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       I speak the password primeval,


       I give the sign of democracy;


       By God! I will accept nothing which all cannot have their counterpart of on the same terms.


WALT WHITMAN, SONG OF MYSELF





FOREWORD







United States Senator Bernie Sanders


More than a decade ago, in April 2002, I opened a crowded meeting at the Unitarian Church on Main Street in Montpelier, Vermont, by announcing, “I want to welcome you to what I believe is the first congressional town meeting ever organized to address the issue of corporate control of the media.” For the next several hours, John Nichols, Bob McChesney, and I had the remarkable experience of talking with and listening to citizens who were ready to engage in a serious discourse about the role of a free press in sustaining democracy. The people got it, as they almost always do. Even then, they could see what we saw: a decline in the amount and quality of journalism and a parallel rise in the influence of Big Money in our politics.


The media reform movement that Nichols and McChesney have done so much to foster—as the authors of four books on media policy, as advocates for independent media, and as cofounders of the nation’s media reform network, Free Press—has always sought to address that concern. I’ve been proud to work with them on media issues and proud of the successes we have had in pushing back against consolidation of media ownership and in supporting public and community broadcasting and maintaining net neutrality.


But Nichols and McChesney have always argued that realizing the full promise of a free press in America must be seen as the founders saw it: as a way of providing the information and ideas that sustain democratic discourse and enable citizens to cast informed votes. And the past decade has, unfortunately, been rough on democratic discourse and on democracy itself. Local newspapers have closed or been downsized. Coverage of statehouses and even of Washington, DC, is declining. Although there is hope for online journalism, resources are few. For tens of millions of Americans, an information void has developed. And it is being filled by political advertising and public relations spin.


The simple truth is that we cannot govern our own affairs when our national, state, and local debates are bought and sold by billionaires, who use thirty-second commercials to shout down anyone who disagrees. Democracy demands a rich, robust discourse about ideas, not a spending spree that demeans those ideas, diminishes honest debate, and turns voters off to the political process. Yet this is the threat we now face. In this book, Nichols and McChesney, pioneers in explaining the relationship between media and democracy, step up to address the great challenge of our time: the replacement of democracy with what they describe as Dollarocracy.


This is not a casually chosen term. They suggest that with the decline of independent journalism as a primary source of information about elections and governing, and its replacement by now-omnipresent political advertising, especially since the Supreme Court’s Citizens United v. FEC ruling, we have seen the development of an electoral equivalent to the self-perpetuating military-industrial complex that Dwight Eisenhower warned us about. The money-and-media election complex, producing a slurry of negative ads, spin, and obstruction, is not what the founders intended.


That’s one reason that I was proud to introduce a Saving American Democracy amendment to the U.S. Constitution that says corporations are not persons with constitutional rights equal to real people, corporations are subject to regulation by the people, corporations may not make campaign contributions or any election expenditures, and Congress and the states have the power to regulate campaign finances. In this book, Nichols and McChesney make a powerful case for why it is necessary to amend the Constitution to tackle the Money Power that the Progressive reformers of a century ago warned would replace democracy with plutocracy.


But they do not stop there. They recall the Progressive Era and argue that America is ripe for a new age of reform that focuses on renewing democracy and that takes as its foundational premise an understanding that the essential act of democracy, voting, must be protected and made meaningful by legislation, statutes, and amendments. Nichols and McChesney are not doctrinaire; they recognize that many reforms can and should be entertained and that not every American will agree on every proposal. But, they argue, the energy that has been seen in popular protests on behalf of labor rights; in campaigns to defend public education and public services; in the movements to save Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid; in the Occupy movement’s challenge to income inequality; and in the town meetings of my home state of Vermont, which have called for amending the Constitution to address corporate abuses of the political process constitutes evidence of a rising call for reforms that will allow American democracy to work for all Americans, not just a privileged and powerful few.


This is an exciting prospect and one with deep roots in American history. The wisest of the founders recognized that America would evolve and change with time, and they rested great power in the people to assure that the evolution might serve the common good. With this book, John Nichols and Bob McChesney invite Americans to examine in new ways the challenges facing America and to fully recognize the threat that the combination of Big Money and big media poses to the promise of self-government. They paint a daunting picture, rich in detail based on intense reporting and groundbreaking research. But they do not offer us a pessimistic take. Rather, they call us, as Tom Paine did more than two centuries ago, to turn knowledge into power. And they tell us that we can and must respond to our contemporary challenges as a nation by rejecting Dollarocracy and renewing our commitment to democracy.


BURLINGTON, VERMONT
FEBRUARY 2013





PREFACE








O, let America be America again—


The land that never has been yet—


And yet must be


LANGSTON HUGHES, “LET AMERICA
BE AMERICA AGAIN,” 1936


There comes a point, sometime after the last election campaign, when a politician becomes a statesman or a stateswoman. And it is at that point when he or she begins to speak the deeper truth, what Walt Whitman described as the “password primeval” of our American experiment.1


The truth these statesmen and stateswomen tell today is a harrowing one.


Bemoaning “a dangerous deficit of governance” that has left critical issues unaddressed, former vice president Al Gore argued in his 2013 book, The Future, that “not since the 1890s has U.S. government decision making been as feeble, dysfunctional, and servile to corporate and other special interests as it is now.”2 From across the aisle, 2012 Republican presidential contender Jon Huntsman decried deficits of leadership and confidence and declared that, corrupted by special-interest money and corroded by the crude cynicism of negative politics, “the system is broken.”3 But the most damning delineation of the Zeitgeist came from the most senior of our nation’s former presidents, Jimmy Carter, who looked out across the American political landscape in the midst of the 2012 election campaign and saw a political process “shot through with financial corruption” and witnessing “a total transformation of America into a negative campaigning process.”4


Describing the 2010 U.S. Supreme Court ruling in the case of Citizens United v. FEC as “a major victory for big oil, Wall Street banks, health insurance companies and the other powerful interests that marshal their power every day in Washington to drown out the voices of everyday Americans,” Carter declared—as the planet’s most famous election observer—that “we have one of the worst election processes in the world right in the United States of America, and it’s almost entirely because of the excessive influx of money.”5


Imagine if the internationally renowned, Nobel Peace Prize–winning former president of any other country were to say that his homeland suffered under “the worst election processes in the world.” We would, as Americans, be justifiably skeptical of claims that the country in question met the basic standards of democratic governance. We might even threaten to cut off foreign aid until fundamental reforms were initiated. Yet like the frog in the pot that is slowly coming to a boil, we do not always respond with the same urgency to indications of a crisis at home.


