country such as
the Rust Belt.8?2 When asked about his political views, one former unionized logger quickly
replied, “I still vote all Democrat to be clear.”?®* Organizationally, this Democratic Party
resilience may be explainable through the strengths of liberal organizational networks and
shortcomings in conservative ones in recent decades. While the social fabric of the Olympic
Peninsula has changed through a decline in social capital following the collapse of the timber
industry, as we will see later in this chapter, elements of conservative organizational networks
found in other states such as gun clubs or the Christian Right have not filled the vacuum left by
union decline to reshape the social fabric of the Olympic Peninsula for formerly unionized
loggers. By contrast, as we will see in Chapter four, a highly collaborative liberal organizational
infrastructure at the state level has emerged in recent decades to mobilize and persuade formerly
unionized loggers on the Olympic Peninsula to support liberal causes, while conservative
equivalents have failed to replicate this same degree of collaboration, efforts that have mitigated
further rightward shift among these populations.

Before examining the emergence of state-level liberal organizational infrastructure that
has come to supplant unions as possessing an organizational presence on the Olympic Peninsula,
we must also examine the development of unions and communities in neighboring Kitsap
County, and how their maintenance has contributed to a path divergence in which the

Democratic Party has been able to consolidate gains in recent years.
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Pushing Back Against BRAC: Saving Shipyard Unions in Kitsap County

Just as the timber towns of the Olympic Peninsula had their own bowling leagues that
logging union members frequented, PSNS fielded its own basketball team, bringing together the
Kitsap military community centered around Bremerton in matches against other labor union
teams across Washington State.?3* For the residents of Kitsap County, Bremerton and, by
extension, the county, was a company town defined by the Department of the Navy as its largest
employer. With union sports leagues established and community organizations such as the Puget
Sound Naval Base Association (PSNBA) being founded in 1963, community life and the identity
of Kitsap County centered around its relationship with the Navy.?

Like the Olympic Peninsula’s relationship with the timber industry, Kitsap County
experienced threats to its local economy spanning a similar time period from the 1970s to the
1990s, with community members and unionized Naval base workers experiencing shared anxiety
over their material security given the backdrop of a multi-decade threat to close the Naval bases
in Kitsap County — the largest employers in the region.?3® However, beginning in the 1990s, the
political development paths of the Olympic and Kitsap Peninsula diverged as while the Olympic
Peninsula’s traditional economic engine of the timber industry and its organized labor collapsed,
helping to create ripe conditions for growing sympathies to the Republican Party, Kitsap
County’s traditional economic base through the Department of the Navy remained intact through
the intervention of Democratic leadership such as Congressman Norm Dicks despite multiple
attempts to shutter local bases through the Base Realignment and Closure Commission (BRAC).
This preserved Democratic Party loyalties in the county by maintaining traditional bases of
community interconnectedness that socialized community members into being loyal Democrats

and tying Democratic Party leadership with saving the community.
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The dominant nature of the Department of the Navy in shaping the local economy meant
that any disruption to this traditional economic engine could threaten the material security and
social fabric of Kitsap County, threats that became readily apparent beginning in the 1970s.
Foreshadowing the future BRAC debates of the 1980s and 1990s, the Department of the Navy in
the early 1970s debated reducing funding for PSNS with Assistant Secretary of the Navy Charles
I11 writing to US Senator Warren Magnuson that “The Navy can no longer afford to maintain a
large-scale stocking function at the Naval Supply Center, Puget Sound” and therefore
necessitated reducing funding for the Naval base, a decision, 11l remarked, was made more
difficult given that Kitsap County was “an area that is in a depressed economic position.”?¥
Gaining familiarity with these economic challenges facing Kitsap County through his work on
Magnuson’s staff, Dicks secured an appointment to the powerful House Appropriations
Committee as a freshman Congressman.?®® In doing so, Dicks became well positioned to
leverage his previous experience working on appropriations issues to deliver federal funds to a
county that stood to benefit strongly from this stimulus. To this end, Dicks actively requested
federal funds for defense-related projects that would boost the local economy and provide jobs,
including, but not limited to, “$11.5 million in Trident impact funds” in 1977 and $96.1 million
in assorted projects for the PSNS in 1980.2%°

For Dicks’s and other Democratic politicians’ efforts to preserve Kitsap’s Naval bases
and conduct outreach to unions, allowing Kitsap County to avoid the worst of the early 1980s
recession under Ronald Reagan’s presidency, organized labor rewarded Democratic candidates
in Kitsap County politically through endorsements and their votes.?*® During the 1984 election,
the international president of the International Association of Machinists William Winpisinger

visited PSNS to convince union workers at the Naval Shipyard to vote for the Democratic
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Mondale-Ferraro presidential ticket. Lending his support to the effort, Dicks joined Winpisinger
in conducting outreach to union voters in Kitsap County.?’! In exchange for Dicks’s support,
Winpisinger “called for Washington residents to return... Rep. Norm Dicks to Congress,” and
helped Dicks gain further support with leaders in organized labor.?°? For state legislative
candidates, in 1983, the Washington State Labor Council rated Democratic legislators in rural
Western Washington highly for their strong pro-labor voting record, while Republican
candidates such as Ellen Craswell received criticism for their anti-union stances.?** In addition to
voting against organized labor’s interests, Republican candidates in rural Western Washington
failed to acquire labor’s support in part by refusing to conduct outreach to labor constituencies.
In 1984, while Democratic legislative candidates Anne Mitchell and Sherril Huff were endorsed
by the Bremerton-based International Association of Aerospace Workers Local 282, Republican
state legislators Karen Schmidt and Ellen Craswell “did not seek an audience with the union.”?**
This organizational support from unions translated continued downwards into its membership:
1979 and 1982 campaign surveys found that 76 percent and 82 percent of union households
respectively supported his candidacy, providing “Dicks very good marks in the areas of being
accessible, providing honest representation, and getting federal funds for the district.”?%>

Despite these successes early in Dicks’s tenure in Congress, economic challenges
continued to threaten the social fabric and economy of Kitsap County as the first of five BRAC
rounds loomed in 1988.2%¢ Indicative of this continued community anxiety over base closures, in
1985, PSNBA president Henry Milander expressed “‘The general tenor with regard to the area’s
naval installations... is not very bright.””?°” While union workers at Naval bases throughout

Kitsap County did not mobilize to the same extent as loggers on the Olympic Peninsula, PSNS

workers remained deeply concerned with the economic challenges facing the Kitsap Peninsula
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on their livelihoods and those of their fellow workers, with Kitsap County union workers
identifying in solidarity with each other and Kitsap County community members being actively
engaged with BRAC’s developments. Recognizing the region’s concern “about possible
personnel cuts at PSNS between 1987 and 1989,” Dicks continued his work to get “more repair
work assigned to Puget Sound Naval Shipyard,” describing the task as “‘his highest priority.””">%
Pushing back against BRAC and the threatened loss of federal funding for Kitsap County
successfully, Dicks brokered a funding compromise in Congress to extend the supercarrier USS
Nimitz’s stationing in Bremerton from 1989 to at least 1990. In doing so, the Naval bases in
Kitsap County automatically survived the first BRAC round in 1988 which brought “economic
development... continuing jobs... [and] a steady payroll” for working-class Kitsap County
residents.?””

While Kitsap County survived in the 1988 BRAC round and later the 1991 BRAC round
in part through Dicks’s efforts, union workers’ and Kitsap community members’ fears did not
subside.?? Relaying these concerns to Dicks, a 1992 survey commissioned as part of a strategy
memorandum for the Dicks campaign reported that “voters... are concerned about the economy”
before advising Dicks “since you have done a lot for economic development in the district, this is
another issue that will be important to focus on.”°! Echoing this survey, Kitsap County residents
similarly expressed their concerns with BRAC publicly through letters to the editor. As PSNS
union worker Keith Phillips put it: “We have dedicated our lives to the defense of our nation,
whether it be in uniform or behind a welder... Please go to battle for us. Federal workers in
Kitsap County are the finest in the country. Please answer Kitsap pleas.”?

In line with the strategy memorandum’s recommendations and the concerns of his

constituents, Dicks continued his emphasis on securing federal funds for Kitsap County.
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Negotiating with fellow Congressmembers and in debates on the floor of the House of
Representatives, Dicks expressed that he was “concerned about the sharp decline in defense
spending... concerned about the loss of jobs all over this country... where we have had
thousands and thousands of people lose their jobs in the defense industry.”% Ultimately, Dicks’s
advocacy efforts for Kitsap County’s Naval base proved successful, securing $39 million in
funding for 400 housing units and $26.6 million for Bachelor Enlisted Quarters even though he
only initially requested “$19.5 million for 200 family housing units in Kitsap County as well as
$13.3 million for Bachelor Enlisted Quarters at PSNS,” and more importantly helping PSNS to
survive the 1993 round of BRAC.3%

While other military communities across the country found their local economies
damaged by the closure of bases in their communities, Kitsap County profited substantially from
the following rounds of BRAC. Following the 1995 round of BRAC, “the base closure process
ha[d] fueled a growth boom” for Kitsap County’s Naval installations, gaining 126 new jobs on
top of PSNS’s current workforce of approximately 10,500 employees — making Bremerton’s
PSNS the Navy’s largest public shipyard at the time.>*° In a similar logic to the timber industry’s
collapse on the Olympic Peninsula having effects on local economies that reverberated beyond
loggers themselves, the preservation of Kitsap County union jobs maintained the economic
health of the community. To this end, an article in 7he Sun reported that “Economists say that for
every three Navy jobs introduced to the area, roughly two additional jobs are generated — in
construction, retail, sales and service industries - through a phenomenon known as the ‘multiplier
effect.””3% Later in 2005, Kitsap County survived its fifth and final round of BRAC, securing

1,401 new jobs and $116.7 million in military construction contracts.>"’
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With the preservation of the traditional economic engine of the military in Kitsap County,
economic and civic life has been able to expand throughout Kitsap County - such as through
suburbanization into previously sparsely populated communities like Silverdale accompanied by
the establishment of the Kitsap Mall and influx of small businesses.*

Figure 6: Site of Kitsap Mall in Silverdale, Washington in 1977°%

Figure 7: Site of Kitsap Mall and Surrounding Areas in Silverdale, Washington in 20243'°
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Likewise, in Bremerton, the preservation of the military-dominant economy and local
unions contributed to the structural conditions necessary for unions to play an active role in
Bremerton’s economic and community revitalization. Beginning in the 1990s under the
leadership of mayors Louis Mentor and Lynn Horton and accelerated in the 2000s under mayor
Cary Bozeman, efforts were made to invest in community economic and civic life, leading to
projects such as building the Kitsap Community Center or renovating the Bremerton Ferry
Terminal. Given the preservation of unions and its social fabric as well as the traditional
economic engine of the Navy, union members avoided becoming “left behind” by a changing
community, instead playing an active role in its revitalization, a different trajectory compared to
the Olympic Peninsula or other regions of the country such as the Rust Belt.3!! Indicative of the
contributions that unions played in contributing to the revitalization of Kitsap County and
Bremerton, plaques of local Kitsap County unions can be seen in downtown Bremerton’s ferry
terminal in recognition for their financial contributions to its renovation, demonstrating the
longevity of union as part of the social and political fabric of Kitsap County.

Figure 8: Examples of Local Puget Sound Naval Shipyard Unions Contributing to Bremerton

Ferry Terminal Revitalization Efforts'?
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Today, in Kitsap County, Democratic Party loyalties among unionized workers and their
families have remained stronger than those of loggers on the Olympic Peninsula, largely due to
preserving union strength. This resilience of union strength in filling an important social role for
workers in Kitsap County has become especially important in recent years, given the decline of
social capital in Kitsap County, similar to the Olympic Peninsula. In reviews of phone books and
city directories, while in 1970, Kitsap County boasted at least 72 fraternal or community
organizations, in 2024, this number has decreased to 21.3!% Indeed, for workers and political
observers in Kitsap County, the union as a social and political force has remained active in
promoting solidarity among members and the maintenance of long-standing Democratic Party
ties held among union members, even increasing in recent years.3'* As one union leader of the
Bremerton Metal Trades Council described, “We’ve gotten more traction than we used to.”3!3
Given the preservation of the traditional economic engine of the Navy and Kitsap County, other
industries through the multiplier effect have remained intact, allowing other unions in Kitsap
County to remain active, with a longtime member and a current leader of Teamsters Local 589
describing “The union communities are getting stronger... Even though we have the divisiveness
in our area, they know deep down inside, they know we need to work together.”*'® Through this
sustained organizational power, public sector unions in Kitsap County continue to regularly
participate in politics, providing monetary and endorsement support for Democratic candidates
as well as voting support from their rank-and-file membership in line with national trends of
public sector unions maintaining especially strong Democratic loyalties.*!”

