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			Preface

			Lighting a candle rather than cursing the darkness

			Our democracy is broken.

			How many times have you heard this in the past few years?

			Some will trace the genesis of the widespread invocation of this refrain to the election of President Donald Trump, but I think it goes much further back. It starts with the advent of the media age, and the introduction of radio and television into the body politic—a dark metamorphosis that has now careened into the digital age.

			The problem has fundamentally grown out of the burgeoning cost of campaigning for public office, along with the simultaneous growth of both mass media and the country’s population. Our founders created the basis of a great nation, with a unique system of checks and balances making our government work. Sure, we have gone through periods of corruption and nasty politics, fueled by the omnipresence of media, often far too superficial, hyperbolic, and more concerned with making money than the public interest. But something fundamental happened to our politics in the mid-twentieth century with the start of mass communication.

			Some peg the turning point to the televised debates between then Vice President Richard Nixon and his young rival, Senator John F. Kennedy. Pundits often cited the difference between the telegenic young politician and the equally young but experienced politician weighed down by a five o’clock shadow and “beady” eyes. After Kennedy’s tragic assassination, a nation in mourning had a campaign for his successor in 1964 that featured a highly controversial and effective ad that only aired once. You heard about it, I’m sure—in essence, a single airing of a film of a young girl plucking the petals out of a flower as a nuclear bomb explodes in the background. It suggested that Lyndon Johnson’s opponent, Senator Barry Goldwater—a noted conservative and defense hawk—would provoke world-ending war with the Soviet Union. The spot had the desired impact, or, rather, the media coverage the incumbent knew it would get did—powering Johnson to victory. The nation was off to the races on mass media campaigning.

			This hijacking of our politics was given another huge jumpstart with a couple of fateful decisions by leaders in the sixties and seventies that involved government labor unions. Unionization of government workers was a holy grail of the labor movement almost since its rise in the early twentieth century. It was that same President Kennedy who opened a door many prior political leaders—and even labor leaders like the historic AFL-CIO chief George Meany—had warned against. Kennedy issued executive orders allowing labor unions to represent federal workers, and our politics were jolted again.

			It was in California where this movement went into overdrive. Governor Jerry Brown, who had succeeded Ronald Reagan as governor in 1972, enacted rules not only allowing state government employees to unionize but also to contribute to political campaigns. Given the large and growing population of the Golden State, this new system has turned into a bonanza for both the unions and the elected officials who did their bidding. To this day, politicians get a huge campaign war chest from the union dues and a ready supply of campaign workers. In return, unions enjoy unequaled access to influence leaders and make policy changes that have shaped California as well as other “blue” states for decades.

			But it is not only unions that use special interest money and manpower to influence policy for their own benefit. We’ve all heard the terms “Big Oil” or “Big Pharma”—these industries are some of the biggest contributors and influencers over the body politic. The same goes for trial lawyers, doctors, and other healthcare providers whose efforts are highly regulated and often dependent on government action or largesse. From time to time, the government has made halting efforts to try to control this state of affairs—often by enacting campaign contribution and spending limits. Many of these efforts were given a blow in recent years in the Supreme Court’s decisions in the Buckley and Citizens United cases, which allow the almost unfettered ability of entities to spend money on political ads. Thus, all kinds of funders on the Right and Left are free to use their resources to influence policy in some form or fashion.

			All this led campaign costs to soar. In 1960, when Kennedy beat Nixon, television emerged as a major tool for candidates. In fact, approximately $28 million was spent that year on the presidential and congressional campaigns. That spending would approximate about $280 million in today’s dollars, adjusted for inflation. That’s tiny compared to what we have now.

			Candidates and committees are expected to spend over $11 billion in 2024 on advertising of all kinds. For roughly the same number of candidates and the same number of congressional races—435—as in 1960, ad spending is estimated to be almost forty times the amount that was spent just sixty-four years ago. Of course, we have more people and more outlets for spending with television, cable, and social media enjoying prominence today. However, we will spend that amount just on advertising; that doesn’t factor in amounts spent on labor, consulting, travel, and so on. That’s likely to push the total to $15 billion or more. That’s in the realm of fifty times what was spent in 1960.