This book argues for a conclusion that is obvious and unavoidable to anyone paying attention to the likes of Gore, Huntsman, and Carter: that with democracy itself so threatened, citizens must, as they have before, respond with the boldness appropriate to maintain the American experiment. In a country where, as Huntsman noted, millions of Americans decide not to vote because they think the political process is “rigged” to produce the results desired by contemporary robber barons, the time for debating whether a crisis exists is long past. It is no longer rational, let alone permissible, to neglect the crisis of our political process, which goes far beyond the challenges posed by corporate cash and the renewal of the Money Power that the last century’s Progressives took on in a battle for the soul of the nation.


This is a radical book in the best sense of that term. It reminds the American people, who, polling suggests, are well aware of the crisis and are searching for solutions, that the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. said in his wisdom, “When you are right you cannot be too radical.”6 It is not just right but also necessary to reach a radical recognition of the scope of the crisis, to understand that a discussion of a “broken system” must identify the points of rupture: special-interest influence on our politics, to be sure; but also the collapse of a journalism sufficient to name and shame the influence peddlers; the abandonment of basic premises of democracy by partisans who are willing to win at any cost; and the rise of a consulting class that makes “win at any cost” politics possible by shaping a money-and-media election complex every bit as dismissive of the popular will as the military-industrial complex is.


The high-stakes partisanship of the moment causes even the best of those who are in power to be cautious in their responses to the crisis. A perfect example came when President Barack Obama delivered his fourth State of the Union address in February 2013. He delivered a stirring defense of the right to vote—a right that this book argues must be explicitly protected by our Constitution. But then, against all the evidence of a need for a bold response to explicit disenfranchisement and to the broader dysfunction of the system, President Obama proposed merely to appoint a commission to reflect on the challenge. Worse yet, the commission the president named for the purpose of improving “the voting experience in America” was to be chaired by the most rigid of partisans: the top election lawyer for the Democrats and the top election lawyer for the Republicans.7


The president likes to say that with regard to the challenges posed for voters, “We have to fix that.” We agree, but it has to be the right fix, not just in the details but also in the character and the scope of its ambition.


We do not mean to be cynical, but we are certain that any improvement of “the voting experience in America” that is proposed and implemented by partisans of the current process, any insider “fix,” will be insufficient to address the pathologies inherent in “one of the worst election processes in the world.”


The change must come, as it always has, from the people. It must go beyond partisanship and ideology, beyond the narrow confines of a discourse that too frequently sustains, rather than challenges, that “broken system.” This book invites the reader to embrace what is best about America: a bold willingness to subvert the dominant paradigm and to begin the world over again. Our history tells us that Americans can reclaim their country and chart a democratic course toward a future that is not only better than this moment but also better than the best moments of our past. America is a progressive nation, and it is time, once more, for it to progress.


[image: ]


OUR CONFIDENCE in this prospect comes from the people who helped to make this book possible, in particular Katrina vanden Heuvel, the editor and publisher of The Nation magazine, who, in the aftermath of the High Court’s Citizens United ruling and the 2010 election campaign’s beginning revelation of the fullness of the crisis at hand, invited us to write an article on the development of a money-and-media election complex. Almost as soon as the article appeared, we found ourselves entertaining conversations with publishers, which is a nice place to be, especially when you have our terrific agent, Sandra Dijkstra, and her team sorting things out. Ultimately, we ended up with Nation Books, working again with our friend and comrade editorial director Carl Bromley. Carl is the hero of this book. At a critical point in the writing process, he recognized with us that the timeline was wrong; instead of anticipating the 2012 election, we needed to cover it and incorporate into the book an understanding of where the process is now.


Carl was not the only patient supporter of the long reporting and writing process. John Nichols was cheered on along the way by Roane Carey, Peter Rothberg, Betsy Reed, Richard Kim, Emily Douglas, Liliana Segura, and everyone else at The Nation, as well as Dave Zweifel, Judie Kleinmaier, Lynn Danielson, and all the folks at the Capital Times in Madison. Many of the ideas contained in this book were explored in media appearances by John on MSNBC, with Ed Schultz, Chris Matthews, and Chris Hayes, among others, and the MSNBC crew of Rich Stockwell, Querry Robinson, Arianna Jones, Gregg Cockrell, Sheara Braun, Jen Zweben, and so many others. James Holm and Diane Shamis deserve special mention as friends and colleagues, as do Brent, Wendy, and all the folks who work with Ed Schultz’s radio show. Conversations with Amy Goodman, Juan González, Nermeen Shaikh, and the Democracy Now! crew were invaluable. And the same goes for on-air and off-air discussions with Shihab Rattansi for Al Jazeera English, as well as the folks with BBC and RTE-Radio Ireland and, of course, Wisconsin Public Radio. And a special shout-out to Thom Hartmann, brilliant radio and television host and author of groundbreaking books on corporate power. Tim Carpenter, Steve Cobble, and all the people associated with Progressive Democrats of America have hosted many events at which John has appeared to debate and discuss all the issues addressed in this book, as have RoseAnn DeMoro, Michael Lighty, Chuck Idelson, Jean Ross, and everyone else with National Nurses United.


John also owes thanks to Mark Janson, Ed Garvey, Lisa Graves, Rob Richie, Jeff Clements, Doug Clopp, Michael Briggs, John Bonifaz, the Reverend Jesse Jackson, Congressman Keith Ellison, Congressman Mark Pocan, David Panofsky, Pat Smith, Sharon Lezberg, Brian Yandell, Susan Stern, Kitty Nichols, Cary Featherstone, Meredith Clark, all the activists in Wisconsin (especially those in Spring Green and Burlington!), campaigners across the country for Move to Amend and Free Speech for People, and too many other friends and comrades to name who helped wrestle with these issues.


Bob owes particular thanks to David Tewksbury, his chair in the Department of Communication at the University of Illinois, and everyone in the department and at the university who bent over backward to make this research possible. Bob is extremely fortunate to have such a supportive environment for research. Some material in this book overlaps work Bob did for his 2013 book Digital Disconnect: How Capitalism Is Turning the Internet Against Democracy (New Press). Bob thanks both publishers for their collegiality.


Bob also owes thanks to Bruce Ackerman, Scott Althaus, Patrick Barrett, Lance Bennett, Paul Buhle, Sundiata Cha-Jua, Vivek Chibber, David Cobb, Jeff Cohen, Diana Cook, Michael Copps, Michael Delli Carpini, Frank Emspak, Thomas Ferguson, John Bellamy Foster, Lew Friedland, Peter Hart, Amy Holland, Steve Horn, Kathleen Hall Jamieson, Shanto Iyengar, Van Jones, R. Jamil Jonna, Marty Kaplan, Jed McChesney, Michael McDonald, Mark Crispin Miller, Alan Nasser, Sarah Niebler, Molly Niesen, Tom Patterson, Victor Pickard, Travis Ridout, Joel Rogers, Allen Ruff, Ron Salmon, Josh Silver, Norman Stockwell, Inger Stole, Mandy Troger, Katherine Cramer Walsh, Mark Weisbrot, Rob Weissman, Darrell West, Bruce Williams, and Kristina Williams. Each of them helped Bob with researching and developing the arguments. In some cases, such as those of Jamil Jonna, Mandy Troger, Amy Holland, and Kristina Williams, the assistance was extraordinary. The book could not have been written without their assistance.