Amplifying these sustained Democratic Party loyalties among unions in Kitsap County
has been continued local outreach and focus on their material concerns by other Democratic

politicians. For instance, US Representative Derek Kilmer has been praised for continuing
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Dicks’s strong track record of securing federal funding for PSNS and his robust constituent
services support for shipyard workers, and Kitsap County state senator Drew Hansen has worked
to advance pro-labor legislation such as Washington State’s Worker Protection Act.?!'® This has
contrasted with Republican candidates who have largely continued to provide a lack of attention
towards unions and demonstrate a tendency to emphasize more polarized stances on social
issues. Influenced by the non-partisan working culture of the Department of the Navy and the
Hatch Act, most union workers, as a leader in the Bremerton Metal Trades Council observed,
hold “center to center-left views” before reflecting that “Republicans moved further right than

the area was willing to follow.”3!°

Unions and Social Capital Today

Although today, Washington State remains one of the most heavily unionized states in
the country, this has not translated across all industries in all parts of the state. Instead, the path
divergence between organized labor on the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas through the survival
of public sector unions in Kitsap County has helped to maintain strong Democratic Party
loyalties in the county, while the decline of private sector logging unions on the Olympic
Peninsula has contributed to more difficult victories for Democrats. While this variation between
Kitsap and Olympic Peninsula union presence provides some explanations for Kitsap County’s
stronger Democratic Party performance compared to counties on the Olympic Peninsula such as
Clallam, Mason, and Grays Harbor Counties, unions alone are not the silver bullet for explaining
Democratic Party resilience. Even Kitsap County, despite the survival of its public sector unions,
has faced elements of union decline since the 1970s. To partially illustrate this decline in
organized labor across rural Western Washington by county, I constructed a dataset containing

information on the number of unions in rural Western Washington from 1970 to 2024, sourcing
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information from city directories and phonebooks.??° As seen in the table below, compared to
1970, national trends of union decline have still affected rural Western Washington:

Table 5: Number of Unions by County, 1970 to 2024

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2024

Clallam 10 10 8 8 7 4
County

Grays 27 19 27 10 6 8
Harbor

County

Jefferson 1 2 3 2 1 1
County

Kitsap 40 30 31 25 7 23
County

Mason 2 2 2 2 No Data 2
County

Additionally, while labor leaders today share that organized labor in rural Western
Washington continues to support the Democratic Party through money and manpower, linkages
between the Democratic Party as an organization and unions have weakened.*?! Accelerating this
decay in linkages has been broader declines of community interconnectedness in the aftermath of
the COVID-19 pandemic, in which many liberal activists from both the Democratic Party and
unions have noted disengagement. Such decline in organizational linkages have developed a

situation in which one leader of the Thurston-Lewis-Mason Central Labor Council expressed “It
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used to be that labor used to say yes to every Democrat and any Republican who was pro-labor
and everyone would get money... It’s not good enough anymore to say you’re a Democrat, what
do you actually do?”3%2

Perhaps most importantly notably to why unions alone are not the silver bullet for
Democratic Party resilience is the fact that political outcomes on the Olympic Peninsula continue
to run counter to expectations. For instance, despite a low union presence in Jefferson County,
Democratic Party performance in this county has consistently been the strongest in the region,
surpassing even Kitsap County. Additionally, despite experiencing union decline, Clallam,
Mason, and Grays Harbor Counties see Democrats remaining competitive.’?* Consequently,
while sustained public sector union presence in Kitsap County has helped preserve Democratic
Party strength, this presence is insufficient to explain the Democratic Party’s resilience.

Despite this decline in the social interconnectedness of the Olympic Peninsula stemming
from the decline of organized labor, fixtures of conservative community institutions in other
rural white working-class regions, such as NRA-affiliated gun clubs, have failed to provide a
compelling alternative to traditionally liberal organizations in the social fabric of rural Western
Washington. In other states where NRA-affiliated gun clubs are well established in community
social fabrics, these gun clubs have played an important role in providing social opportunities for
community members and have contributed to socializing their members into adopting more
conservative sympathies.??* However, based off a review of the NRA’s “Find Your Club” tool
and a review of phone books and city directories from 1970 to 2024, the amount of gun clubs in
rural Western Washington has remained consistently small. Today, only 12 NRA-affiliated gun
clubs existing in the region, with multiple gun owners in rural Western Washington that I

interviewed noting that community members often prefer to shoot informally with friends rather
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than in a formal club environment.>?* By contrast, in more conservative regions such as Western
Pennsylvania, Newman and Skocpol found that over 250 NRA-affiliated gun clubs existed in the
region.’?6 With their limited physical presence over time, NRA-affiliated gun clubs have failed to
assert themselves as strong components of the social fabric of communities throughout rural
Western Washington, thereby missing an opportunity to fill the gap left by the collapse of the
timber industry on the Olympic Peninsula.

Table 6: NRA-Affiliated Gun Clubs in Rural Western Washington, 1970 - 2024°%’

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2024
Clallam 4 4 4 4 4 4
Grays 1 1 1 1 1 1
Harbor
Jefferson 1 1 1 1 1 1
Kitsap 1 1 3 3 3 4
Mason 1 1 1 1 1 2

In addition to conservative organizations failing to establish a strong presence in rural
Western Washington, the survival of local newspapers as community fixtures in the region
despite their disappearance in other parts of the country has contributed to the preservation of
community interconnectedness in the region necessary for continued Democratic Party
loyalties.??® In each county of rural Western Washington, at least one local newspaper continues
to exist, with their existence enabling residents of the region to continue receiving information
about their community and their neighbors, as well as engage in community debates through

avenues such as letters to the editor.’?” Recognizing the value of this robust local media
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environment, residents of rural Western Washington have advocated for its preservation given its
continued important role in providing much of the region with their news. As Erik Nelson of Port
Townsend wrote in a letter to the editor, “The public interest is served... by maintaining news
diversity through competition... [I] advocate instead moderate regulation to protect diversity,
local news, and competition.”33°

However, while the lack of NRA-affiliated gun clubs and preservation of local
newspapers have helped preserved rural Western Washington’s social fabric today, the role of
right-wing churches and the Christian right in shaping the social capital of the region has proven
more complex. In addition to NRA-affiliated gun clubs, churches and the Christian right have
similarly helped shape the social fabric of other rural white working-class regions across the
country, with megachurches and nondenominational churches largely serving as social spaces in
addition to places of worship that help to socialize adherents into adopting conservative
viewpoints.*3! This growing importance of the Christian right constituency in conservative
networks has increased since the 1960s in response to social changes such as the Sexual
Revolution and the growing representation of women in higher education and the workforce,
leading to Americans increasingly turning towards the Christian right to provide a sense of order
amid upheaval.’*? With a 2024 report by Pew Research finding that 85 percent of white
evangelical Christians who are registered voters expressed support for the Republican Party and
Trump winning approximately 80 percent of white evangelical Christians during the 2024
election, white evangelical Christians have comprised an important constituency and base of
support for the Republican Party.33?

While comparable rural white working-class regions, such as Western Pennsylvania,

possess six megachurches within a 100-mile radius of Pittsburgh, within rural Western

90



Washington, there only exists one megachurch in Kitsap County, a finding which at first glance
suggests the limited presence of the Christian right in promoting community interconnectedness
in the region.’** However, despite the limited presence of megachurches in rural Western
Washington, evangelical Protestant Christian churches have been growing while Catholic and
mainline Protestant Christian churches have been stagnating. From 1980 to 2020, the number of
evangelical Protestant churches across rural Western Washington has more than doubled from
135 congregations to 274 congregations. By contrast, during the same period, the number of
Catholic and mainline Protestant Christian churches in the region has only increased from 109
congregations to 111 congregations, with the number of Catholic and mainline Protestant
churches even declining in Clallam and Grays Harbor Counties.

Table 7: Number of Evangelical Protestant Churches in Rural Western Washington, 1980 to

2020°%
1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
Clallam 26 39 37 59 52
Grays Harbor | 38 40 43 59 55
Jefferson 9 10 14 19 18
Kitsap 49 70 81 119 119
Mason 13 19 18 26 30

Table 8: Number of Catholic and Mainline Protestant Churches in Rural Western Washington,

1980 to 2020°3°
1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
Clallam 18 19 20 17 17
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Grays Harbor | 35 36 33 33 27

Jefferson 8 9 10 10 10
Kitsap 40 44 52 44 44
Mason 8 9 10 14 13

However, while the number of evangelical Protestant churches has increased while the
number of Protestant and Catholic churches have remained relatively stagnant since 1980 in rural
Western Washington, this increase’s impact on shaping the social fabric of the region has been
mitigated by broader trends of declining religiosity in the region. Indeed, according to
aggregated county-level data from 2014 to 2023, rural Western Washington’s lack of religiosity
has weakened the ability for the Christian right to secure influence within conservative politics in
the region. In rural Western Washington, the percentage of the population that is religiously
unaffiliated ranges from a low of 34 percent being religiously unaffiliated (Grays Harbor
County) to a high of 51.4 percent (Jefferson County).**” By comparison, the percentage of the
national population that is religiously unaffiliated has ranged from 21 percent to 27 percent from
2013 to 2023.33® The number of evangelical Protestant churches may be increasing, but the
proportion of the population actually attending them has declined, a finding sustained through
interviews with community members in rural Western Washington who have overwhelmingly

noted the limited role that church community factors into their lives.

Conclusion: Beyond Community Institutions

The collapse of the timber industry and organized labor on the Olympic Peninsula and the
preservation of the Navy-based economy and organized labor on the Kitsap Peninsula had

profound impacts on the social and political identities of community members throughout the
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region. While the maintenance of its economy and social fabric through the preservation of
organized labor enabled Kitsap County to possess the structural conditions necessary to foster
social and political identities that remained sympathetic to the Democratic Party, the vacuum in
the social fabric of the Olympic Peninsula left communities feeling “left behind,” contributing to
a growing sense of rural consciousness which has made Democratic Party support on the
Olympic Peninsula more tenuous.

However, where conservatives have had the greatest opportunity to make gains,
particularly on the Olympic Peninsula after the collapse of the timber industry, conservatives
have been unable to fill the vacuum left by the disappearance of organized labor and social
capital in former timber communities, with features of other conservative organizational
networks in other states such as NRA-affiliated gun clubs lacking a robust presence in rural
Western Washington, thereby preventing conservatives from asserting themselves as important
components of the social fabric of the region. Yet, while this path divergence between the Kitsap
and Olympic Peninsulas may help to explain why voters in Grays Harbor and Mason Counties
today support the Democratic Party to a lesser extent compared to voters in Kitsap County,
support for the Democratic Party on the Olympic Peninsula remains higher than expected when
compared to regions which have similarly experienced organized labor and economic collapse,
such as the Rust Belt.

Consequently, while structural explanations examining the role of organizations in
shaping the social and political identities of communities may partially explain the political
development of rural Western Washington, the resilience of the Democratic Party on the
Olympic Peninsula despite the absence of organized labor sets the stage for us to examine the

role of organizational networks as mobilizing forces to understand the resilience of the
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Democratic Party in rural Western Washington, especially on the Olympic Peninsula. As we will
see in Chapter four, to fill the gap left by organized labor on the Olympic Peninsula and bolster
liberal organizing in Kitsap County, a highly collaborative liberal organizational network built
upon the Democratic Party and statewide liberal organizational infrastructure has emerged since
the late 1990s to mobilize voters in support of liberal candidates effectively. By contrast, the
conservative equivalent of this organizational network built upon the Republican Party and
statewide conservative organizational infrastructure has been less effective in mobilizing voters,

plagued by intra-network in-fighting and a lack of collaboration.

Chapter Four: Liberals in Lockstep and Conservative Cacophony

On a cold December night in 2014, a political storm brewed during the Kitsap County
Republican Party reorganizing meeting. What was supposed to be a routine election of the
party’s new leadership for the upcoming biennium turned into a dramatic scene in which Chris
Tibbs, the moderate county chair, denied Tea-Party aligned vice chair Linda Simpson from the
meeting.**° Disenchanted, Simpson left Republican activism entirely, yet another casualty in the
battles within the conservative organizational network from 1976 to 2024. The night was
emblematic of a broader development: while liberals in rural Western Washington have built a
highly collaborative organizational network, conservatives struggled with fragmentation,
weakening their mobilization efforts.

In addition to shaping community and political identity, organizational networks shape
political development as mobilizing forces that persuade or dissuade voters. With community
institutions such as organized labor alone being unable to explain the resilience of the
Democratic Party in rural Western Washington, this prompts the question — what organizational

infrastructure has emerged on the left and right in recent decades to fill the organizational
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vacuum left by organized labor’s collapse on the Olympic Peninsula or supplement liberal
activism on the Kitsap Peninsula? Furthermore, what are the organizational features that shape
how they influence voters?