			Voters instinctively know that someone is getting something for all that funding. Normally, a person or group that contributes to a political candidate wants something in return. It may be to access leadership or the fate of some policy they favor, often with a motivation that is not in the public interest.

			There are no “accidents” when it comes to public policy and its impacts on people. There’s always a reason a certain policy is in place, and it usually means that policy enables someone or some group to advance its power or profits. Sometimes it’s not the organization itself but the leaders who benefit, as in the case of lobbyists for industry groups or union officials. They may push policy choices that benefit their entity, while at the same time providing themselves with power and financial benefits. Often, these policy choices end up creating problems for most citizens to the benefit of an influential few.

			California is a shining and tarnished example of this dynamic.

			Many problems facing my adoptive state, California, in large measure impact the greater United States. That’s no accident, as Californians figure prominently in the national government seated in Washington, DC. As of this writing, the Vice President, the Secretary of Health and Human Services, and myriad other officials and elected representatives, all with significant power, got their start and learned their craft in the Golden State.

			What is that craft? It’s the eternal and dark basis of politics—influence peddling. From time immemorial, the essence of political power has been about small groups trying to control larger groups of people for their own purposes—money, riches, power, sex. Motivations differ, but the history of the world is about some person or small group working to control others for their own benefit.

			Various cities in ancient Greece sought democratic systems to diffuse power and empower people. Eventually, despite their efforts, they failed, leaving a small group of elites and nobles empowered. Through kings, emperors, and despots, humans have experienced the pain of small groups with influence ruling them.

			The United States was formed in the eighteenth century as a rebellion against elite rule. Our system of checks and balances was formed by men—yes, they were exclusively men—who opposed corrupted leadership and lack of representation and were determined to do something about it. They created a government they hoped would be immune from influence peddling and arbitrary action—a more perfect union of the people, by the people, and for the people.

			We come to the twenty-first century and our perfect union has survived but is struggling with a breakdown of democratic power sharing with the people our founders nobly envisioned. Today, we are saddled with a political system controlled more by money and media than by the people.

			Too often, power is obtained and wielded through celebrity and connections more than good character, knowledge, compassion, and integrity. This situation produced a Hobson’s choice in the last presidential election, where the alternatives were a billionaire former reality TV star who communicated insults and complaints via Twitter against an aging and fast-declining career politician who had occupied various federal offices for almost half a century. Sadly, it’s shaping up to be a repeat in 2024, a situation an overwhelming majority of voters say they don’t want to live through again.

			At the same time, the Senate and House are primarily populated by politicians (both on the Right and Left) more skilled in and addicted to fundraising and log rolling than in crafting policy and communicating thoughtfully and clearly with their constituents. Their main talents rise in playing off interest groups, wealthy people, and corporations against one another for campaign contributions and other support. They are also expertly trained in currying favor with the media—which is now clearly divided into Right and Left—and which holds considerable sway over our elections. This is not only true of our national Congress but is true of most state legislative bodies as well, especially pernicious in large states like California.

			What has been the voters’ reaction to this state of affairs? Apathy, cynicism, and disgust are the most common descriptives used. People vote in presidential races, but if you look at state and local races, the turnout is pitiful. California just had a primary election where less than 25 percent of voters turned out; among “no party preference” voters, the number was less than 20 percent.

			Worse is voter knowledge. Relatively few people know who the members of the Supreme Court are, let alone their local officials. Most have never met their elected representatives and know nothing about their backgrounds or character.

			Every election season, voters—the few who pay attention—are treated to a steady diet of advertising that is solidly geared to slogans or punchlines when they aren’t directed at outright smears or negative messages of some form or fashion. This barrage doesn’t help turnout, as people watching this are even more turned off and become cynical. They don’t believe the positive spin and the negatives repel them. They also don’t trust their representatives, who they see as nothing more than professional fundraisers or are rich elites trying to buy public office for their own aggrandizement.