And from both John and Bob, a special thanks to Matt Rothschild and Ruth Conniff of The Progressive, who have embraced and published our work for almost two decades. Likewise, thanks to the terrific staff at Free Press, especially Craig Aaron, Derek Turner, and Josh Stearns, who had smart answers for every question we threw at them. When we helped launch Free Press in 2003, we had no idea what an extraordinary organization it would become, owing entirely to Craig, Derek, Josh, and the other exceptional staff members.


Special thanks, too, to our dear friend and our senator, Bernie Sanders, who has been fighting on these issues for decades and whose conversations with us have been invaluable. We are honored beyond words that he has written the Foreword to this book.


Then there are those closest to our hearts. For Bob, his “keeping it real” dawg posse: Chubby Boy, Juicer, Hambone, and the Bear; and his family: Lucy, Amy, and Inger. For John, Mary Bottari, the wisest of them all, who put it all in perspective, as did Whitman Genevieve Bottari Nichols, who continues to advocate for a kids’ version. And, of course, to Whitman’s grandmother, Mary Nichols, who demands only that the progressive flame remain well and truly lit.


JOHN NICHOLS


ROBERT W. McCHESNEY


MADISON, WISCONSIN


MARCH 2013




DOLLAROCRACY





INTRODUCTION








Privilege Resurgent


At many stages in the advance of humanity, this conflict between the men who possess more than they have earned and the men who have earned more than they possess is the central condition of progress. In our day it appears as the struggle of freemen to gain and hold the right of self-government as against the special interests, who twist the methods of free government into machinery for defeating the popular will. At every stage, and under all circumstances, the essence of the struggle is to equalize opportunity, destroy privilege, and give to the life and citizenship of every individual the highest possible value both to himself and to the commonwealth. That is nothing new.


THEODORE ROOSEVELT, 1910


It is, of course, nothing new.


America has from its founding struggled along a narrow arc of history toward an end never quite reached: that of sincere and meaningful democracy. We have made massive progress, evolving from a nation of privileged elites that espoused lofty ideals about all men being created equal and then enslaved men, women, and children into a nation where the descendants of those slaves have taken their places as governors, senators, and Supreme Court justices. Yet as the great champion of American advancement, the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., reminded us in a time of historic change, “Human progress is neither automatic nor inevitable.”1


What was gained in the Progressive Era when Teddy Roosevelt championed radical reform and across the years of unsteady but genuine democratic progress that followed was written into the Constitution and the statutes of the land. Witness amendments eliminating poll taxes and extending the franchise to women and eighteen- to twenty-year-olds, the Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts, and, finally, the National Voter Registration Act of 1993.


But this progress never quite assured that the great mass of people would gain and hold the right of self-government as against the special interests. The U.S. Constitution contains no guarantee of a right to vote, and this lack of definition is constantly exploited by political hucksters who would make America a democracy for the few, and a plutocracy in essence. The malefactors of great wealth continue to twist the methods of free government into the machinery for defeating the popular will. And scarcely one hundred years after Roosevelt identified his central condition of progress, they have reversed it, with court rulings and practices that are contributing to the destruction of the American electoral system as a tool for realizing the democratic dreams that have animated American progress across two centuries. U.S. elections have never been perfect—far from it—but the United States is now rapidly approaching a point where the electoral process itself ceases to function as a means for citizens to effectively control leaders and guide government policies. It pains us, as political writers and citizens who have spent a combined eighty years working on and/or covering electoral campaigns, to write these words. But there can no longer be any question that free and fair elections—what we were raised to believe was an American democratic birthright—are effectively being taken away from the people.


In this book we examine the forces—billionaires, corporations, the politicians who do their bidding, and the media conglomerates that facilitate the abuse—that have sapped elections of their meaning and of their democratic potential. “The Money Power,” as Roosevelt and his contemporaries termed the collaboration that imposed the will of wealth on our politics, achieves its ends by flooding the electoral system with an unprecedented tidal wave of unaccountable money. The money makes a mockery of political equality in the voting booth, and the determination of media companies to cash in on that mockery—when they should instead be exposing and opposing it—completes a vicious circle.


This is not an entirely new phenomenon, as we note in the historical chapters of this book. But it is an accelerating phenomenon. The U.S. Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision allowing unlimited corporate campaign spending confirmed the court-ordered diminution of democratic processes that over four decades has renewed the political privileges of the elites. “The day before Citizens United was decided,” Lawrence Lessig wrote, “our democracy was already broken. Citizens United may have shot the body, but the body was already cold.”2


Economic elites are now exercising those privileges with an abandon not seen since the era of the robber barons that Roosevelt decried. To enhance the influence of their money, billionaires, corporations, and their political pawns began in the run-up to the 2012 election to aggressively advance policies designed to limit the voting rights of those Americans who are most disinclined to sanction these elites’ continued dominance of the political process. They are grasping for total power, and if they did not succeed in choking off the avenues of dissent in 2012, they will surely return—with increased determination and more insidious tactics—in 2014 and 2016 and beyond. “There’s been almost a shameless quality to it,” says former U.S. senator Russ Feingold of the pressure on politicians to raise and spend exponentially more money since the Citizens United decision. “It has grossly altered our system of government. We don’t have the kind of elections that most of us grew up seeing.”3


The moneyed interests are confident, even in the face of temporary setbacks, that they will be able to continue their initiative because they are well served by the rapid decline of the news media as a checking and balancing force on our politics. Our dominant media institutions do an absolutely dreadful job of drawing citizens into public life, especially elections. The owners of media corporations have made their pact with the new order. For the most part, they do not challenge it, as the crusading editors and publishers of another age did. Rather, advertising departments position media outlets to reap windfall profits through the broadcasting of invariably inane and crudely negative political campaign advertising, which is the lingua franca of American electioneering in the twenty-first century. The corporate media are the immediate financial beneficiaries of our increasingly absurd election system—and the primary barriers to its reform. To talk about the crisis of money in politics without addressing the mess that the media have made of things is the equivalent of talking about the deliberate fire without discussing the arsonist.