To this end, I begin by examining the traditional organizational pillars of the left and
right, the Democratic and Republican Parties, and the Christian right, contrasting the Democrats’
stronger local focus with the Republicans’ weaker local presence and substantial intra-party
conflict influenced by an adversarial Christian right. However, given that parties alone do not
mobilize voters, I also examine the emergence of competing state-level organizational networks
on the left and right in recent decades that have shaped voter mobilization by examining their
organizational capacities and political tactics. On the left, a highly collaborative gang of four
organizations — the Progress Alliance of Washington, the Washington Budget and Policy Center,
Fuse Washington, and the Institute for a Democratic Future — have emerged in recent decades to
mobilize support for Democratic candidates and progressive causes. By contrast, equivalent
organizations on the right — the Washington Policy Center, Americans for Prosperity, and the
Jennifer Dunn Leadership Institute — which have been funded or linked together by the Koch
Network have been less closely coordinated and widespread in rural Western Washington, with
lack of collaboration and disinvestment of resources for key organizational capacities in recent
years weakening the effectiveness of conservative networks to mobilize voters. Yet, success in
influencing voters can be examined beyond political office, and conservative success in passing
ballot initiatives suggests that conservatives may have more success in rural Western

Washington than may be intuitive.
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The Parties

For much of the 20th century, local Democratic parties in rural Western Washington were
social hubs as much as mobilizing organizations. Newspaper archives and interviews with
longtime party members paint a picture of lively gatherings - picnics, dinners, and holiday parties
- designed to foster social bonds and keep supporters engaged year-round.>*° Similar to their
Democratic candidates’ concerted outreach to local communities, county Democratic Parties
cemented their community presence by participating in planning commissions for local county
fairs, and making social events available to the public and, on occasion, even Republicans.4!
When conflicts arose, they were typically resolved internally, preventing the factional
fragmentation that frequently derailed Republican efforts.>*

While economic turmoil in the 1980s and 1990s disrupted local Democratic Parties’
places in the social fabric of their communities, they remained influential mobilizing forces in
the region’s liberal organizational network. From 1976 to 2024, local Democratic Parties in rural
Western Washington have maintained active and fully staffed party leadership boards, enabling
Democrats to engage in innovative outreach tactics such as developing their own voter databases
in the 1990s to conduct targeted voter outreach prior to the emergence of modern tools such as
NGP.3#

By contrast, local Republican Parties throughout rural Western Washington have
possessed more variable and weaker leadership capacities from 1976 to 2024. While all five
county Republican Parties possessed elected party leadership during this period, these parties at
times struggled to fill all positions and field committees beyond their executive boards.>**

Furthermore, local Republican Parties have struggled with high leadership turnover, further

weakening local Republican Parties’ abilities to engage in long-term capacity building.’*
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Precinct Committee Olfficers

Like their candidate counterparts, county Democratic Parties in rural Western
Washington have maintained a strong year-round local presence in the region, evidenced in part
by robust Precinct Committee Officer (PCO) operations from 1976 to 2024 as noted in
newspaper articles and with party leaders.>*® As trained party volunteers elected by party
members in their neighborhoods, PCOs serve as neighborhood captains who mobilize party
members during and outside of election years, enabling local parties, especially the Democratic
Party, to have a sustained local presence year-round.**’ By contrast, weakening the Republican
Party’s influence has been its limited physical presence within the region.>*® As noted by
longtime Republican Party leaders such as the current Kitsap County Republican Party Chair,
local Republican Parties have not historically engaged in year-round organizing through a robust
PCO program, only becoming active during the months leading up to elections.**

To quantify the extent of local party presence in communities through PCOs in recent
decades, I constructed a dataset detailing the percentages of precincts filled by each party’s
PCOs in each county from 2000 to 2024 utilizing PCO lists from archived party websites.>>°
While it is difficult to provide direct comparisons between parties over time given unavailability
of data, some trends emerge within parties across time. For instance, from 2000 to 2024,
Democrats in rural Western Washington have generally achieved PCO coverage in at least half
of all precincts in most counties, facilitating an active local presence, and the Jefferson County
Democrats have consistently boasted the region’s highest PCO coverage with 83.78 percent
coverage in 2024. Coincidentally, voters in Jefferson County routinely provide the highest vote
share to Democratic candidates out of all counties in rural Western Washington. Similarly, where

local Republican Parties have improved PCO coverage, Republican electoral performance has
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improved. From 2000 to 2024, Mason County Republicans have steadily increased their local
PCO presence, overtaking the Mason County Democrats in 2018. Today in 2024, a Republican
PCO is present in 87.5 percent of precincts in Mason County, contributing to the comparatively
greater performance of the Mason County Republicans over other counties in the region.?>!

Figure 9: Voting Patterns in Jefferson County, 2000 — 2024 with Democratic PCOs Overlaid

Figure 10: Voting Patterns in Mason County, 2000 — 2024 with Democratic and Republican

PCOs Overlaid

Party Platforms
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Local Democratic Parties have also maintained a robust local material focus through their
greater emphasis on local and economic issues compared to local Republican Parties. With party
platforms becoming an increasingly useful tool for political scientists to examine changes in
party agendas at the national and state levels, scholars such as Kirsten Walters and Theda
Skocpol have noted the increasing polarization and nationalization of state party platforms,
evident through issues such as immigration.>?

To track the amount of attention provided to local issues in county party platforms in
rural Western Washington, I created a dataset of 57 county party platforms, sourcing these
platforms from archived county party websites utilizing the WayBack Machine as well as
contacting old party chairs. The 57 platforms include 28 Democratic Party platforms and 29
Republican Party platforms. Influenced by Walters’s and Skocpol’s method of tracking attention
to mentions of immigration in state party platforms, I measure attention to local issues as the
percentage of platform planks that reference local issues or governments, given that raw counts
would be inappropriate due to varying lengths of party platforms. While this collection of party
platforms has limitations in tracking the extent of attention county parties in rural Western
Washington provided to local issues, given that not all counties in all years are represented in the
dataset, the data provides a useful starting point for understanding political parties’ varying local

presence.
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11: Percentage of Rural Western Washington Party Platform Planks That Mention Local

Issues, 2000 - 202433

Save for 2008, local Democratic Parties in rural Western Washington have generally paid
greater attention to local issues than their Republican Party counterparts, signaling a greater
emphasis on maintaining a strong local presence. With Democrats avoiding discussion of
nationalized and social issues to a greater extent than Republicans, 13 out of 28 Democratic
platforms discussed the issue of immigration compared to 19 out of 29 Republican platforms
discussing this issue. Likewise, while only 18 out of 28 Democratic Party platforms discussed
abortion, 28 out of 29 Republican Party platforms discussed this issue. Furthermore, while 24 out
of 28 Democratic platforms (85.71 percent) addressed job creation and labor issues, a
comparatively smaller proportion of Republican platforms, 21 out of 29 (72.41 percent), focused
on these topics.

However, while local Democratic Parties in rural Western Washington have been strong
mobilizing forces in the region, this strength has largely developed without robust state party
support.>>* With the state party historically lacking a robust apparatus to provide substantial

support to local parties, one Democratic Party leader described the environment as one in which
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“if you wanted to get something done, you had to do it yourself.”*> Of course, local Democratic
Parties could not do it all. From 1976 to 2024, local Democratic Parties have struggled to
maintain permanent office spaces, generally only establishing headquarters during presidential
election years, although as of 2024, three out of five counties in rural Western Washington now
maintain office spaces — Clallam, Kitsap, and Mason Counties.*®

In recent decades, the state Democratic Party has provided increased support for local
Democratic Parties, including establishing a Party Affairs Coordinator position in 2008 to
provide logistical and operations support for local parties, but support has not been evenly
distributed statewide.?>” Additionally, since at least 2004, Democratic coordinated campaigns for
presidential elections have ceased establishing local headquarters on the Olympic Peninsula, with
any headquarters in rural Western Washington being based in Kitsap County.**® Likewise, while
the House Democratic Campaign Committee has regularly provided support for targeted state
legislative races in districts like the 26™ legislative district in Kitsap County and, until 2020, in
the 19" legislative district in Grays Harbor County, the HDCC executive director confirmed that
during the 2024, races on the Olympic Peninsula were not targeted for intensive state support.>>
With this lack of support from the state party, Democratic Party leaders in counties like Grays
Harbor or Mason Counties have felt abandoned, with 19™ legislative district former state
legislator and Grays Harbor Democratic Party leader Brian Blake expressing his frustration that
state support in the 2024 election “was just almost nonexistent... So it was really brutal for local
candidates who were pretty much on their own.”3%°

Local Republican Parties in rural Western Washington have also been weakened by
limited state support, amplified by a high degree of party infighting which has weakened their

outreach capacities.*®! Describing these intra-party tensions since 1980 and how in-fighting in
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rural Western Washington has been among the worst statewide, former chair of the Washington
State Republican Party Kirby Wilbur expressed “these divisions get so personal... they would
rather see a Democrat win.”*%? Elaborating on the negative impact of “these big ugly party
fights,” Wilbur noted “that [it] hurts the Republican Party's ability on the local level because you
have first time people come into the caucus say... I don't want any part of this...” And it's really

hard to recruit new people to chaos. And I think that's hurt the party across the state.”¢?

The Christian Right

Contributing to this conservative cacophony has been the Christian right, a distinct and
often adversarial traditional pillar of Washington State’s conservative organizational network.
While the Christian right has largely failed to shape the social fabric of rural Western
Washington, it remained a notable mobilizing force, beginning with Jerry Falwell’s Moral
Majority movement. Indicative of its influence nationally, the Moral Majority registered “at least
2 million” new conservative voters and built local Republican Party organizations in localities
lacking pre-existing infrastructure.’®* At 12,000 members, Washington State’s Moral Majority
chapter was the movement’s largest and one of its most active state chapters, and one of the few
nationwide to build active county chapters.>®®> Leveraging this local infrastructure, the Moral
Majority lobbied for legislation and canvassed actively for aligned candidates, helping to elect at
least 31 candidates to the State Legislature statewide in 1980 such as Ellen Craswell.>%¢

In line with a broader national decline of the Moral Majority, the Moral Majority’s
prominence in Washington State became superseded in the late 1980s by Pat Robertson’s
Christian Coalition, which organized conferences, rallies, and candidate trainings as well as
distributed political pamphlets in churches.**” Unlike the Moral Majority, which built its

organization around preachers and evangelical Christians as frontline activists, the Christian
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Coalition’s local leadership centered around small business leaders and pre-existing political
activists of broad faith traditions.>¢8

Seeking greater influence within the Republican Party, the Christian Coalition notably
contributed to “divisive” intra-party fighting which weakened the capacity for the state party to
support its county parties. Throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, the Christian Coalition regularly
contested but failed to secure the Washington State Republican Party Chairmanship.’®® Likewise,
the Christian Coalition fought to assert its policy priorities on the party platform, such as in 1992
when they “took control of the state convention... and crafted a platform that denounced yoga
and witchcraft,” leading to “some bitter feelings” among Republicans and provided Democrats
with fodder for criticism which contributed to Republican defeats such as Ellen Craswell.>”°

Speaking to this conservative cacophony, many conservatives and religious communities
in rural Western Washington expressed their disdain for the Christian right.3”! In a letter to the
editor, former Republican congressional candidate for Washington’s 6" Congressional District
Ken Lund wrote that “I was dismayed to realize how badly divided the Republican Party is. I
found a large number of people who think of themselves as conservative Republicans and resent
having the Christian Coalition’s socio-political agenda crammed down their throats... Their
divisive tactics have hurt the Republican Party.”*”? Likewise, during the 1996 election, the
Mainstream Republicans faction of the Kitsap Republican Party joined Planned Parenthood and
the National Abortion Rights Action League to protest the state Republican Party’s pro-life
platform, diminishing conservative cohesion in rural Western Washington.>”®

By the late 1990s, the Christian Coalition’s position as a leading force in the Washington
State Christian right movement collapsed.?’* In its place, elite policy advocacy Christian right

organizations have emerged, with the Family Policy Institute of Washington (FPIW) and the
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Discovery Institute being among the among consequential. Founded in the early 2000s, the
FPIW is a coordinated apparatus of organizations consisting of a policy-oriented 501(c)3
nonprofit, a 501(c)4, and a political action committee that aims to mobilize Christian
conservatives to political action by publishing voter and policy lobbying guides, and interfacing
with conservative churches throughout the year.?”> Likewise, the Discovery Institute, a 501(c)3
nonprofit organization founded in 1991, similarly publishes policy briefs, albeit on national
issues, and organizes events that bring together Christian conservatives.’® Although Christian
right think tanks, both organizations have extensively published policy briefs to advance a wide
range of conservative objectives, including lowering taxes and election integrity.3”’

Despite both organizations’ broad focus on public policy issues important to
conservatives beyond culturally conservative issues, and the FPIW’s connections to the Koch
Network, limited evidence exists suggesting that they have partnered extensively with other
conservative organizations such as those discussed later in this chapter, especially in rural
Western Washington.>’® The FPIW’s 32 local conservative organizational partners are mostly
siloed on the Christian right and none are focused directly on rural Western Washington.?”®
Within Washington State’s conservative organizational network, the Christian right has largely
operated independently.3°

The effects of this intra-party fighting, limited support from the state party for local
parties, and lack of robust physical presence in conjunction with an uncooperative Christian right
have manifested in a largely weak and ineffective Republican Party, contrasting with the
comparatively better organized and locally focused Democrats. However, these traditional left

and right organizational lynchpins have not mobilized voters alone without support from other

organizational partners. As one leader from the Olympic Central Labor Council put it, organizing

104



“requires a lot of outside help.”®! Indeed, new liberal and conservative organizational
infrastructures have emerged beginning in the 1990s and 2000s to bolster local activism and fill
the organizational vacuum left by organized labor on the Olympic Peninsula. Consequently, to
understand liberal resilience in rural Western Washington, we must examine these organizations'

presence, functions, and relationships in their efforts to influence voters.