			We don’t get the best and the brightest to run for public office. Few successful people want to subject themselves to the constant media barrage or the need to spend most of their time on the phone begging for money. In Washington, DC, each of the major parties has a headquarters with specially designated rooms designed for just that purpose. Since elected officials can’t make fundraising calls from their regular offices, they have to run over to the party headquarters to make those calls. Some spend as much as eight hours a day doing this. Running for any office involves constant pleading for dollars along with currying favor with media, that hold the keys to free publicity and name recognition.

			At the same time, with such events as the long running focus on the tax returns of Donald Trump, everyone seeking public office has to worry about intense scrutiny of their most personal financial data and experience going back decades. Most successful people with any private life say, “Thanks, but no thanks” to such a pursuit.

			The few that do run for office quickly discover that it pays to be extreme. The best way to pry money out of people or businesses is to anger or scare them. This leads to conjuring up the most angry or threatening description of what could happen if a contribution isn’t made to help the candidate. I always say that politicians make the mafia look like amateurs. Hoodlums go into businesses and threaten them with all manner of havoc if they don’t pay “protection” money. Politicians can legitimately tell those same businesses that legislation that hurts their business could be enacted if they don’t support their candidacy. It’s a “protection” racket that has the added benefit of being perfectly legal.

			This pernicious state of affairs constitutes what I call the “Four Plagues” of our democracy:

			1.Undue influence of special interest groups and funders, which bends policy in their direction.

			2.Inordinate power of Big Media to influence who wins or loses.

			3.Overwhelming tide of negative campaigning that dissuades qualified people from running.

			4.Excessive power and attention to the extremes of each side of the partisan divide, which turns off far too many voters and those less inclined to be interested in politics.

			The good news in all this is that there is a way to change the system for the better so that we get a government that performs what we ask of it in a competent and truthful manner. It involves changing our system for how campaigns for the U.S. House of Representatives are conducted, implementing tiny districts so that the Four Plagues will not decide who wins or how officials make decisions. Political campaigns would not be about money or media but about person-to-person, door-to-door campaigning, and individual persuasion. Character and leadership would once again dictate success in the political arena.

			This is not a book solely about problems and complaints; it is about an exciting, viable solution to the problems caused by the Four Plagues.

			The problems we face are not there by accident. They result mostly from some person or group benefiting from the status quo. The key to solving these problems is to fashion solutions that reflect good practice and policy, forged by intelligent and well-thought-out tradeoffs that have the effect of helping most of our people rather than favoring a narrow interest or group. It is my view that this cannot happen in our current system. We need the leaders—in every community in the nation—who can communicate these tradeoffs and rationales with their constituents in a clear manner and who have the trust and confidence of those constituents.

			We don’t have those leaders now. We need them, desperately.

			Our system stands alone in the world in terms of its checks and balances among the branches of government. The curse of the Four Plagues has come from two things: a larger population and advances in technology. In response to a growing population from the great migration of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Congress froze the number of congressional districts by statute in 1929 at 435; there was no maximum written into the original Constitution. The population of the country has grown even more significantly since then. When the limit was set, the number of people in each district was about 200,000; now it is about 750,000. In 1929, it was functionally impossible to reach 200,000 people on a personal level; it is worse now that the number has more than tripled.

			Technology has also advanced since 1929. At that point, radio was in its infancy and television was not on the radar. Now we have social media and instant messaging and communication via text, Instagram, TikTok, and more. All these outlets cost money, spread negativity, or both—and they have multiplied the channels of influence that can be brought to bear.

			They have also resulted in controversies involving disinformation, misinformation, and censorship. This reached a fever pitch during the COVID-19 pandemic, when governments in the United States and worldwide enacted lockdowns and restrictive policies that were very controversial. Other controversies arose over causes and cures, as well as the impact of the politics of the lockdown. Censorship became a key issue, and many “experts” and nonexperts battled it out for eyes and ears. Politicians were, of course, at the forefront of these battles, using the battles to leverage their requests for contributions.