We term the combine that has emerged the “money-and-media election complex.” It has become so vast and so powerful that it can best be understood as an entity unto itself. This complex is built on a set of commercial and institutional relationships involving wealthy donors, giant corporations, lobbyists, consultants, politicians, spinmeisters, corporate media, coin-operated “think tanks,” inside-the-beltway pundits, and now super-PACs. These relationships are eviscerating democratic elections and benefit by that evisceration. The complex has tremendous gravitational power, which increases the degree of difficulty for those wishing to participate in elections outside its paradigm. The complex embraces and encourages a politics defined by wealthy funders, corporate media, and the preservation of a new status quo; it is the modern-day reflection of the arrangements that served the robber barons of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


2012: THE END OF THE BEGINNING


In the days and weeks following the 2012 election, the winning side predictably announced that the problem of money in politics was overrated because, after all, this side won. Imagining that all was well because the darkest possible scenarios did not immediately play out, the Christian Science Monitor declared, “Despite concerns that huge amounts of money spent by political action committees would skew the results, many candidates backed by large PAC-financed advertising campaigns did not win their races. Money was less influential than expected. Voters thought for themselves.”4 So there you have it. Or maybe not.


While Republicans and their allied super-PACs did spend billions to defeat President Barack Obama and the Democrats, it is not as if the Democrats failed to return fire with fire. As the New York Times concluded, “The president and his allies appear to have matched or exceeded Mr. Romney and his allies in the number of advertisements that aired.” As the dust cleared after the election, it became obvious that the Democrats were very much part of the system, with their own dependence upon big money in countless areas. “The president’s re-election does not presage a repudiation of the deregulated campaign financing unleashed by the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision,” political correspondent Nicholas Confessore of the Times wrote. “Instead his victory most likely reinforced the practice.”5


This is the truth of 2012: money beat money.


To believe otherwise is naïve, just as it is naïve in the extreme to imagine that the money-and-media election complex ground to some kind of halt in November 2012. To the contrary, it has not yet built up to full force. That’s a daunting prospect, but it is also good news. Before it becomes the status quo, we may have an opportunity to intervene. But for that to happen, we must understand how we got to this point, how this system operates, what the consequences are, where it appears to be heading, and what Americans can and must do to get their nation back on the democratic grid. That is the purpose of this book.


The immediate effect of the money-and-media election complex is to encourage election campaigns, like those in 2012, that do not even begin to address the societal pathologies afflicting the people of the United States. The trillion dollars spent annually on militarism and war is off-limits to public review and debate. Likewise, the corporate control of the economy and the corporate domination of government itself get barely a nod. Stagnation, gaping economic inequality, growing poverty, and collapsing infrastructure and social services—major issues all—are accorded nothing more than the market-tested drivel candidates say to get votes. The existential threats posed by climate change and nuclear weaponry are virtually off-limits as campaign-season issues; whole debates that are supposed to go to the heart of domestic and global concerns pass by without mention of them. The drug war, which has created a prison-industrial complex so vast that the United States has a greater percentage of its population imprisoned than any other nation in history, is not to be mentioned—except when obviously engaged and concerned citizens force the issue onto the ballot via the initiative process.


The United States, like much of the world, is in a period of crisis, not unlike the 1930s or the Progressive Era of Teddy Roosevelt and Robert M. La Follette. But now the stakes are higher. Mainstream politics, following elections, seems increasingly irrelevant to addressing these grave, even existential, challenges. As a result, they are untended and grow more severe. Something has to give; this can’t go on forever, or even very much longer. It is in all our interests that these problems be addressed by democratic governance and sooner rather than later. The alternative is an ugly picture, one that is entirely unnecessary.


As the subsequent chapters will demonstrate, widespread popular disillusionment with contemporary elections and the political system is anything but irrational. The type of society we have is far better understood as a Dollarocracy than as a democracy. We have a system that is now defined more by one dollar, one vote than by one person, one vote. We live in a society where a small number of fabulously wealthy individuals and giant corporations control most of the dollars—and by extension have most of the political power. They buy election results that give them control over the government, and they hire lobbyists to fine-tune that control so that the distribution of wealth and income continually skews to their advantage. This is not a mystery. Polling shows that more than 60 percent of Americans understand that the nation’s economic structure is “out of balance” and that it favors a “very small portion of the rich” over everyone else.6 And they despair that political structures are so skewed and corrupted that nothing will change this circumstance. As political scientist Jeffrey A. Winters characterized American governance circa 2012, “Democracy appears chronically dysfunctional when it comes to policies that impinge on the rich.”7


To be clear, elections are not entirely worthless—especially on the handful of issues where the wealthy do not necessarily have a horse in the race. Popular forces can prevail, even against increasing odds, and we admire and respect numerous politicians who enter and occasionally succeed in the electoral arena. Elections will remain among the main playing fields for politics in the visible future. Our argument is simply that the degree of difficulty that citizens confront when they seek to use the election process to effectively control government policies is vastly higher than it has been in memory. And it will only get worse unless Americans do something about it. A difficult truth lurks not far in the future: if our elections get appreciably more corrupt, extending the trajectory they were already on in 2012, the use of the term “democracy” to describe the United States will be inaccurate in even the weakest sense of the term. The point, then, is not to abandon elections, but to make them viable and credible.


To do that, however, we all must recognize that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is right when he describes the Citizens United ruling as ushering in the completion of “a hostile takeover of our government” by corporations and billionaires. “We are now in a free fall toward old-fashioned oligarchy; noxious, thieving and tyrannical,” he writes. “America, the world’s premier template for democracy and a robust middle class, is now listing toward oligarchy and corporate kleptocracy. America today is looking more and more like a colonial economy, with a system increasingly tilted toward enriching the wealthy 1 percent and serving the mercantile needs of multinational corporations with little allegiance to our country.”8


We are not interested in promoting cynicism; we believe it is possible to change the world for the better. And we believe there is a way out of the current crisis: in a reform moment focused on the bold new voting rights movement that we outline in Chapter 9. But we do no one any favors by sugarcoating the reality around us. Our optimism in the midst of the wreckage we describe in this book is fueled by our recognition that the forces of reform have the numbers on their side. If America were to hold truly fair elections where the preponderance of Americans vote, where there is credible journalism, we are certain there would be progressive results. The dollarcrats get that too, which is why they battle so hard to see that fair elections with credible journalism never come to pass. It is why they are not satisfied with overwhelming financial advantages and media that are sympathetic to their demands on society. They seek to restrict the franchise and rig election laws in a manner than can only be described as obscene.9 All the once-common rhetoric about the importance of expanding the rate of voter participation to join the rest of the civilized world has been shelved by the dollarcrats. They know that their policies and their privileges could never survive democracy.