New Elite State Organizational Infrastructure

On the left and right, elite state organizational infrastructure has emerged to influence and
mobilize voters throughout rural Western Washington. Through a coalition of organizations
connected through funding or staffing overlap, the Progress Alliance of Washington (“the
purse”), the Washington Budget and Policy Center (“the brains”), Fuse Washington (“the attack
dog”), and the Institute for a Democratic Future (“the next generation’) have emerged as the
highly collaborative four horsemen of Washington State’s liberal organizational network that
have bolstered liberal organizing statewide, including in rural Western Washington. By contrast,
while equivalent pillars of Washington State’s conservative organizational infrastructure - the
Washington Policy Center, Americans for Prosperity, and the Jennifer Dunn Leadership Institute
- have been financially and organizationally linked through varying degrees of connection to the
Koch Network, disinvestment in key components of this infrastructure, coupled with a lack of

collaboration with the Christian right, has weakened conservative mobilization efforts.*
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Figure 12: Concept Map of Organizational Relationships Between Elite Organizational

Infrastructure

Progress Alliance of Washington and the Koch Brothers: The Purse

Founded in 2006 by a group of wealthy progressive donors, the Progress Alliance of
Washington State has been a core player in building progressive organizational infrastructure in
Washington State. Focused on the long-term mission of strengthening the “progressive
movement in Washington state,” the Progress Alliance of Washington has adopted “an
infrastructure approach — investing in leadership development, community-based organizations,
and tools and capacities” rather than “focusing on single campaigns or individual issues.”%3
Since its founding, the Progress Alliance of Washington granted over $15 million and stewarded
over $6 million for over a dozen organizations in their portfolio, and helped “launch more than
10 new programs and organizations” covering a broad range of capacities ranging from
communications development to policy research.’®* Along with funding organizations, the

Progress Alliance of Washington promotes collaborative working relationships among
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organizations within Washington State’s liberal organizational network such as through the
overlap of senior leadership and board members across organizations within the Progress
Alliance of Washington’s portfolio.3%

For its long-term infrastructure-building work, the Progress Alliance of Washington has
gained a strong reputation among liberal activists and organizational leaders who have cited this
consortium of donors' importance in empowering the progressive movement statewide. Because
of its ties to organizations with organizing presence in rural Western Washington, the Progress
Alliance of Washington’s efforts have trickled down to benefit organizing efforts in the region,
supporting groups like Washington State’s elite liberal think tanks and rural-focused organizing
groups such as Rural People’s Voice.?86

By contrast, conservative funding streams in Washington State have been much more
variable. Aside from the Koch brothers, who have provided the most sustained presence in
supporting coordinated conservative organizational infrastructure in Washington State similar to
their efforts in other states, multiple Washington State Republican Party Chairs have noted a lack
of consistent funding from donors to sustain long-term infrastructure building for conservative
advocacy and mobilization efforts, instead cycling every few years.*¥” However, even the Koch
brothers have not fully supported all organizational capacities necessary for successful
mobilization, and have failed to bridge fiscally conservative organizations with the socially
conservative Christian right which has weakened conservative cohesion in Washington State.3%3

Yet, while funding will always be an important component of strengthening
organizational capacity for political action, with the Progress Alliance of Washington building
this capacity for progressives in Washington State in recent decades, examining finances and

money flow alone will be insufficient to fully understand the expansion of the liberal
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organizational network of Washington State and how this infrastructure helps preserve liberal
loyalties in rural Western Washington. Indeed, by examining organizational activity within left
and right networks, we can understand more substantively how these organizations collaborate,
or fail to collaborate, to influence voters and policy in rural Western Washington.

Washington Budget and Policy Center & The Washington Policy Center: The Brains

Providing Democratic candidates and activists throughout rural Western Washington
with the policy information necessary to mobilize successful grassroots organization efforts, elite
think tanks in Washington State have emerged in recent decades and have gained a prominent
reputation among liberal activists in Washington State. Founded in 2006 (notably the same year
the Progress Alliance of Washington was founded), the Washington State Budget and Policy
Center (WSBPC) works to shape budget and tax policy to achieve progressive economic and
social objectives.*®® A 501(c)3 nonprofit organization, the WSBPC helps to bolster progressive
organizing throughout Washington State, including rural Western Washington, by supplying
activists at the grassroots level and political candidates with policy information talking points
through published research reports or short-form blog posts.

In its efforts to make its research accessible to activists and policymakers alike, the
WSBPC since its founding has regularly published its research through policy reports accessible
on its website and sent its reports to organizational partners statewide.>** Additionally, the
WSBPC has strengthened its influence among the public by maintaining a blog called the
“Schmudget Blog” since 2009 to communicate their research findings as well as general talking
points for progressive policy in an easily comprehensible manner.**! These publications have
become powerful resources for liberal activists and politicians, with multiple affirming the

importance of the WSBPC’s communications platforms in supplying them with accessible
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information to support their organizing efforts. As one local Democratic Party leader put it, “It

provides you with useful ammunition when you’re challenging conservatives.”**? Likewise, for
Democratic candidates running for political office in rural Western Washington, the policy and
polling information provided by the WSBPC have allowed candidates to be more strategic and

informed in their outreach to voters.>*?

While the WSBPC and similar liberal think tanks have provided liberal activists and
candidates with the policy information necessary to engage in effective organizing efforts, these
think tanks are not fully immune to the challenges facing liberal organizational networks in other
states, particularly with maintaining steady funding. Compared to conservative equivalents such
as the Washington Policy Center, the WSBPC, despite being funded by the Progress Alliance of
Washington, has consistently operated on smaller budgets and staff sizes (see Figure 13).3%*
With fundraising being a perennial point of concern for the liberal think tanks of Washington
State, the attention needed to address the short-term challenge of remaining solvent has partially
limited the ability to engage in more robust organizing efforts.>%>

Figure 13: Comparison of Washington Policy Center and Washington State Budget &

Policy Center Revenue, 2001 - 202337
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Despite this challenge, the influence of Washington State’s elite liberal think tanks in
shaping the politics of rural Western Washington cannot be understated, achieved in part through
their marriage of social and economic issues as inseparable. For the WSBPC and other liberal
organizations, their work has operated under the framework that social justice cannot be
achieved without economic justice, and the synthesis of these issues has enabled these think
tanks to frame policies through an economic lens rather than a social lens. With loggers and
shipyard workers noting their dislike of politicians exclusively focusing on social issues, this
packaging of social and economic issues has strengthened liberal organizing in rural Western
Washington by enabling liberal organizations, activists, and policymakers utilizing their research
to mitigate accusations of liberals engaging in “culture wars” by conservatives.>*’

As the WSBPC’s conservative equivalent, the Washington Policy Center (WPC) is a
501(c)3 nonprofit organization founded in 1997 that focuses on developing economic “Policy
research that fosters freedom, drives government accountability, and creates opportunities.”*8 In
its early years, the Washington Policy Center maintained a small operation with a budget of only
$400,000 and a staff of four workers in 2001; today, the WPC administers a budget of over $4
million and a staff of 25 workers.?? In the years following its founding, the WPC gained a
prominent reputation among conservatives, described as “The Heritage Foundation of the
Northwest” by Jack Kemp.*? In recent decades, the WPC has maintained ties to the Koch
Network through its membership in the State Policy Network and American Legislative
Exchange Council, as well as much of its funding coming from Koch-connected donors and
ventures.*'!

The WPC utilizes multiple mechanisms to advance its policy objectives: aggressive

campaigns to make research publicly available to voters and activists, and year-round outreach to
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elected officials throughout the state. To disseminate their research publicly, multiple WPC
leaders noted the WPC’s media engagement efforts through newspaper editorials and television
interviews, and attendance at community meetings statewide through their Speaker’s Bureau to
present research to local activists and community leaders.**? Furthermore, the WPC publishes
Citizens’ Guides and Policy Guides for Washington State on their website “for citizens and the

legislators who serve them.”*%3

Building upon these publicly available guides, the WPC regularly
meets with conservative lawmakers to share research and discuss policy areas of interest.*0*
Similar to their liberal rivals’ praise of the WSBPC, Republican Party leaders and politicians in
rural Western Washington have similarly praised the WPC for providing conservatives with the
information necessary to engage in effective mobilization efforts.*%

While both the WSBPC and the WPC have filled important roles within their respective
organizational networks by supplying activists and candidates with the research necessary to
conduct informed mobilization efforts, the extent of their influence is shaped by the existence or
non-existence of amplifying elite policy advocacy organizations. While liberals have established
Fuse Washington to fill this organizational capacity and boost liberal mobilization efforts, the
conservative equivalent through the Washington State chapter of Americans for Prosperity
(AFP) has proved ephemeral, contributing to conservative ineffectiveness in Washington State.
Fuse Washington and Americans for Prosperity: The Attack Dog

Affectionally self-described as “the most powerful organization in Washington State
politics that you’ve never heard of” or Washington “state’s largest progressive organization,”
Fuse Washington was founded in 2007 to function as the communications arm of Washington

State’s liberal organizational network to enable liberal activists and organizations to “go on the

offensive.”*% In line with this purposely broad mission, Fuse Washington advances liberal
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causes through a core set of strategies and projects, including administering a “Communications
Hub” to provide liberals, including the organizations detailed in this thesis, with communications
training and on-going communications staffing.*®” Through this portfolio, Fuse Washington
primarily functions as an attack dog for Washington State liberals, promising to “hold decision-
makers' feet to the fire.”08

Since its founding, Fuse Washington has become well-regarded by numerous progressive
activists.**” Cited among the most consequential of Fuse Washington’s communications projects
is its Progressive Voters Guide, which provides research, endorsements, and information on
down-ballot liberal candidates and ballot measures who would otherwise not “receive as much
attention.”*! Created in 2008, the Progressive Voters Guide has achieved a broad viewership,
with more than 2.5 million Washington voters having used the guide since its establishment, and
local Democratic Parties have made extensive use of the guide in their organizing and
endorsement efforts.*!!

Also as part of its broad-ranging organizational portfolio, Fuse Washington organizes
coalitions of grassroots activists to advocate for candidates and issues of interest, such as the
Defend Washington coalition during the 2024 election to mobilize opposition to conservative
ballot initiatives.*!? Like the Progress Alliance of Washington, enhancing Fuse Washington’s
ability to maintain this broad range of activities is its incorporation as both a 501(c)3 and
501(c)4. While the liberal policy think tanks of Washington State, such as the WSBPC, have
noted their inability to engage directly in partisan politics due to its 501(c)3 nonprofit status,
Fuse Washington’s dual incorporation as a 501(c)3 and 501(c)4 provides the organization with
flexibility in its choice of tactics, enabling Washington State’s liberal organizational network to

engage voters year-round effectively.*!3
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By contrast, equivalent elite strategic political advocacy organizations on the right,
particularly the Koch-backed AFP, have played a limited role in shaping conservative organizing
efforts in Washington State.*!* In other states with more successful conservative organizational
networks, a core component of their success has involved collaborations between elite policy
advocacy organizations and grassroots conservative activists, among the most influential
organizations of the former being the AFP. Founded nationally in 2004, the AFP served as a
continuation of the Koch brothers’ economically conservative organizing efforts beginning with
their previous Citizens for a Sound Economy (CSE) founded in 1984.

The Koch brothers have been involved in influencing Washington State politics since at
least 1991 through the CSE.*!> While the CSE ceased operations nationally in 2004, the Koch
Brothers resumed activity in Washington State in 2010 through the establishment of a state AFP
chapter. However, an examination of the Washington State AFP’s activities reveals a short-lived
organization that proved largely ineffective in mobilizing conservatives. To understand its
activities, I developed a dataset utilizing the Wayback Machine to gather organizational
information from archived AFP’s web pages, in total logging 83 posts between March of 2010 to
December of 2013, as well as interviewed the two chairs of the Washington State AFP chapter.

Limiting its ability to mobilize support for conservative causes, the AFP demonstrated
limited physical presence throughout Washington State and especially in rural Western
Washington. During its years of operation, the Washington State AFP chapter did not establish
any field offices beyond its headquarters, which were the homes of the Washington State AFP
state chapter chairs in King County and later Longview.*'¢ Additionally, the state chapter fielded
limited numbers of personnel, at its peak only possessing two staffers during its first couple years

of existence, influenced by a lack of financial support from the national AFP.*!
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In place of paid staffers and field offices to advance their objectives, the Washington
State AFP relied on an apparatus of volunteers sourced heavily from the Tea Party movement in
line with national trends of the AFP amplifying the grassroots efforts of Tea Party activists.*!® To
this end, 19 out of 83 Washington State-related posts from the AFP’s website indicated Tea Party
involvement in AFP events such as a “Take Back Washington” rally and four Tea Party Tax Day
rallies.*!” However, none of these events occurred in rural Western Washington, and interviews
with Washington State AFP leaders have indicated that organizational activity occurred in more
frequently in other parts of the state. Beyond rallies, the Washington State AFP’s activities in its
early years involved limited election engagement, with Washington State AFP Chair Kirby
Wilbur citing an example in which the Washington State AFP during the 2010 midterms
published informational pamphlets for seven competitive state legislative races, although none of
these efforts were directed towards rural Western Washington.*2°

The limited lack of presence of the Washington State AFP in rural Western Washington
may be partially explainable by the Tea Party movement’s absence in the same region despite
having a sizable statewide presence.*?! In their research of the national Tea Party movement,
Skocpol and Williamson identified 32 local Tea Parties across Washington State at the
movement’s peak in approximately 2011, making the Tea Party movement in Washington State
one of only 15 states to possess more than 30 local Tea Parties and one of only 12 states to
possess approximately four to six local Tea Parties per million people.*?? Likewise, a 2014 report
found that Washington State’s Tea Party movement ranked 14 out of 50 in total membership and
18 out of 50 in total number of local Tea Party organizations.*** Expanding on Skocpol and

Williamson’s initial list of Tea Party organizations, I conducted an additional online search,
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identifying at least 52 local Tea Party organizations statewide from 2010 to 2015.4>* In the map
below, counties shaded red are counties that have had Tea Party presence from 2010 to 2015.4%

Figure 14: Counties in Washington State with a Tea Party Presence, 2010 to 2015

Despite the prominence of the Tea Party movement in Washington State, its influence
was limited in rural Western Washington, as only four Tea Party groups existed in rural Western
Washington. Three were concentrated in Kitsap County while only one was in Grays Harbor
County; none existed in Clallam, Jefferson, or Mason Counties. By contrast, local Tea Parties in
Washington State were heavily concentrated in other parts of the state, such as the densely
populated Pierce and King Counties. Coincidentally, Pierce and King Counties experienced the
heaviest AFP activity. Today, evidence suggests that only one local Tea Party in rural Western
Washington, specifically in Kitsap County, remains active.*?