			As we saw with the pandemic, our ability to persuade and provide information is key to political success. The trouble is, mass media is, by its nature, impersonal, while social media posts are often anonymous. This has all added up to a toxic brew in which information that needs to be disseminated isn’t even trusted, and with it goes the trust of our very governing institutions. For our country to succeed—and indeed, for the world to be successful—we need a solution that restores trust not only in information but also in our elected leaders and major institutions. That’s what this book is about.

			I’m going to explain why I ran for governor of California to help cure the many ills the mismanagement of the state has brought. That campaign has led me organically to an effort to reform our electoral system through small districts, called Hear the People, which will help correct these ills. I’m going to describe how Hear the People can be implemented and how it works to negate the impact of the Four Plagues. I’ll also detail how the Four Plagues are not only destroying confidence in our political leadership but also result in policies that serve a select group such as the special interests and media. Most of us are thus deprived of the policies that will enable our country to grow and prosper; a need that is important to providing opportunity and a good life for all Americans.

			Some will read this book as a criticism targeted at the Golden State’s current governor, Gavin Newsom, as the leader of the state and the cause of the mismanagement of California. Understand that I am using my state’s governor as just one major exemplar of the problem—he is certainly not the only one. I live in California and had studied these issues for years before I started the race for governor. As such, I developed a keen insight into why California is in the condition it is now and why it is the poster child for the dysfunction of the electoral system. Like too many of our states, California is essentially run by special interest groups for their own benefit, and Newsom is the leader of that band with a dominant media cheerleading him on.

			There is little indication that Newsom believes changing our system should be a high priority. He did write a book, Citizenville, not too long ago, about a digital revolution transforming government. He may, in fact, appreciate the fact that small districts, with local representatives connected through our modern interactive technology, is a much better system to remove the corruptive power of money, media, and special interest groups. It would be wonderful if he and his followers would accept the challenge to change the status quo—and embrace the reforms I propose in this book.

			I’m not going to pull my punches when it comes to Republicans either. Former President Donald Trump is a shining example of a candidate who was not only created by the media but benefits from its worst excesses—inciting anger and fear with almost every appearance and utterance. He’s also an example of the most horrible kind of leader, exaggerating and puffing up his own accomplishments while misstating and glossing over opponents’ positions. His rallies serve as wonderful entertainment for his fans but accomplish little in terms of reaching out to the broader electorate or those that might be persuaded to agree with a particular policy he advocates. If you don’t agree with him, you are the enemy; he’s not going to waste any breath or make any effort at all to make a cogent, informed, and truthful argument that might persuade opponents to come to his side. In that sense, unifying the nation is not part of the equation. The most important part of his campaign is to solidify his base and then demonize his opponent enough to persuade a segment to not vote for them or at least vote for a third-party alternative.

			Most of all, this book clearly lays out a solution to the pay-to-play political culture that fosters the “California Catastrophe” as well as the dysfunction of Congress and our political system in general. There’s no question in most peoples’ minds that competent political leadership is lacking in this country. The fault lies with a system that empowers the Four Plagues over the people.

			The good news is that there is a workable and doable solution, Hear the People.

			By changing the way our campaigns for the House of Representatives are run to emphasize small districts that allow person-to-person campaigns, we will do more than limit the influence of the Four Plagues in congressional campaigns. We will change the entire political culture and ethos of the nation, fostering voter involvement and accountability from contests for the school board to the White House.

			American has a serious problem that requires a rethinking of how we elect our leaders. Implementing Hear the People does not involve a Constitutional amendment; it just requires the state legislature of each state to change how it runs its congressional elections, which it has every power under the Constitution to do. It also involves an exciting, positive use of the new technologies we have developed to disseminate information and bring people together.

			I hope politicians like Governor Newsom would believe Hear the People is a long overdue reform that would not only lessen the power of money and media but also bring about more voter involvement. This reform will enable us to foster a new generation of leaders that can be held accountable and that have the skills to lead us through tough times. I will detail how we can make that happen in a way that works for us, not against us. Success usually faces daunting challenges but it can be achieved. It just takes strength of purpose, discipline, and leadership.

			Let’s get to work.
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