Our motivation in writing this book is to encourage Americans to demand the electoral democracy they deserve and require. We take as our foundational premise the understanding of the franchise explained in 1957 by the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. when he wrote, “So long as I do not firmly and irrevocably possess the right to vote I do not possess myself. I cannot make up my mind—it is made up for me. I cannot live as a democratic citizen, observing the laws I have helped to enact—I can only submit to the edict of others.”10 King was merely restating the longstanding American democratic tradition. As Benjamin Franklin put it, “They who have no voice nor vote in the electing of representatives, do not enjoy liberty, but are absolutely enslaved to those who have votes.”11 In the twenty-first century, it is offensive to us that many Americans do not believe that they firmly and irrevocably possess the right to vote—either because they encounter barriers to their participation or because they believe their vote has been rendered meaningless by the overwhelming influence of the Money Power. It is our faith that the vast majority of our fellow citizens take similar offense, and this faith tells us that radical reform is possible.


In order to address the crisis of elections in the United States, this book chronicles the rise and functioning of the money-and-media election complex as a cornerstone of Dollarocracy.


In Chapter 1 we take a longer look at the nature of Dollarocracy in the contemporary United States. Americans enjoy what is at best a “weak” democracy. But the problems confronting the nation today are not new with regard to governance, particularly the democratizing of elections. This chapter traces this important and mostly overlooked history.


How much does Dollarocracy cost? In Chapter 2 we take a look at the 2012 election and chronicle the billionaires and very-nearly billionaires who put up the lion’s share of this money and what they will get in return for their investments. This was a $10 billion election, almost double what was spent in 2008 and ten times what was spent a generation ago, even allowing for inflation. We assess how this shadowy underworld of big money is institutionalizing and operating and why notions that the dollarcrats were vanquished for all time in 2012 are untenable. At current patterns, 2012 may be remembered nostalgically a few election cycles down the road.


How is Dollarocracy made possible? In Chapter 3 we look at the U.S. Supreme Court and the long path it took from the 1970s to the Citizens United case and beyond. With a judicial activism that is unwarranted and arguably unprecedented, the current Court has overturned nearly all efforts by elected officials or even public referenda to limit the ability of big money to buy elections. The chapter describes how this process was no fluke. One of the primary Supreme Court champions of unleashing corporate and billionaire campaign spending was Lewis Powell, the person responsible for the 1971 U.S. Chamber of Commerce memo that was central to igniting the campaign by large corporations and the wealthy to aggressively enter the political realm and establish Dollarocracy.


How does Dollarocracy warp our politics? In Chapter 4 we examine the history and nature of political advertising, especially television political advertising. We describe how it shares attributes found in product advertising—including a loose connection to factual accuracy or context—but also how it has one overriding difference: it tends increasingly to favor negative advertising, where the point of the exercise is to discredit the opponent by any means necessary. Negative advertising now dominates campaigns and is a signature contribution of Dollarocracy.


Who gets rich from Dollarocracy? In Chapter 5 we examine the corporate media, especially the firms owning TV stations and cable channels that are raking in money hand over fist. Political advertising has been manna from the heavens for local broadcasters, now sometimes accounting for as much as 25 or 30 percent of total revenues. As these revenues have skyrocketed over the past two decades, broadcasters have all but abandoned fulfilling their legal obligation to provide campaign coverage. Moreover, we chronicle how, unlike many other democracies, the United States has no credible public broadcasting to fill the breach. This chapter also describes the grisly story of how corporate media have become to campaign finance reform what the National Rifle Association is to efforts to restrict the sale and use of assault weapons.


How do news media cover Dollarocracy? Won’t they provide a check to campaign propaganda? In Chapter 6 we take a look at the important and necessary role the news media have played in the election system in American history. In particular, we examine how professional journalism’s campaign coverage became obsessed with “horse-race” issues, which allowed campaign spin and advertising to set the terms of public debate. The news media, far from being the people’s sentinel, have come to fan the flames of the idiocy of election campaigns.


But wait, it gets worse. In Chapter 7 we chronicle two of the great news media trends of recent times. First, there is an absolute and sharp decline in the resources going to journalism as commercial interests no longer find the news profitable. This means that most races get no coverage whatsoever and what little coverage exists otherwise is mostly gossipy fluff. As a result, the balance of power shifts decisively to big money to set the agenda of election campaigns. Second, the void has been filled by the rise of right-wing partisan media, like Fox News, that effectively front for Dollarocracy at every turn. We describe the decided effect this has on the political culture.


Won’t the Internet solve most or all of these problems? Won’t social media provide an inexpensive way for people to communicate with each other and undermine the power of Big Money? In Chapter 8 we take a hard look at how the Internet has evolved from its romantic origins to where it is today. We look at how political campaigns used the Internet in 2012 and how digital advertising is a very different, and far more invasive, enterprise than TV or newspaper advertising ever was. Far from overturning the money-and-media election complex, the Internet may be perfecting it.


So where does this leave matters? Should people look for the nearest ledge to jump off of? Hardly. In fact, there are workable solutions to all these problems, both in American history and in the experiences of other democratic nations. In Chapter 9, the conclusion, we address these options and begin to describe the political process necessary to make reform. Spoiler alert: the historical evidence demonstrates that the money-and-media election complex can be successfully dismantled only as part of a broader popular wave leading to the democratic reform of our core institutions. Likewise, no successful democratic reform movement can possibly succeed without fundamental election and media reform. Such reforms have to be in the center of any credible reform program to rejuvenate American democracy. But we go beyond that in Chapter 9 to argue that it is imperative that there be a guiding vision that enlivens and empowers the entire range of campaigns for democratic renewal such that the whole will become immeasurably larger than the sum of its parts; in our view it must be a campaign for a constitutional commitment to a right to vote for all citizens, with all that entails.


With a certain amount of irony, concerned citizens will have to work through, as well as around, the existing electoral and media systems to generate the necessary reforms. Difficult? Yes. Impossible? No, at least if the history of the American experiment is to be believed—and extended.





1



THIS IS NOT WHAT DEMOCRACY LOOKS LIKE







These damned consultants come in and say, “This is how you have to run,” and it’s always the same: raise money, spend it on television, don’t say anything that will offend anyone.


SENATOR BERNIE SANDERS OF VERMONT, 2012


During the course of 2011, the United States experienced the largest and most widespread public demonstrations in many decades. To the surprise, even shock, of politicians, pundits, and news media, countless Americans were so dissatisfied with the growing inequality in American life and with the corruption of a political system—and elections—that they were willing to take to the streets. They were standing up to protest a world dominated by the wealthy and by gigantic corporations. They were looking at a future that seemed to belong to a privileged few rather than the great mass of Americans, and they were declaring that they wanted another future—one that worked for everyone. As these often-heterogeneous crowds gathered and demanded attention, their self-referencing slogan was “This Is What Democracy Looks Like.” It was a direct challenge to the prevailing wisdom of those in power and the pundits who were so busy hailing America, circa 2011, as the greatest, freest, and most democratic nation in the world that they missed the evidence of political stagnation and democratic decline.


