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1 Introduction

Was the outcome of the 2016 US presidential election shaped by workers losing out to au-

tomation? According to a recent poll of unemployed Americans who were able to work,

more than a third identi�ed automation as a prime reason for their misfortunes (Hamelet al.,



Notes: This �gure presents a non-parametric illustration of the county-level relationship between percentage
point differences in the Republican two-party vote share between the 2016 and 2012 elections based on data
reported in Dave Leip's







takes place outside the market, the economics and politics of automation are intimately con-

nected. As forcefully argued by Mokyr (1998):





creasingly dif�cult case to make as empirical evidence continues to accumulate.4 Almost by

any measure, material standards and living conditions for the common Englishman did not

improve before 1840. Output expanded, yet the gains from growth did not trickle down to

the vast majority of the population. The best estimates suggest that while output per worker

increased by 46 per cent over the classic period (Crafts and Harley, 1992), real wages rose

by a mere 14 per cent (Feinstein, 1998).5 Meanwhile, working hours increased by 20 per

cent (Voth, 2000), suggesting that hourly wages even declined in real terms.6 The main ben-

e�ciaries were industrialists who saw the pro�t share of income double (Allen, 2009). The

view of Friedrich Engels (1845), that industrialists “grow rich on the misery of the mass of

wage earners', was thus largely accurate for the period he observed: as wages declined and

the pro�t share of national income doubled, the income share accruing to the top 5 per cent

in Britain almost doubled as well (Lindert, 2000).

Why did living standards during the days of the Industrial Revolution falter? As argued



is illustrative (Shaw-Taylor and Jones, 2010). As factory mechanization in Britain left the



to 2013, productivity growth was eight times faster than hourly compensation: as productiv-

ity grew by 64.9 per cent, hourly compensation for 80 per cent of the American workforce

grew only by 8.2 per cent, while the top 1 per cent of earners saw cumulative gains in an-

nual wages of 153.6 per cent (Bivens
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employment or non-routine manual jobs (Corteset al., 2016a). In tandem with routine jobs



Notes: This �gure reports the percentage of respondents (who are unemployed but able to work) who state that
each factor is a major or minor reason why they are not working in a 2014 Kaiser Family Foundation/New York
Times/CBS News survey based on interviews with 1,002 respondents between the ages of 25 and 54 who are
currently not employed either full-time or part-time. See Hamelet al. (2014) for more information.

Figure 4: Why are Americans not working?

3 Robots and the 2016 US presidential election

We next turn to examine if the increased adoption of robots caused American voters to opt for
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of votes cast in favour of the Republican candidate. As re�ected in the standardized coef�-

cients, a one-standard-deviation increase in the exposure to robots is associated with an 0.294

standard-deviation-increase in the Republican two-party vote share (column 1). Put differ-

ently, the point estimate of 2.015 implies that if we compare two counties at the 25th and 75th

percentile of robot exposure respectively, the Republican two-party vote share in the county



in robot usewithin manufacturing and the relatively limited overlap between robot exposure









scenario of lower robot exposure. Lastly, we aggregate the counterfactual county vote totals

within each state and allocate the implied electoral votes to identify the victor.





Could the British Industrial Revolution have happened if ordinary workers were also voters?
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