In the following years, the limited activity of the AFP scaled back even further as the
Washington State AFP discontinued its pamphlet distribution efforts in 2011.4*” Despite this

narrowing of activities, the Washington State AFP importantly continued bridging grassroots
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conservative activists through the Tea Party with elite conservative think tanks like the WPC,
which shared ideological alignment and organizational affiliation through their participation in
the Koch-backed State Policy Network. Describing the nature of the relationship between the
Washington State AFP and the WPC, Wilbur shared “The Washington Policy Center, we have
connections with them, and they were a good source for information and for facts... the WPC
belonged to the State Policy Network... if they had conferences, we would participate.”*?3
Through the Washington State AFP’s linkages between the WPC and local Tea Parties, a
symbiotic relationship emerged in which whenever the WPC published research findings on an
issue of interest, the Washington State AFP could host rallies or events that would mobilize
grassroots conservative activists, particularly Tea Party activists, thereby helping to deliver a
unified conservative message to win the support of voters.**

Nonetheless, in 2014, the Koch Brothers elected to shutter the Washington State AFP
chapter along with other state chapters in liberal states, severing support for grassroots Tea Party
activists.*** Without the Washington State AFP chapter to bridge grassroots Tea Party activism
and elite WPC research, conservative organizational networks possessed diminished capacity to
build and deliver a unified message to voters.

The Institute for a Democratic Future and the Jennifer Dunn Leadership Institute: The Next
Generation

With networks of organizations and trained activists playing a major role in building
capacity for long-term political success, the Institute for a Democratic Future’s (IDF) role as the
liberal organizational network’s most consequential network builder has served as an important
contributor to sustained liberal strength in rural Western Washington. Established in 1997 as a

527 organization in response to limited bench-building efforts across Washington State’s liberal
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organizational network, the IDF aims to cultivate a statewide network of trained liberal activists
with experience in progressive policymaking, organizing, and campaigns.**! While many of its
alumni have proceeded to hold elected office throughout all levels of Washington State politics,
including in rural Western Washington, the program aims to provide broader professional
development that introduces participants to different strands of progressive policymaking beyond
just candidate development.**? Lasting 11 weeks, the IDF’s programming focuses on a different
topic and geographic area each week corresponding to the 10 congressional districts of
Washington State, culminating with a week in Washington DC.

Through networking events, weekend retreats, and guest speaker events, the IDF’s social
components have built linkages across participant cohorts and statewide liberal organizations.
This social component does not conclude upon graduation, with both formal staff-driven and
informal alumni-driven alumni engagement maintaining linkages between current and past
participants. As Gomez noted, “They get together on holidays... There are a few folks who got
married who met in the program, so we see a couple of babies... They doorbell for each other,
they help each other when somebody decides they’re going to run [for office].”*** Benefiting
from these relationships in his career, Van De Wege reflected “There were people from my class
I worked with during my time in the legislature and I still work with people to this day.”*3*

While the IDF introduces participants to the various issues and regions of Washington
State, its curriculum is not pre-determined, instead relying on a decentralized model involving
IDF alumni, their networks, and local political leaders to deliver purposefully fluid programming
each year, reflecting the changing nature of politics.**> Sharing how this programming
strengthened his skills as a candidate, Van De Wege remarked ““it opened me up to other issues

and ways that local governments are strained, ways the state is strained, and how they go about
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solving those problems.”*3¢ The benefits of IDF participation have also worked in reverse, with
liberal leaders statewide benefiting from exposure to rural Western Washington-specific issues,
enabling them to shape progressive policy priorities that resonate with these voters.*’

From its founding, the IDF has maintained a quota that at least one-third of its
participants must come from parts of Washington State other than King County, allowing liberal
leaders from all regions, including rural Western Washington, to benefit from a statewide liberal
organizational network.*® As Gomez described, building liberal organizational strength requires
“a network of people outside the I-5 corridor.”**° Beyond elected office, the broad-reaching
network of the IDF has ensured that liberals can project influence at all levels of Washington
State politics, encompassing state legislative assistants, lobbyists, the Political and Strategic
Campaigns Director of the Washington State Labor Council, or on the leadership of Fuse
Washington.*4¢

In building a network of liberal activists, the IDF has contributed substantially to political
organizing efforts for candidates in rural Western Washington. In one instance, during Van De
Wege’s first race for state representative in 2004 against Republican incumbent Jim Buck, voters
noted the IDF’s prominent influence in this race. In a letter to the editor, local voter Estelita
Walker praised Van De Wege for turning out a large number of volunteers to canvass, with a
third coming from the IDF, before describing how the IDF became a focal point the election as
Republicans posted signs saying “IDF Go Home.”**! While Van De Wege lost in 2004, the IDF
returned in 2006 to organize a robust canvassing and voter registration effort that helped to elect
Van De Wege as state representative.*+?

Conservatives have recognized the influence of the IDF, especially in rural Western

Washington; in a state senate race, Republican candidate Lois McMahan attacked opponent
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Derek Kilmer for being an alumnus of the IDF.*** Aiming to replicate the success of the IDF,
conservatives in 2009 established their own program called the Jennifer Dunn Leadership
Institute (JDLI) which aims to “identify, recruit, and develop future leaders from throughout
Washington” by providing training on policymaking, media relations, and campaign
operations.*** Beyond candidate development training, the JDLI has similarly sought to replicate
the IDF’s network building efforts by establishing alumni mentorship offerings to build linkages
across JDLI cohorts, as well as linking applicants to a scholarship administered by the WPC.#4°

However, the JDLI possesses multiple features that limits its effectiveness in developing
a trained conservative network to the same extent as the IDF for liberals. While the IDF has
consistently operated a six-month program that directly puts participants in conversation with
communities throughout Washington State, strengthening community relations and their
understanding of issues statewide, the JDLI’s programming has been much less intensive: its first
few cohorts participated in only a weekend-long training before expanding to two weekends-long
in 2013, while its program appears to be conducted with limited engagement with real-world
communities.**® Furthermore, while social media posts suggest the program was active in 2024,
this recent activity suggests that the JDLI has focused more on candidate training than network
building, and the JDLI has not maintained a functional website since February 25, 2024,
weakening its presence and outreach to conservatives.*¥

This is not to say that the JDLI has been entirely unsuccessful in empowering
conservatives in rural Western Washington: since its founding, at least two alumni, Dan Griffey
and Drew MacEwan from the 35% legislative district, have won state legislative office.*48
Nonetheless, aside from its limited connections to the WPC, the JDLI has proven to be less

consequential in shaping conservative organizational networks than the IDF for liberal networks
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through the former’s less intensive program and emphasis on candidate development rather than
network building.
Organizational Features of Left and Right Networks

Through the emergence of a highly collaborative state liberal organizational
infrastructure supportive of grassroots local organizing efforts, the “four horsemen” of
Washington State’s liberal organizational network has sustained Democratic resilience in rural
Western Washington by filling the vacuum left by organized labor’s collapse on the Olympic
Peninsula and reinforcing local organizing in Kitsap County. Operating on a temporal horizon
beyond election cycles and investing in movement building beyond supporting individual
candidates, this infrastructure has worked year-round to educate voters of liberal priorities and
equip liberal activists and candidates with the support necessary to mobilize successful
organizing efforts. In addition to helping liberals get elected, this highly collaborative
organizational network has contributed to the passage of major liberal policy priorities such as
the Working Family Tax Credit and Paid Family & Medical Leave policies.**

By contrast, conservative organizational networks in rural Western Washington have
been much less collaborative. The traditional power base of the region’s conservative
organizational network, the Republican Party, often experiencing intra-party fighting as well as
lacking the same degree of local focus as the Democratic Party, thereby weakening conservative
mobilization efforts throughout 1976 to 2024. Likewise, conservative state-level organizational
infrastructure has been much less coordinated and supportive of local organizing efforts, and
disinvestment of resources from key organizational capacities has further limited conservative

organizing. Compounding this ineffectiveness, this organizational infrastructure has failed to
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collaborate with the Christian right, even with Koch Network funding overlap through the FPIW,

further weakening the ability for conservatives to influence voters.

Ballot Initiatives

Thus far, our examination of organizational network effectiveness has focused on the
ability to elect candidates. However, another mechanism by which organizational networks can
mobilize voters to affect public policy — the ballot initiative process — reveals an instance where
conservative networks may possess more influence than previously considered. Since the
initiative’s and referenda’s establishment in 1912, Washingtonians have possessed the ability to
influence policy directly, proposing at least 2,124 initiatives to the people.*** Understandably, the
barrier to entry to passing initiatives is high, requiring a well-organized effort.**! In the absence
of being able to gain control of statewide elected offices and both legislative chambers to pass
policy, the initiative process has provided a different mechanism for conservatives to influence
policy.

To analyze the extent to which conservative and liberal networks have made use of
Washington’s initiative process, I created a dataset of 1,768 initiatives to the people that were
filed with the Washington State Secretary of State’s Office from 1976 to 2024, compiling
information on initiative topics, the political affiliations of each initiative’s sponsors, and
outcomes of each initiative.*? Of these 1,768 initiatives to the people, only 90 of them presented
a sufficient number of signatures to be placed on the general election ballot. Of these 90
initiatives, 47 of them (approximately 52.22 percent) were sponsored or supported by
conservatives, while 43 of them (approximately 47.78 percent) were by liberals.** Experiencing

similar difficulties in electing politicians, conservatives have achieved comparatively less
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success to liberals in passing ballot initiatives, passing only 23 out of the 47 initiatives they have

brought onto the ballot since 1976 compared to liberals passing 25 out of their 43 initiatives.

Figure 15: Washington State Ballot Initiative Results by Ideology, 1976 - 2024

Despite their comparatively diminished success in passing initiatives, conservatives have
been able to influence public policy where they otherwise would not have been able to. For
instance, Initiative 350 in 1978 passed with 66.29 percent of the vote, temporarily ending the
practice of busing to desegregate public schools before a US Supreme Court decision declared
the initiative unconstitutional .*>* Furthermore, within rural Western Washington, conservative
ballot initiatives have received substantial support: in 2019, conservative Initiative 976 passed
with four out of five counties in rural Western Washington supporting the initiative to limit taxes
on automobiles under the popular slogan “$30 car tabs” — a major success for conservatives
following a multi-decade effort to mobilize voters in support of this issue orchestrated by a

leading conservative activist: Tim Eyman.*>
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Tim Eyman: The Initiative Architect

An examination of Washington State’s initiative mechanism would be incomplete
without a discussion of Eyman’s role as one of the state’s most prolific initiative sponsors. Since
the passage of his first initiative in 1998, Eyman has sponsored 486 of the 1768 initiatives to the
people, of which 17 made it onto the general election ballot.**® Although voters only passed 11
out of 17 of his initiatives with nine being found mostly unconstitutional by the state Supreme
Court, Eyman’s efforts have been credited for energizing down-ballot conservatives by
organizational leaders.**’ Contributing to this mobilization, Eyman has traveled actively
statewide to meet with conservative activists, including throughout rural Western Washington.**8

While conservative leaders have downplayed the extent of collaboration between
themselves and Eyman’s efforts, their shared conservative economic focus has led to mutually
reinforcing actions that collectively advance conservatives aims. To advance conservative ballot
initiatives, the Washington Policy Center regularly published voter guides on ballot initiatives,
which Eyman has utilized in his advocacy efforts to mobilize grassroots activists such as

Republican Party and Tea Party members in support of conservative ballot initiatives.**”

Conclusion: Conservatives Catching On

Recognizing their organizational shortcomings, conservative activists, including a former
President of the Washington Policy Center, launched Project 42 to build a more cohesive
organizational network. Modeled after successful conservative and liberal efforts in other states,
including Washington State, Project 42 is a 501(c)4 nonprofit organization that serves as an
organizing body for statewide conservative activism, coordinating strategy and funding
distribution for subordinate organizations that are either existing conservative organizations or

newly created organizations by Project 42 to fill gaps in the state conservative network.*%°
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To illustrate Project 42’s organizational network, I included below an organizational
chart I secured from leaders within Project 42 (see Figure 16), revealing an ambitious apparatus
comprised of eight strategic capacities.*¢! These include policy development and grassroots
mobilization, as well as organizing ballot initiative campaigns through Let’s Go Washington.*6?
In coordinating a unified conservative movement in Washington State, Project 42 has connected
previously disparate elements of the conservative organizational network, bringing together
economically-focused groups and the socially-focused Christian right think tank of the
Discovery Institute. Project 42 has also sought to integrate the Republican Party more in the
broader state conservative organizational network, with the six ballot initiatives supported by
Let’s Go Washington in 2024 being “filed and officially sponsored” by Chair of the Washington
State Republican Party Jim Walsh, as well as both Heywood and Walsh having supported each

463 Given the nascent nature of Project 42, time will tell the long-

other at their respective events.
term effectiveness of this newly coordinated network in building conservative success.

Figure 16: Project 42 Network
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Conclusion: What it Takes to Win

While Democratic and Republican Clallam County voters all could claim some victory
on election night 2024, with strong Democratic performances in congressional and local races
and Republicans taking control of the White House, an unexpected loss was shared by all voters:
the loss of Clallam County’s as the last bellwether county in the country, having voted for Harris
for the presidency instead of eventual winner Trump.*¢* Despite the loss of this status, local
Democrats were not disappointed by such a development, instead feeling satisfied with the
results that rural Western Washington bucked national trends of rightward shift and had
continued a tradition of Democratic Party resilience at the congressional and local levels.*6®

Since the 2024 election, Democratic and Republican Party leaders in Washington State
have conducted postmortems to pinpoint why Democrats have proved resilient, especially in
rural Western Washington, in the face of nationwide shifts toward the Republican Party.
Weighing in these debates, state Democratic Party Chair Shasti Conrad credited the Democratic
Party’s commitment to “progressive policies and strong campaigns,” while Congressman Adam
Smith instead cited “a weak GOP” that has been “captive to the extreme agenda of President
Donald Trump and his MAGA movement.”#%® In Clallam County, postmortems by local party
leaders have followed similar lines. Clallam County Democratic Party Communications Chair
Denise Mackenstadt pointed to “high caliber candidates” and active local organizing while
Republican Party Chair Pamela Blakeman simply waved at demography, declaring ““The reality
is there are more people living in the county who are Democrat.’”#¢7
All of these points are pieces of the puzzle, but this thesis has laid out a longer and more

complex story of political realignment in the region, one in which the results of the 2024 election

did not occur in a vacuum or due to last-minute factors. Rather, the story of Democratic Party
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resilience in rural Western Washington is one where, over many years, candidates, unions, local
parties, and groups on the left and right have constructed and deconstructed party loyalties in a
region whose demographics would, in the abstract, much sharper voter shifts towards the
Republican Party and away from the Democratic Party.