Suddenly, the politicians weren’t writing the script. The people were, or, at the very least, they were trying. This surprised the elites that imagined an “end to history” had occurred with the fall of the Berlin Wall more than two decades earlier. Even more surprising to the punditocracy was how it seemed that a significant percentage of Americans were sympathetic to the protestors and thought they were making accurate and important points.1 When the demonstrations subsided, the politicians, pundits, and journalists went back to sleep. They returned to regurgitating their bromides, but the sleeping giant of American democracy had let its presence be known. And it is this unruly mass, which wants democracy in reality not just in clichés, that most petrifies the proponents of Dollarocracy.


Nowhere is this lack of effective political democracy more apparent than in the election system. The United States, unlike most democracies, does not make an explicit guarantee of the right to vote in its Constitution. And the disregard for voting rights, as well as implicit and explicit efforts by the political class to suppress participation, has risen to crisis levels in many states. Americans see that crisis. Fifty-nine percent of those surveyed in 2012 polling by the Rasmussen Reports group believe our elections are rigged to produce results that are invariably beyond the control of mere voters. Rasmussen polling in 2011 found that 45 percent, a solid plurality, believe the U.S. Congress would be better chosen through random selection of members from the pages of a phone book than via the current election process. More than 70 percent are certain that the system has degenerated to such an extent that members of Congress trade votes for cash or campaign contributions. And the old trust that citizens once placed in their own representatives, the elected officials whom they knew and respected, has disappeared: 56 percent of those surveyed say their representatives and senators would sell them out for a campaign-contribution check.2 Two-thirds of Americans say their “trust in the political system has been weakened by the recent developments in political financing,” said Vidar Helgesen, head of the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance.3


Americans have lost faith in the process. Voter turnout among eligible adults has plummeted since the second half of the nineteenth century, when a 75 percent turnout on Election Day was routine, and when the numbers pushed past the 80 percent level several times. Today, anything approaching a 60 percent turnout for a presidential election—a level not achieved since the 1960s—gets the pundits shouting for joy.4 The 2012 turnout fell to around 52 percent of American adults. This was down from a 58 percent turnout in 2008.5 (By comparison, in ten of the other twelve largest democratic nations in the world in terms of GDP, the voter turnout rate in the most recent national elections ranged from 61 to 81 percent; the laggards are Canada at 54 percent and India at 56 percent.)6 For America’s congressional “off-year” elections—the actual equivalent to many countries’ national elections, which do not have direct elections of the chief executive—turnout is a lot closer to 35 percent of all adults.


In the elections for the local school boards, county commissions, and city councils that frequently have a more definitional role in our lives than the federal government does, turnout goes from disappointing to dismal, as many communities report participation rates below 20 percent. It’s so bad that the U.S. State Department assures the world that “2011 U.S. State, Local Elections Important Despite Low Turnout.”7 If there were broad rejection of the franchise equally across all classes, races, and regions, that would be a subject of profound concern. But it should be even more profoundly concerning that disengagement from the process tends to be concentrated in particular populations—those frequently targeted by voter suppression initiatives of the politically and economically powerful.8 And voting is defined by class: people in the wealthiest one-sixth of the population vote at nearly double the rate of people in the poorest one-sixth.9 Not surprisingly, Pew Research polled nonvoters before the election in 2012 and found that by a 5–2 margin those at the lower end favored Obama over Romney.10


These figures reveal the extent to which popular support for current government policies in the United States is overrated. Even in 2008, with the highest voting turnout percentage since 1972, the median voter was in the sixtieth percentile for annual household income—meaning, 59 percent of Americans had lower incomes than the average voter—while the median nonvoter was in the fortieth percentile for annual household income.11 As far back as the 1970s, research by scholars such as Walter Dean Burnham lent credence to the notion that if Americans voted across income levels at the same rate as most Europeans did, the nation would be electing governments with far greater sympathy toward social democratic policies.12 Research also demonstrates—despite the repeated claims of conservative pundits and mainstream media commentators about the United States becoming a “center-right nation”—that Americans have not moved to the right on a battery of core political issues since the 1970s. Indeed, they may have become more progressive.13


Dollarocracy reigns in practice, as is well outlined in a series of recent trailblazing research projects by leading political scientists. These independent studies and analyses reach a stunning consensus that the interests and opinions of the great bulk of Americans unequivocally have no influence over the decisions made by Congress or executive agencies today, at least when they run up against the interests of either a powerful corporate lobby or wealthy people as a class. When the opinions of the poor, working class, and middle class diverge from those of the very well off, the opinions of the poor, working class, and middle class cease to have any influence. While there is a high likelihood that politicians will adopt the positions of their very wealthiest constituents, research confirms with eerie consistency that politicians will generally take the opposite position of those favored by the poorest third of their constituents.14 Dollarocracy, indeed.


Understood this way, the fact that tens of millions of poor and working-class Americans still vote is a testament to just how deep-seated democratic ideals are in this nation.


In discussing what ails American elections, we must recognize the structural challenges that go beyond money and media. For example, the two-party system itself contributes a good deal to political disengagement. The two parties have rigged the system—in a manner that has nothing to do with the U.S. Constitution—so that it is virtually impossible to launch a credible third party.15 This means, as former Republican governor of New Mexico and 2012 Libertarian presidential candidate Gary Johnson put it, that in American elections many—perhaps most—Americans “cast their votes for a candidate who doesn’t really reflect their views.”16


Indeed, polling tells us that there are about as many “independents” as there are Democrats or Republicans, and the ranks of the politically unaffiliated are swelling. Pundits suggest that these folks are “swing voters,” bouncing back and forth between the big parties. But tens of millions of Americans swing out of the process altogether. They are not having a hard time choosing between the Democrats and the Republicans. They’ve made their choice: they don’t like either major party. But they have nowhere else to go.


The two parties also gerrymander (draw district boundaries) so that most congressional and legislative districts are one-party estates and only a minority are competitive, except in rare landslide years.17 In 2012, Democrats received 500,000 more votes in House races than Republicans did, but thanks to aggressive redistricting following the 2010 election and effective targeting of spending by Karl Rove and others, the Republicans maintained a whopping landslide-caliber 34-seat advantage.18 Why? “The Republican Party has a significant structural advantage in U.S. House elections,” explained FairVote’s Rob Richie and Devin McCarthy. “That advantage was the most important reason why the GOP kept a comfortable majority of 54% of seats in the House despite Democratic candidates having an overall 4% advantage in voter preference over their Republican opponents.”19 Following the 2012 election, Mark Karlin explained the extraordinarily undemocratic consequences of modern gerrymandering, when a single party can draw the district lines with the aid of sophisticated datasets:


           Take Pennsylvania, for instance, the Democrats received 2,710,827 votes for congressional candidates; the Republicans, 2,642,952. Although it was a slim victory, the Dems won the popular vote in Pennsylvania as far as electing representatives to Congress.


