
Furthermore, a legislator has to vote yes or no on 
thousands of issues, leaving a long paper trail. This 
trail is bound to contain more controversial elements 
than any governor’s list of bridges built and budgets 
balanced. Opponents often distort legislators’ records 
in smear campaigns that make use of attack ads and 
mudslinging. A vote for a $300 billion bill can become 
defined by one tiny provision it contained.

Also, Congress is a major part of “official” 
Washington, and senators and representatives can 
hardly say they have no connection with what occurs 
there. Conversely, governors running for the White 
House can always claim they are Washington “out-
siders” who are going to sweep in and clean up the 
town. Former governor-turned-president Bill Clinton 
reportedly advised then-senator Joseph Biden, D-Del., 
that senators had to overcome big handicaps to run 
for president. Not only did they have their records to 
explain, but they also had forgotten how to speak the 
language of the average person. “When you get to 
Washington, the only people you talk to are the elites: 
elites in the press, elites among the lobbyists, elites that 
you hire on your own staff,” Clinton told Biden. “You’re 

not regularly talking to ordinary, everyday people.”d 
Biden didn’t listen to Clinton, launching his second bid 
for the presidency in 2008 and ultimately being elected 
at Obama’s side as vice president. But, then, neither did 
Clinton’s wife, who served as Obama’s first secretary of 
state after losing to him in the 2008 primaries.

Still, the out-of-touch image of Congress and 
Washington in the public mind hampers members of 
Congress who seek national office. “It could probably 
be shown by facts and figures that there is no distinctly 
native American criminal class except Congress,” Mark 
Twain wrote in his 1897 book Following the Equator. 
Governors running for national office invariably present 
themselves as fresh alternatives to the tired habits of 
Washington, promising to change the culture and tone 
of the nation’s capital.

That they fail to do so is almost a given. That opens 
up the field for the next fresh face from the state of 
California or Arkansas or Texas. Within hours of Obama’s 
reelection, attention turned to governors as potential 
candidates in 2016—particularly among Republicans 
but also among potential Democratic hopefuls not 
named Hillary Clinton.
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finding new power by banding together in 
multistate consumer protection cases against 
financial firms, toy manufacturers, and drug 
companies, among many other examples. In 2014, 
for example, California attorney general Kamala 
Harris announced that her state would receive 
$103 million as part of a $7 billion settlement 
reached with banking giant Citigroup to resolve 

claims that it misled investors about mortgage-
backed bonds.

The granddaddy of all such cases was the 
series of lawsuits filed against the tobacco com-
panies during the mid-1990s. The attorneys gen-
eral argued that the cigarette makers had 
engaged in fraud and caused a great deal of sick-
ness and health conditions that the states had 
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