In this story of political development in rural Western Washington, the interplay between
candidate quality and organizational network dynamics has shaped the long-term success of the
Democratic Party in the region. Despite being a rural white working-class region with
unfavorable demography, rural Western Washington has consistently supported Democratic
Party candidates even after waves of sequential polarization, meaning that demographic and
geographic factors alone cannot fully explain political development. To overcome these
unfavorable demographic and geographic conditions, Democratic candidates in the region have
been consistently strong candidates from 1976 to 2024, boasting appealing personal and
professional backgrounds, maintaining robust local presences, and practicing big-tent material
politics in line with their moderate-to-conservative electorate. By contrast, Republican
candidates throughout this period have maintained less energetic campaigns and campaigned
closer to the ideological right with greater emphases on social issues, alienating the electorate of
rural Western Washington who prioritized materialist concerns over social concerns.

However, candidates have not existed in a vacuum in which they have won on their
merits alone, instead belonging to and shaping broader organizational networks that influence
politics in their communities. While both the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas experienced
economic turmoil during the 1980s and 1990s, organized labor survived in Kitsap largely due to
successful Democratic Party intervention, helping preserve the county’s social fabric and

Democratic identities. By contrast, the decline of organized labor on the Olympic Peninsula
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following the timber industry’s collapse has left a vacuum in social capital, thereby weakening
the Olympic Peninsula’s historically strong Democratic loyalties. However, in the absence of
conservative institutions, such as NRA-affiliated gun clubs, the Olympic Peninsula’s social
fabric has not been entirely transformed, thus preserving Democrats’ ability to contest elections.
As mobilizing forces, organizational networks on the left and right have also worked to
shape the political development of rural Western Washington. On the left, local Democratic
Parties have maintained an active local presence within their communities from 1976 to 2024.
Additionally, in the absence of organized labor on the Olympic Peninsula and to complement
liberal organizing in Kitsap County, a highly collaborative body of statewide liberal
organizational infrastructure has emerged since the early 2000s to support grassroots liberal
organizing, including in rural Western Washington. By contrast, conservative organizational
networks have been consistently less robust in rural Western Washington. While the Republican
Party and the Christian right were traditional power bases of the region’s conservative
organizational network, intra-network conflict has weakened their capacity to mobilize voters for
conservative causes. Additionally, while favorable structural conditions for conservative
takeover emerged following the timber industry’s collapse on the Olympic Peninsula, and state-
level conservative organizational infrastructure has emerged in recent decades, this infrastructure
has struggled in mobilizing voters towards conservative causes. Instead, hindering this
infrastructure has been disinvestment in key organizational capacities and a lack of collaboration

between the Christian right and other segments of the conservative organizational network.
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Figure 17: Flowchart of Structuralist Contributors to Political Realignment?

To be sure, I do not argue that Democratic resilience in rural Western Washington can be
solely attributed to candidate quality and organizational networks. Demography certainly plays a
role in shaping political development, and direct causal mechanisms are often difficult to prove
in historical institutionalist studies which aim to understand how multiple forces interact to shape
politics over time. For instance, low levels of religious adherence, a demographic factor, in rural
Western Washington admittedly may influence why evangelical Protestant churches have failed
to reshape the region’s social fabric, although I have sought to account for this by demonstrating

the Christian right’s weaknesses over time.
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What I do argue, however, is that voluntarist and structural explanations as exemplified
through candidates and organizational networks, and particularly how they interact, matter in
shaping political development and cannot be divorced from each other. In detailing candidates,
community institutions, and political organizations as mobilizing forces, I have aimed to
demonstrate how these forces have influenced each other to shape political development over
time. For instance, Norm Dicks’s efforts to secure federal funding for Kitsap’s Naval bases
preserved its traditional economic engine and social fabric which helped sustain Democratic
Party loyalties, and elite state-level organizational infrastructure on the left have filled different
organizational capacities that have supported candidates and grassroots liberal organizing.
Figure 18: Concept Map of Interplay Between Candidates, Community Institutions, and Political

Organizational Networks
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Marrying the study of candidates and organizational networks provides a framework that
promises to help provide more comprehensive answers to future questions in American Political
Development. For instance, until the early 2000s, Washington State possessed a reputation of
being a swing state; applying this framework of understanding candidates and organizational
networks over time may help to clarify why Washington State’s party loyalties have shifted to
being firmly supportive of the Democratic Party. Additionally, this analytical framework can
help orient us to understanding where competing political forces in Washington State are
attempting to steer politics in the future. As previously discussed, conservative organizational
leaders have taken notice of liberal organizational success in Washington State and have
attempted to replicate their own network in recent years through Project 42. A sign of this
growing influence in Washington State politics, ballot initiatives backed by Project 42 have
gained prominent attention during the 2024 election. While most of these conservative ballot
initiatives came up short during the 2024 election, conservative leaders of Project 42 have noted
that they are not deterred by such outcomes, meaning that Project 42 as a force in Washington
State politics will not disappear anytime soon, thus demanding continued scholarly and political
attention.

In other parts of the country where local political parties have not been as strong as rural
Western Washington, grassroots activists belonging to other formal and informal networks play a
larger role in mobilizing voters and activists, with their efforts often similarly being sustained by
elite organizational infrastructure. Admittedly, my thesis has not focused as extensively on
grassroots activists beyond local Democratic Party activists, largely due to the uniquely outsized
impact of the organizational infrastructure I discussed throughout this thesis and that of local

parties, which demanded intensive attention. These forces also matter, and in other parts of the
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country, these collaborations between formal and informal grassroots activists and elite
organizational infrastructure play a large role in shaping political outcomes. Thus, future
research into the dynamics of these collaborations, such as through ethnographic research of
local grassroots meetings of organizations such as Indivisible, would be beneficial in further
understanding how organizational networks shape politics.*¢

In addition to exploring organizational networks as mobilizing forces, this thesis has
aimed to build upon previous research efforts examining the role of community institutions in
shaping the social fabrics and political identities of communities. Given the complex dynamics
of how these community institutions shape the social and political identities of community
members, additional ethnographic research would be beneficial in clarifying the mechanisms
behind how these institutions socialize political identities beyond what was currently explored in
this thesis.

For political activists on the left and the right, this thesis provides insight into how liberal
forces have constructed Democratic Party loyalties over time, allowing them to overcome
increasingly unfavorable demographic, geographic, and often structural conditions that has seen
rural white working-class voters shift to the Republican Party in recent years. Contrary to
popular belief, demographics, geography, and money alone do not definitively determine success
in politics. As seen in rural Western Washington, Democratic candidates have won in large part
due to locally focused strategies that aligned closely with the interests of their constituencies, and
some liberal organizations such as the Washington Budget and Policy Center possess fewer
financial resources compared to conservative counterparts like the Washington Policy Center.
Where liberals have made up for this comparative lack of financial resources has been much

greater intra-network collaboration and support for grassroots activists by elite organizations in
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contrast with conservative organizational network disinvestment in key capacities and lack of
cooperation. Consequently, Democrats who are interested in expanding their victories would be
wise to maintain this high degree of intra-network collaboration and support for grassroots
activism by elite organizations while also making a concerted effort to support liberals in every
race in every place, even in areas which would otherwise appear unfavorable.

Embedded in this effort of electing Democrats in every race in every place requires a
recognition that candidates and their campaigns will always play a role in shaping party loyalties,
and the politicians of rural Western Washington help to provide insights into how future
candidates can replicate electoral success. Even when facing intuitively unfavorable geographic
and demographic conditions, Democratic candidates with robust connections to, presence within,
and understanding of the communities they seek to represent can achieve electoral success.
Consequently, Democratic Party leaders who are interested in improving their party’s electoral
prospects should great care to cultivate the right candidates who can build broad coalitions of
voters within their districts. To be clear, while my thesis has focused on moderate-to-
conservative Democrats building broad coalitions of support, I do not necessarily say that
Democrats should unilaterally run exclusively moderate candidates; a moderate Democrat that is
highly electable in rural Western Washington would face substantial difficulty getting elected in
downtown Seattle. What I do argue is that Democrats should make concerted efforts to run
candidates that most align with the interests of their communities: in moderate-to-conservative
areas seen across the country, this means that Democrats would be wise to run candidates who
can appeal to those communities. Moreover, to ensure long-term success, the Democratic Party

must continue to invest in local parties and candidates as the frontline political players and future
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leaders of the party. To this end, bolstering the efforts of the Democratic Legislative Campaign
Committee and Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee would be a good start.

To further build capacity for political success, investing in community institutions is
especially vital when considering the importance of social capital and community social fabrics
in shaping long-term social and political identities. From the 1990s to now, robust state liberal
organizational infrastructure has helped Democrats maintain party loyalties in areas such as the
Olympic Peninsula, which has experienced social capital and economic collapse. Yet, relying on
such a strategy, in the long run, would be a dangerous gambit, especially considering the
increasing sentiments of white working-class voters in these areas feeling “left behind” due to
sustained economic and social capital downturn.

Consequently, Democrats who are committed to winning back rural white working-class
voters would do well to offer economically and socially struggling communities greater
resources, not rhetoric, to revitalize local community institutions like unions as important
fixtures of community social fabrics. Indeed, there was a time when local Democratic Parties
played a more active role in shaping the social fabric of their communities. However, time is
running out for Democrats to make these investments as Republicans have become increasingly
aggressive in their economic outreach to these same communities, especially in rural Western
Washington: on March 8, 2025, Trump directed federal agencies to explore ways to reduce
barriers to logging — a move which would have dramatic economic and social effects for
communities on the Olympic Peninsula.*’® In these revitalization efforts, protecting local media
as a community institution must also play an important role in community revitalization efforts

given its important role in preserving community interconnectedness.
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Reflecting on the rapid ascendancy of democratic backsliding in recent years, the former
Leader of the Liberal Party of Canada Michael Ignatieff recently argued that the politics of
resentment among white working-class voters has accelerated because liberals have failed to take

the concerns of these voters sufficiently seriously.*’!

While recent scholarship has challenged the
notion that the Democratic Party has abandoned the interests of white working-class voters, the
perception, as I have found through interviewing white working-class voters, that this is the case
requires honest consideration by the Democratic Party.*’? At each turn throughout this thesis, T
have sought to take the concerns of rural white working-class voters seriously, because at a time
of growing threats to liberal democracy, the Democratic Party cannot afford perceptions of
arrogance in sidelining the needs of white working-class voters - a once integral and still
important bloc of the Democratic Party coalition - if it wishes to remain in power and preserve
liberal democracy.

Normatively, I have sought throughout this thesis to argue in defense of the notion that
local forces continue to matter in politics, and that they are worthy of support and attention by
political leaders and scholars alike. Although the emergence of elite organizational infrastructure
in recent decades has supplanted much of the political activity on the left and right, politics have
been and continue to be shaped by the efforts of grassroots activists on the ground. Without such
investment into local organizing, political activists on the right in rural Western Washington
have found it difficult to achieve desired political objectives. Indeed, it is the local institutions
such as school boards, city councils, and state legislatures where often the most impactful
political decisions are made for the day-to-day lives of citizens. It is the churches, community
organizations, and town halls where citizens can engage most deeply with civic life alongside

fellow citizens. It is no secret that democratic health nationally has come under threat in recent
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years, and scholars and political leaders who are interested in renovating democracy should look
locally towards communities nationwide to see where citizens and local organizations are

innovating, and where they need the most help. Most importantly, citizens themselves must also
be willing to pick up the mantle of defending democracy by participating actively in democratic

life. As Cary Bozeman put it: “local government will save democracy.”’?
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Appendices

Appendix A: Data Visualizations of Election Results in Rural Western Washington
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Appendix B: Interview List!