                Astonishingly, however, due to gerrymandering from the Tea Party tsunami election of 2010, which left the Pennsylvania legislature and governor in full control of the GOP, only 5 Democratic reps to Congress were elected in 2012, while the Republicans will send 13 reps to DC!20


“In a normal democracy,” The Economist observed, “voters choose their representatives. In America, it is rapidly becoming the other way around.”21


As a rule, more than 90 percent of House members are in districts that have been gerrymandered to be “safe seats.” They rarely face a tough reelection battle, despite the strong generic unpopularity of Congress. In many states, the only federal races that are remotely in play are hyperexpensive statewide contests for Senate seats, where gerrymandering is impossible. And at the presidential level, there remains the Electoral College, which effectively renders moot the votes of the vast majority of citizens who do not live in a shrinking number of “swing” states.22


With so little competition, it is logical to ask, why do the wealthy care so much about elections? The answer, of course, is that elections are of singular importance because they remain the one brief shining moment when everyone in our political system is closest to being equal. They provide the fleeting moment when we can hope that the person earning minimum wage scrubbing toilets on the graveyard shift has the exact same power as Bill Gates, the heirs to the Wal-Mart fortune, or the CEO of Goldman Sachs. They are the one moment when the people can theoretically go in a different direction and reform society to the liking of a majority. For those wealthy and corporate interests that dominate the American political economy, elections are the one direct threat to their dominance of government and policymaking. Minimizing the capacity of elections to damage their privileges is of the utmost importance.


Elections take on greater significance because the rest of our democratic life has been so diminished.


We can gain some sense of how hollowed out American democracy has become by looking at the ways in which the notion of voting has changed. In democratic theory, and in more successful democracies, voting is a given, the ante to admission to the life of a free person and a citizen. As Thomas Jefferson put it, merely voting for representatives is far from sufficient. “Every day,” he wrote, a citizen must be a “participator in the government of affairs.”23 Today the act of voting is the epitome of civic engagement, and once the election has past, citizens are invited to return to their couches while the wealthy and privileged resume their central role in guiding the government and its policies, mostly in the dark. This, the contemporary American practice, is what political scientists politely call a “weak democracy.”


The wealthy well understand that democracy poses the great existential—and potentially practical—threat to extreme economic inequality. There is nothing new about this conflict. Indeed, the core problem was understood at the very beginning of democracy in Athens some 2,500 years ago. “Democracy is when the indigent, and not the men of property, are the rulers,” Aristotle observed in his Politics. “If liberty and equality are chiefly to be found in democracy, they will be best attained when all persons share alike in government to the utmost.”24 This prospect has always horrified those with immense amounts of property; in Greece and later in Rome the powerful were able to quash existing variants of democratic rule.25


In the United States, this conflict is a story as old as the nation itself. If there is one constant in the history of the American experiment, it is the struggle over the question placed at its founding by the author of the Declaration of Independence. Which would these United States be? Democracy or plutocracy? And as the United States became a corporate capitalist economy, the ruling elite became defined increasingly in terms of money wealth, or as a Dollarocracy. The battle to establish a credible system of “one person, one vote” instead of “one dollar, one vote” has been a running theme in American history. The stakes have always been the same: the less democratic our elections, the more corrupt and irresponsible our governance.


THE AMERICAN BATTLE


The tension between democracy and plutocracy from the beginning has revolved around the franchise: who is permitted to vote and who is not. The framers of the Constitution—many of whom had considerable property holdings and were upper class—struggled to balance their desire for a republic that could prevent the tyranny of a monarch on the one hand with their concern on the other about excessive popular rule in a society where the poor constituted a majority and would likely challenge the prerogatives of property owners. Although Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Paine forcefully advocated universal male suffrage, theirs was a minority position. Even for white males alone, James Madison was dubious about universal suffrage, while John Adams was downright hostile. If men without property could vote, Adams stated, “an immediate revolution would ensue.”26


John Jay, the first chief justice of the Supreme Court, was hardly outside the mainstream when he stated—in what could be regarded as Dollarocracy’s guiding principle—that “those who own the country ought to govern it.” This was a recurring battle. At the founding of the Republic, members of Congress were chosen by a tiny elite of the wealthy, white, and male. An epic contest for Virginia’s Fifth Congressional District seat in the first Congress of the United States pitted the man who would be the fourth president, James Madison, against the man who would be the fifth president, James Monroe. Yet it attracted barely 2,000 voters.27 The definitional presidential election of 1800, between Thomas Jefferson and John Adams, was decided by a total of 68,000 voters in a country where the census of that year counted a population of 5.3 million. Even those who voted found themselves frequently disenfranchised, as in 1800 when the legislatures of Georgia, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Pennsylvania rejected the popular vote and simply appointed representatives to the Electoral College.28 And the constrained and convoluted processes of selecting House members and presidents stood out as marvels of democratic enterprise when compared to the selection of senators, which was entirely by legislative fiat in a process defined by bribes, backroom deals, intimidation, and a fair measure of physical violence.


By 1824, for example, nearly fifty years after the Declaration of Independence declared that all men are created equal, only 27 percent of voting-age white males cast ballots in the presidential race.29 Requirements that white men own property in order to cast ballots remained on the books in many states at that point. The rules would change radically in the subsequent decades, but universal adult suffrage did not become the rule until the Voting Rights Act of 1965.


Even as the franchise has been extended, however, the nation’s economy increasingly has come to be dominated by large national and multinational corporations and wealthy individuals. Thus, the tension between democracy and plutocracy has continued to be influenced by the power of money. Reform has come in fits and starts. Andrew Jackson broke the patterns of a paternal elite that handed the presidency from one wealthy family to the next: of the first six presidents, three were neighbors from the plantation country around Charlottesville, Virginia (Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe), and two were father and son (the Adamses of Quincy, Massachusetts). Jackson beat an Adams, John Quincy, in 1828, and then had to battle the Bank of the United States, which spent an unprecedented $40,000 to try to defeat him in 1832.30 The seventh president beat the latter challenge by establishing a patronage system that filled government posts with political allies, who showed their appreciation by kicking back campaign money.


The wealthy made their comeback in the 1850s, when a Pennsylvania railroad and banking magnate named Simon Cameron came up with the “Pennsylvania Idea,” a model for financing campaigns that encouraged banks and large corporations to steer a portion of their profits toward the project of maintaining Republican control of the state legislature. With that control, Cameron was able to have himself and his son named to the U.S. Senate (in an era when senators were selected by legislators rather than the people), to draw election district lines, to guide the selection of members of the Electoral College, and to eventually position himself to become Lincoln’s first secretary of war. Cameron was so crooked that he was soon bounced from the Lincoln administration, but he quickly engineered his return to the Senate, where he brought a measure of realism to that chamber’s deliberations by suggesting that “an honest politician is one who, when he is bought, will stay bought.”31 Cameron and his generation of corporate contributors bought plenty of top-shelf candidates.