Community Members

Amber Caldera, Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe Chairwoman

Josh Farley, Reporter for the Kitsap Sun, 2005 — 2022

John Hughes, Former Reporter for the Daily World (1966 — 2008) and Chief Historian at
Washington Secretary of State’s Office (2008 — Present)

Emily Robertson, Southwest Region Labor Economist for Washington State Employment
Security Division

Rick Tift, Former Puget Sound Naval Shipyard Executive Director, Career Puget Sound
Naval Shipyard Worker, and Lifelong Kitsap County Resident

Bremerton Metal Trades Council President, Former Boilermakers Local 290 President,
and Lifelong Kitsap County Resident

Olympic Central Labor Council Leader, IBEW Local 46 Member, and Lifelong Clallam
County Resident

Former Logger #1 and International Woodworkers of America Local 338 Member
Former Union Representative for International Woodworkers of America Local 3-2 and
Former Cosmopolis Mayor

Former Logger #2

Kitsap County Teamsters Local 589 Leader

ii In providing this list of interview subjects, out of respect for the individuals who have taken time to speak with me,
I have done my best to anonymize my subjects, even though nearly all interview subjects gave me permission to
attribute them by name. I only attribute interview subjects by name if they are or previously were public figures and
they provided me permission to name them publicly. In promoting anonymity, while I chose to omit information on
the years that these interview subjects have been active in their work, these subjects temporally reflect all
perspectives ranging from 1976 to 2024. While listing all the relevant organizational affiliations each interview
subject may possess may make it easier to narrow down a subject, I provide these affiliations to illustrate the breadth
and connections of the political organizational networks that I have researched.
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Kitsap County Veteran/Veterans of Foreign Wars Member #1
Kitsap County Veteran/Veterans of Foreign Wars Member #2
Kitsap County Veteran/Veterans of Foreign Wars Member #3
Kitsap County Veteran/Veterans of Foreign Wars Member #4
Kitsap County Veteran/Veterans of Foreign Wars Member #5
Kitsap County Veteran/American Legion Member #1

Kitsap County Veteran/American Legion Member #2

Kitsap County Veteran/American Legion Post Commander #3
Kitsap County United States Submarine Veterans President
Kitsap County United States Submarine Veterans Member
Thurston-Lewis-Mason Central Labor Council President

Former Thurston-Lewis-Mason Central Labor Council President

Party Leaders

Former Washington State Republican Party Chair #1

Former Clallam County Republican Party Chair #1

Former Clallam County Republican Party Chair #2

Current 24th Legislative District Republican Party Vice Chair

Current 24" Legislative District Democratic Party Chair

Former Jefferson County Democratic Chair #1 and Current Party Leader

Former Jefferson County Democrats Chair #2 and Former 24™ Legislative District
Democrats Chair

Former Chair for Jefferson County Democrats #3

Jefferson County Democratic Party Leader #2
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- Jefferson County Democratic Party Leader #3

- Former 23" Legislative District (Kitsap County) Democratic Party Chair #1 and State
Committeewoman

- Former 23" Legislative District (Kitsap County) Democratic Party Chair #2 and State
Committeewoman

- Former Kitsap County Democratic Party Chair #1 and Local Political Consultant

- Former Kitsap County Democratic Party Chair #2

- Former Kitsap County Democratic Party Leader #3

- Former Kitsap County Democratic Party Chair #4

- Kitsap County Republican Party Chair; Executive Director to State Policy Network Vice
President of Strategy

- Former Kitsap County Republican Party Vice Chair, Tea Party Activist

- Mason County Democratic Party Chair #1

- Former Mason County Democratic Party Chair #2

- Mason County Democratic Women Club Chair

- Mason County Democratic Party Vice Chair

- Mason County Democratic Party Leader #1 and Lifelong Mason County Resident

- Mason County Democratic Party Leader #2

Elected Officials
- Adam Bernbaum, Democratic 24" Legislative District State Representative, 2025 -

Present
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Brian Blake, Logger, Democratic 19" Legislative District State Representative (2002 —
2021), Grays Harbor County and 19" Legislative District Democratic Parties Leader
(1990s —2020)

Cary Bozeman, Democratic Mayor of Bremerton, 2002 - 2009

Jim Buck, Republican 24™ Legislative District State Representative, 1995 — 2007
Norman Dicks, Democratic US Representative for Washington’s 6™ Congressional
District, 1977 - 2013

Drew Hansen, Democratic 23" Legislative District State Legislator, 2011 — Present;
Former 23" Legislative District Democratic Party Executive Board

Brian Hatfield, Democratic 19" Legislative District State Legislator, 1994 — 2004 and
2006 — 2015; Former Chair of 19" Legislative District Democratic Party

Lynn Kessler, Democratic 24" Legislative District State Legislator, 1993 — 2011
Derek Kilmer, Democratic US Representative for Washington’s 6" Congressional
District, 2013 — 2025; Former Democratic State Legislator for Washington’s 26"
Legislative District, 2005 — 2012

Patricia Lent, Former Republican Mayor of Bremerton (2010 — 2018) and Kitsap County
Commissioner (2003 —2007)

Wes Pruitt, Democratic 26" Legislative District State Representative, 1987 - 1995

Tim Sheldon, Democratic 35" Legislative District State Legislator, 1991 —2023; Mason
County Commissioner, 2005 — 2017

Dean Takko, Democratic 19" Legislative District State Legislator, 2004 - 2021

Steve Tharinger, Democratic 24" Legislative District State Representative (2011 —

Present), Clallam County Commissioner (2000 — 2012)

146



- Kevin Van De Wege, Democratic 24" Legislative District State Legislator, 2007 — 2024;
Institute for a Democratic Future Alumnus

- Jeff Wilson, Republican 19" Legislative District State Senator, 2021 - Present

Political Advocacy and Staffers

- Nicole Gomez, Institute for a Democratic Future Executive Director

- Nansen Malin, Washington State Chapter Americans for Prosperity Chair, 2011 —2014;
Tea Party Activist

- Dean Nielsen, Institute for a Democratic Future Co-Founder, Longtime Democratic Party
Leader and Political Consultant

- Kirby Wilbur, Former Washington State Republican Party Chair; Former Washington
State Chapter Americans for Prosperity Chair (2010 —2011)

- House Democratic Campaign Committee Executive Director; Former Fuse Washington
Deputy Executive Director and Development Director; Institute for a Democratic Future
Alumnus

- Former Campaign Manager for Norm Dicks Congressional Campaign and Political
Consultant

- Former Deputy District Director for US Representative Norm Dicks; Former District
Deputy District Director and District Director for US Representative Derek Kilmer

- Former District Director for US Representative Norm Dicks

- Political and Strategic Campaigns Director for the Washington State Labor Council;
Institute for a Democratic Future Alumnus

- Current Fuse Washington Deputy Director

- Current Washington Budget and Policy Center Executive Director
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Former Washington Budget and Policy Center Executive Director

Current Economic Opportunity Institute Executive Director

Founder and Former CEO of ProgressNow

Former Executive Director of ProgressNow

Former Washington Policy Center President; Project 42 Co-Founder

Vice President for Research at Washington Policy Center #1; Former Washington State
Republican Party Communications Director

Senior Researcher/Former Vice President for Research at Washington Policy Center #2
Kitsap County Tea Party Activist (Puget Sound Patriots President, 2022 — Present);

Kitsap Rifle & Revolver Club Executive Officer, 1990 - Present
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Appendix C: Candidate District and State Nativity
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Appendix D: Campaign Finance
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Appendix E: Frequency of the Term “Spotted Owl” Mentioned in Newspapers
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Appendix F: Employment Trends-Direct Forest Industry in the Olympic Peninsula Area of

Washington, 1986 - 1993
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Appendix G: List of Local Newspapers in Rural Western Washington in 2024*7

Clallam County

Peninsula Daily News
Forks Forum

Sequim Gazette

Grays Harbor County

The Daily World

The Vidette

Jefferson County

Peninsula Daily News

The Leader

The Jefferson County Beacon

Kitsap County

Kitsap Sun

Kitsap Daily News
Central Kitsap Reporter
North Kitsap Herald

Port Orchard Independent
Bainbridge Island Review

Kingston Community News

Mason County

Shelton-Mason County Journal
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Appendix H: Comparison of Elite State Organizational Capacities on the Left and Right

Left Organizational Network | Right Organizational
Network
Financing Progress Alliance of Various Conservative Donors
Washington over Time
Koch Brothers
The “Brains” Washington State Budget and | Washington Policy Center
Policy Center Family Policy Institute of
Washington
Discovery Institute
The Attack Dog Fuse Washington Americans for Prosperity
(Withdrawn)
Moral Majority (Historical)
Christian Coalition
(Historical)
The “Future” Institute for a Democratic Jennifer Dunn Leadership

Future

Institute
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Appendix I: Map of Progressive Voter Guide Viewership During 2016 Election*’*
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Appendix J: Initiatives to the People on the Ballot by Topic, 1976 to 2024
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338 <2023 PRRI Census of American Religion: County-Level Data on Religious Identity and Diversity | PRRL,”
PRRI | At the Intersection of Religion, Values, and Public Life. (blog), August 29, 2024.

33 Steve Gardner, “Tibbs to Continue County GOP Leadership,” Kitsap Daily News, December 2, 2014. Christina
Henry, “Tibbs Sets Sights on Gorst Solutions,” Kitsap Sun, October 15, 2016, sec. Elections.
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5, 1986. Al.

342 “Demos Move to Heal Split,” The Daily News, February 13, 1978. 1. Interview with Kitsap County Democratic
Party Chair #3 (1981 - 1984) and Party Leader (Early 1970s to Present), interview by Conner Huey, January 3,
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“Clallam County Democratic Party,” Clallam County Democratic Party, accessed February 15, 2025,
https://web.archive.org/web/20250000000000*/http://clallamdemocrats.org/. “Jefferson County Democratic Party,”
Jefferson County Democratic Party, accessed February 15, 2025,

256


https://hirr.hartfordinternational.edu/research/megachurch-database/megachurches-by-state/
https://www.thearda.com/us-religion/maps/us-county-maps?st=WA
https://web.archive.org/web/20250000000000*/http://kitsapdemocrats.com/
https://web.archive.org/web/20250000000000*/http:/clallamdemocrats.org/

https://web.archive.org/web/20250000000000*/http://jeffcodems.org/. “Mason County Democratic Party,” Mason
County Democratic Party, accessed February 15, 2025,
https://web.archive.org/web/20250000000000*/http://masoncountydemocrats.com/. “Mason County Democrats,”
Mason County Democratic Central Committee, accessed February 15, 2025, http://masoncountywademocrats.org/.
“Grays Harbor Democratic Party,” Grays Harbor Democratic Party, accessed February 15, 2025,
https://web.archive.org/web/20250000000000*/http://graysharbordemocrats.org/. “Grays Harbor Democratic Party,”
Grays Harbor Democratic Party, accessed February 15, 2025,
https://web.archive.org/web/20250000000000*/http://ghdemocrats.org/. Interview with Former Jefferson County
Democratic Party Chair #1 and Longtime Party Leader. Interview with Former 23rd Legislative Democratic Party
Chair #2 and State Committeewoman, interview by Conner Huey, January 10, 2025. While these tools have now
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3441 collected this information party leadership by examining the websites of each county Republican Party. For
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director for Howard Dean’s Democracy for America, noted that Washington State Democrats have maintained one
of the strongest neighborhood organizing operations due to direction and support from state party leadership who
prioritized these grassroots efforts. Interview with Former ProgressNow CEO #2, interview by Conner Huey,
January 8, 2025.

347 “Become a Precinct Committee Officer (PCO),” Washington State Democratic Party (blog), accessed February
22,2025, https://wadems.org/pco/.

3% Interview with Tea Party activist #1 and Former Kitsap GOP Leader.

3% Interview with Kitsap County Republican Party Chair. I collected this information on office spaces by examining
the websites of each county Republican Party. For the Clallam County Republicans, I traced their ownership of an
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office space to at least 2003 utilizing the Wayback Machine. Interview with Clallam County Republican Party Chair
#1.

350 While the percentage of precincts filled by PCOs does not perfectly encompass the strength of grassroots
organizing by local parties, given that PCOs can and often do spearhead organizing efforts in multiple precincts, a
higher percentage of precincts represented by PCOs allows parties to have more direct engagement with
neighborhoods in their communities, helping to promote grassroots engagement.

351 1t is important to acknowledge the possibility of reverse causality existing here, specifically that perhaps that
because there are more Republicans in Mason County, there are now more PCOs given a potentially larger pool of
volunteers. Ultimately, this situation appears to bear resemblance to a chicken and egg situation, and the mechanism
outlining that increased PCOs have led to increased Republican performance appears more plausible than vice versa
given that it is difficult to find plausible that increased Republican strength developed on its own.
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Kenneth Janda, and more recently at the state level, with Daniel Hopkins, Eric Schickler, and David Azizi
developing a publicly available database of state-level party platforms, party platforms have become an increasingly
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the WayBack Machine.
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more with less.” Nielsen, Interview with Political Consultant and Institute for a Democratic Future Co-Founder.
While the number of staff members working at the Washington State Democratic Party was six according to an
archived page from its website, Nielsen’s remarks speak to the perceived limited capacity the state party could
provide for county Democratic Parties. “The Washington State Democratic Party,” Washington State Democratic
Party, November 19, 1996, https://web.archive.org/web/19961119023307/http://wa-
democrats.org/who/who.html#staff addresses.

355 Nielsen, Interview with Political Consultant and Institute for a Democratic Future Co-Founder.

356 “County Democrats Open Headquarters,” The Sequim Gazette, March 29, 2000. B-14. “Democrats Open House,”
The Sun, September 10, 1992, sec. Local Briefs. B3. “Democrats Open Office,” The Sun, July 15,2004. 3. Searches
of terms for “headquarters” or “office” in newspapers.com reveals limited evidence of sustained party office space
for county Democratic Parties in rural Western Washington, with articles more frequently noting openings of
headquarters during presidential election years.

357 “Washington State Democrats - About the Staff,” Washington State Democratic Party, October 29, 2008,
https://web.archive.org/web/20081029230716/http:/ www.wa-democrats.org/index.php?page=display&id=321.

358 “Campaign,” Peninsula Daily News, October 8, 1996, sec. Briefly From the Peninsula. A2. “Coordinated
Campaign Field Office Locations,” Washington State Democratic Party, September 2, 2004,
https://web.archive.org/web/20040902233101/http:/www.wa-democrats.org/site/ COORD2.htm. “Washington State
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“Office Locations,” Washington State Democratic Party, September 21, 2012,
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35 Interview with House Democratic Campaign Committee Executive Director.

360 Blake, Interview with Brian Blake, Former Unionized Logger and Washington State Representative from the
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36! Interview with Kitsap County Republican Party Chair. Interview with Clallam County Republican Party Chair
#1. Interview with Washington Policy Center Vice President for Research #1. Kirby Wilbur, Interview with Former
WA AFP Chair and WA GOP Chair. The extent of support party officials have generally noted was financial
support and only distributed to counties with competitive elections. Like the Democratic Party, while the Kitsap and
Clallam Republican Parties maintain physical offices, the Jefferson, Grays Harbor, and Mason Republican Parties
have not maintained offices, instead relying on P.O. box addresses to receive physical correspondence and local
churches to provide meeting space for members. Even among these county Republican Parties that maintain an
office space, the Kitsap County Republicans have frequently shifted their office location, and for multiple decades
did not possess a permanent office, instead only renting out a trailer or a small space within Kitsap County a few
months before general elections to serve as an office space before closing the space after the election. Only the
Clallam County Republican Party has maintained a consistent office space, which has been in use since at least 2003
according to their web page, a resource which has been helpful to Clallam County Republicans in organizing efforts
by providing a space for centralized voter outreach operations and social gatherings.

362 Wilbur, Interview with Former WA AFP Chair and WA GOP Chair.

363 Tbid.

364 Mary Bendyna and Clyde Wilcox, “The Christian Right Old and New: A Comparison of the Moral Majority and
the Christian Coalition,” in Sojourners in the Wilderness: The Christian Right in Comparative Perspective, ed.
Corwin E. Smidt and James M. Penning (Rowman & Littlefield, 1997). 42 — 43. Daniel K. Williams, “Moral
Majority,” in God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right (Oxford University Press, 2010). 178 — 179.

365 Jeffrey Hadden et al., “Why Jerry Falwell Killed the Moral Majority,” in The God Pumpers: Religion in the
Electronic Age, ed. Marshall William Fishwick and Ray Broadus Browne (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green
State University Popular Press, 1987). 106, 110. Bendyna and Wilcox, “The Christian Right Old and New: A
Comparison of the Moral Majority and the Christian Coalition.” 43. Further contributing to the Washington State
Moral Majority’s status as the nation’s most active chapter, the chapter’s executive director, Mike Farris, a future
CEO and General Counsel to the Alliance Defending Freedom, proved to be an energetic organizer for
Washington’s Moral Majority. Jim Camden, “Michael Farris Fought His Early Legal Battles in Spokane,” The
Spokesman-Review, August 31, 2023.

366 “Moral Majority Claims Its Share Of The Victory,” Bremerton Sun, November 6, 1980. 11. For an example of
this activism at a county level, see David Kern, “Clark County Chapter’s Survey Upsets a Few People,” The
Columbian, September 12, 1980. 23. Granted, the Moral Majority’s legislative successes were sparse, passing only a
few minor bills out of the multiple they supported, such as those to ban drug paraphernalia. “Moral Majority Vows
to Return with Legislation,” The Columbian, April 30, 1981. 20.

367 “Moral Majority Here Changes Its Stripes,” The Olympian, September 7, 1982. 1. The Moral Majority/Bill of
Rights Legal Foundation disbanded in 1990. Its tax-exempt status was revoked by the IRS for excessive political
activity and was banned from refiling under a different tax status. An organization known as the Council for
Responsible Government was founded to succeed the Bill of Rights Legal Foundation, but limited evidence exists
suggesting that the organization superseded others, such as the Christian Coalition, in their prominence in
Washington’s Christian right network. Matt Nagle, “IRS Shuts Down ‘Moral Majority,”” Seattle Gay News, March
2, 1990. Prior to the Moral Majority in Washington State’s collapse, the movement saw a period of expansion
following the Washington State Moral Majority’s rebranding as the Bill of Rights Legal Foundation to broaden its
political agenda. Bendyna and Wilcox, “The Christian Right Old and New: A Comparison of the Moral Majority
and the Christian Coalition.” 47, 49. Ted Jelen and Clyde Wilcox, “The Christian Right in the 1990s,” Roper Center
for Public Opinion Research 4, no. 3 (April 1993). 2. Interestingly, the leader of the Washington State Christian
Coalition, David Welch, originated from Grays Harbor County. Jerry Large, “Christian Coalition Leader On A Roll
-- David Welch Made His Group A Player In Gop Resurgence,” The Seattle Times, November 22, 1994.

368 Bendyna and Wilcox, “The Christian Right Old and New: A Comparison of the Moral Majority and the Christian
Coalition.” 48 — 52. Clyde Wilcox, God’s Warriors: The Christian Right in Twentieth-Century America (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992). Xv. Although they shared a similar objective of providing Christian
conservatives with a collective body to advance their political interests, Falwell and Robertson were notable rivals
within the Christian right given their theological disagreements within evangelical Christianity between
fundamentalist and charismatic Christians.

369 Large, “Christian Coalition Leader On A Roll -- David Welch Made His Group A Player In Gop Resurgence.”
Bob Partlow, “Welch Holds Back on Chairman Race,” The Olympian, December 12, 1996. 24.

370 However, when the Christian right and the Republican Party were able to find cohesion, conservatives gained
substantial ground in electing conservative. Coinciding with the large degree of conservative unity that emerged as a
result of Newt Gingrich’s successful Contract with America, conservative success in 1994 in Washington State
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developed in part due to the Christian Coalition and the Republican Party developing a unified moderate party
platform, enabling conservatives to appeal more effectively to a broader array of Washington voters. In rural
Western Washington, the effect of this unity was especially pronounced; while Norm Dicks was not defeated during
the 1994 election, becoming one of only two Democrats to win a congressional election in Washington State, he
received his lowest vote share out of all of his campaigns. “GOP Unified in Mild Platform,” The Sun, June 26, 1994.
10. Susan Gilmore, “Pat Robertson’s 1988* Army’: From Rebels To Gop Mainstream,” The Seattle Times, April 13,
1992. The costly effects that this intra-network conflict had on conservatives in their ability to present a unified
message to voters and elect their own to office is especially evident in the case of Ellen Craswell, with her
divisiveness within conservative organizational networks weakening support for conservatives as previously
established. Timothy Egan, “Battle in Washington Brings Soul-Searching,” The New York Times, October 22, 1996,
sec. U.S.

37! Barbara Miller, “Moral Majority Gets Mixed Reviews Locally,” Bremerton Sun, October 25, 1980. 6.

372 Ken Lund, “No Monopoly on Morality,” The Sun, November 19, 1996. 11.

373 Gina Binole, “Forum Makes Some Candidates Uneasy,” The Sun, June 1, 1996. 7.

374 “Christian Coalition Loses Fight for Tax-Exempt Status,” The Olympian, June 11, 1999. 3.

375 “pUBLIC SQUARE MINISTRY - Family Policy Institute of Washington,” November 18, 2023. Notably
weakening the FPIW’s influence in Washington State politics, this policy lobbying guide initiative only began
recently for the 2024 election. The 501(c)4 counterpart of the FPIW is the Family Policy Institute of Washington
Action, and the political action committee counterpart is the Family Policy Institute of Washington PAC.

376 “Family Policy Institute of Washington,” August 6, 2022. David Neiwert, “Washington Anti-LGBT Seminars
Begin Organizing For Another ‘Bathroom Bill’ Initiative,” Southern Poverty Law Center (blog), April 25, 2017. In
its early years, the Discovery Institute was a moderate think tank that focused on Washington State-specific issues,
but became much more explicitly oriented to the Christian right following Chapman’s adoption of the concept of
intelligent design in 1994, as well as becoming more nationally oriented beginning in the 1990s following a
commitment to a “Wedge Strategy” that sought “the overthrow of materialism and its damning cultural legacies.”
Roger Downey, “Discovery’s Creation,” Seattle Weekly, February 1, 2006. Phillip Johnson, “The Wedge,”
Discovery Institute, January 24, 1999. “What Is the Center for Renewal of Science & Culture?,” May 14, 1997.

377 1t is important to note that the Discovery Institute has and continues to maintain a broad policy focus, with topics
ranging from national defense to free market economics by operating multiple subsidiary research centers focusing
on these topics. An example of the Discovery Institute’s long-standing broad focus on a variety of public policy
topics includes former Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney’s visit to Washington State in 1992, in which the
Discovery Institute hosted a luncheon for Cheney to discuss contemporary topics in defense policy. Mark Sauter, “It
Would Be ‘a Big Mistake’ to Send U.S. Troops to Bosnia,” The News Tribune, August 15, 1992. 12. The Discovery
Institute’s current programmatic focuses are: Science and Culture; Wealth and Poverty; Technology; Artificial
Intelligence; Citizen Leadership; Transforming Education; and Human Exceptionalism.

378 Interview with Washington Policy Center Senior Researcher and Former Vice President for Research #2.
Interview with Washington Policy Center Vice President for Research #1, October 18, 2024. Of course, it is fair to
note that the Koch brothers have focused primarily on advancing fiscally conservative policies rather than engaging
in controversial social issue debates, making this lack of collaboration with the Christian right understandable.
Skocpol and Hertel-Fernandez, “The Koch Network and Republican Party Extremism.” 689. However, in other
states where the Koch Networks have helped conservatives to achieve greater power, such as North Carolina,
economic and social conservatives have collaborated in much greater frequency. 57 — 58. However, in recent years,
the Discovery Institute has sought greater collaboration with other conservative organizations in Washington State.
For more information, see relevant sections in Chapter four to see how Discovery Institute has become increasingly
connected with a more coordinated conservative organizational network of Washington State through Project 42.
379 “Family Policy Institute of Washington.” “Issues - Family Policy Institute of Washington,” August 6, 2022.
Interview with Washington Policy Center Senior Researcher and Former Vice President for Research #2, October
22,2024.

380 1t is important to note that the Family Policy Institute of Washington has been connected to the Koch network
through funding. However, as we will see briefly, this shared funding stream with other conservative organizations
in Washington State has not necessarily translated into a collaborative working relationship. Sheldon Whitehouse,
“A Flood of Judicial Lobbying: Amicus Influence and Funding Transparency,” The Yale Law Journal Forum 131
(October 24, 2021). 148.

381 Interview with Olympic Central Labor Council Leader.

382 For a comparison of elite state organizational capacities on the left and right, see Appendix H.

383 “About,” Progress Alliance of Washington, accessed February 24, 2025, https://washingtonprogress.org/about.
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“Investments,” Progress Alliance of Washington, October 4, 2011,
https://web.archive.org/web/20111004091100/http://washingtonprogress.org/investments.htm.

385 Interview with Deputy Director of Fuse Washington, interview by Conner Huey, January 9, 2025. Interview with
Founding Washington State Budget and Policy Center Executive Director #1, interview by Conner Huey, January 9,
2025. Interview with Executive Director of the Washington State Budget and Policy Center #2, interview by Conner
Huey, January 17, 2025. While a systematic list of organizational overlap is unavailable, a quick review of
professional online platforms such as LinkedIn reveals substantial overlap between senior leadership and boards of
directors across Progress Alliance of Washington-supported organizations.

386 “Grantmaking,” Progress Alliance of Washington, accessed January 9, 2025,
https://washingtonprogress.org/grantmaking. Interview with Executive Director of the Washington State Budget and
Policy Center #2.

387 Interview with Former Chair of the Washington State Republican Party, interview by Conner Huey, January 3,
2025. Wilbur, Interview with Former WA AFP Chair and WA GOP Chair.

388 Walter Hatch, “Why Conservative Think Tanks Thrive in Liberal WA,” Crosscut, December 20, 2018.
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https://budgetandpolicy.org/about-us/.

390 “Resources & Tools - Page 27 of 31,” Washington State Budget and Policy Center, accessed December 24, 2024,
https://budgetandpolicy.org/resources-tools/.

391 «“Schmudget Blog,” Washington State Budget and Policy Center, accessed December 24, 2024,
https://budgetandpolicy.org/schmudget/. These blog posts have also filled an important role in setting the cadence of
political discussions in Washington State. As described by the executive director of the WSPBC, a substantial
portion of the Schmudget Blog’s influences stems from its short-form content which enables rapid publication of
multiple posts per month compared to less frequently published research reports, and the fact that these blog posts
have been strategically timed to coincide with breaking political developments to generate discussion on these topics
among the public while also helping readers to gain familiarity with progressive positions on these subjects.
Interview with Executive Director of the Washington State Budget and Policy Center #2.

392 Former Chair of the 23rd Legislative District Democratic Party #1, interview by Conner Huey, January 10, 2025.
393 Steve Tharinger, Interview with 24th Legislative District State Representative, interview by Conner Huey,
December 30, 2024. Dean Takko, Interview with Former 19th Legislative District State Legislator, 2004 - 2021,
interview by Conner Huey, January 3, 2025. Conversations with state legislators for the region such as Tharinger
and Dean Takko have affirmed the usefulness of these think tanks’ work in policymaking and campaigning, while
leaders from the Democratic Party noted that briefings have been passed around members to provide greater
familiarity with policy developments to assist with canvassing. Complementing these policy research reports and
blog posts, other communication activities the WSBPC leverages to communicate their research to the general
public and activists include outreach to media outlets to disseminate their research through efforts such as publishing
op-eds and editorials in media outlets, as well as publishing a policy podcast in the case of the WSBPC. However,
while these practices have played important roles in these organizations’ communications portfolios, especially with
shaping politics in other parts of the state due to frequent publication in local newspapers statewide, these practices
have remained less consequential for shaping politics in rural Western Washington, given that a review of the EOI
and WSBPC’s websites indicate that both organizations have not received press coverage or op-ed publications in
rural Wester Washington news outlets in recent years. Furthermore, WSBPC’s the podcast produced was only active
from January to April of 2023. With a lack of locally focused communications efforts in rural Western Washington,
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