In 1873, as the rot of what came to be described as the “Gilded Age” was becoming evident, the incoming chief justice of the Wisconsin Supreme Court, Edward Ryan, told the graduating class of the University of Wisconsin Law School that “the accumulation of wealth [is] the handmaiden of disaster” for all civilizations. He further asserted that the democratic promise of a revolution launched almost a century earlier was being squandered by those who failed to recognize that economic liberty—freedom from want, a level playing field, a fair distribution of the wealth—was the essential underpinning of political freedom.


“There is looming up a new dark power,” Ryan warned. “The accumulation of individual wealth seems to be greater than it has been since the downfall of the Roman Empire. The enterprises of the country are aggregating vast corporate combinations of unexampled capital, boldly marching, not for economic conquest only, but for political power,” the aging patriot declared. “For the first time in our politics money is taking the field of organized power. The question will arise, and arise in your day, though perhaps not fully in mine, which shall rule—wealth or man; which shall lead—money or intellect; who shall fill public stations—educated and patriotic free men, or the feudal serfs of corporate wealth?”32


The targets of Ryan’s attack were the robber barons, who ran wild in the Gilded Age and made presidents, senators, governors, and mayors their errand boys. William Vanderbilt famously declared, “The public be damned!” His father, Cornelius, is reputed to have mused, “What do I care about the law? Ain’t I got the power?”33 The Gilded Age’s political “genius,” the man who connected corporate dollars to political dominance, was Mark Hanna of Ohio. “There are two things that are important in politics,” the legendary Republican kingmaker explained in 1895. “The first is money and I can’t remember what the other one is.”34 Hanna, a hero of Karl Rove, has come to symbolize the politics of that age. But his abuses were a symptom of the broader disease.


By 1887, the retired nineteenth president of the United States, Rutherford B. Hayes, observed:


           It is time for the public to hear that the giant evil and danger in this country, the danger which transcends all others, is the vast wealth owned or controlled by a few persons. Money is power. In Congress, in state legislatures, in city councils, in the courts, in the political conventions, in the press, in the pulpit, in the circles of the educated and the talented, its influence is growing greater and greater. Excessive wealth in the hands of the few means extreme poverty, ignorance, vice, and wretchedness as the lot of the many.


Playing off of Lincoln’s stirring defense in the Gettysburg Address of the Civil War’s appalling carnage as being justifiable only if it protected democracy, Hayes further wrote, “This is a government of the people, by the people, and for the people no longer. It is a government by the corporations, of the corporations, and for the corporations.”35 Several decades later, as the crisis continued, Justice Louis Brandeis of the Supreme Court argued in a similar vein, “We can have democracy in this country, or we can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both.”


Over time, the demands that the Money Power placed on America became so great that America pushed back. Edward Ryan’s speech inspired “the righteous reformer,” Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin, to fight as a governor, senator, and founder of the Progressive movement against this power. Alarmed by revelations regarding the human wreckage left in the wake of the Gilded Age—evidence of which was detailed in the pioneering reports of muckraking journalists such as Lincoln Steffens, Upton Sinclair, Ida B. Wells, Ida Tarbell, and Jacob Riis—an outcry from a new generation of progressive reformers, socialists, and social-gospel Christians rose against what Theodore Roosevelt described as “every evil man whether politician or business man, every evil practice, whether in politics, in business, or in social life.”36 La Follette and Progressives enacted groundbreaking reforms that would for a time make real the promise that “the will of the people shall be the law of the land.”37


Historians of the Progressive Era focus much of their attention on the consumer and labor reforms of the time—food and drug protections, regulation of wages and hours, workplace-safety initiatives, and the banning of child labor. But there also was an early and ongoing recognition that the corruption of politics by corporate elites represented the most critical of all threats posed by the “grave evils” that Roosevelt said could be found lurking in “the body politic, economic and social.”


So it was that the reformers focused on electoral reforms—secret ballots, voter registration programs, suffrage for women—and, above all, on getting corporate money out of politics. Roosevelt, who had initially played the political game as it was set up by Hanna and the broad network of corporate donors he used to control elections and elected officials, broke with the Republican machine and announced in his 1905 message to Congress that “contributions by corporations to any political committee or for any political purpose should be forbidden by law.” Roosevelt was proposing a sweeping challenge to the Money Power, declaring that “not only should both the National and the several State Legislatures forbid any officer of a corporation from using the money of the corporation in or about any election, but they should also forbid such use of money in connection with any legislation save by the employment of counsel in public manner for distinctly legal services.”38


La Follette, now a senator, and Senator Ben Tillman of South Carolina took up the fight, with the Wisconsin legislator traveling across the country to rally the masses in support of legislation that would make it


           unlawful for any national bank, or any corporation organized by authority of any laws of Congress, to make a money contribution in connection with any election to any political office. It shall also be unlawful for any corporation whatever to make a money contribution in connection with any election at which Presidential and Vice-Presidential electors or a Representative in Congress is to be voted for or any election by any State legislature of a United States Senator. Every corporation which shall make any contribution in violation of the foregoing provisions shall be subject to a fine not exceeding five thousand dollars, and every officer or director of any corporation who shall consent to any contribution by the corporation in violation of the foregoing provisions shall upon conviction be punished by a fine of not exceeding one thousand and not less than two hundred and fifty dollars, or by imprisonment for a term of not more than one year, or both such fine and imprisonment in the discretion of the court.39


The resulting Tillman Act was passed by the House and Senate and signed into law by Roosevelt in 1907. Its reach would be extended by the Publicity Act of 1910 and by 1911 amendments to both measures that were intended to address corporate manipulation of party primaries. Unfortunately, the lack of effective enforcement mechanisms and the existence of loopholes meant that corporations merely gamed the system by directing officers and employees to make personal campaign contributions to favored candidates and then providing bonuses to these officers and employees in the amount of their contributions.


The battle against the power of money over elections and politics was carried on by countless Americans across the nation. Consider Burton K. Wheeler, a crusading Montana district attorney and legislator who chased the moneylenders from the temples of American politics a century ago. Wheeler framed his activism as a patriotic and moral crusade. “Gentlemen,” he declared, “we stand only to place humanity above the dollar.”


Wheeler, an epic political figure of twentieth-century public life, was a senator, as well as a vice presidential candidate and a seriously considered presidential prospect, who wrangled mightily with Republican and Democratic presidents, battled corporate titans, and defended the Constitution across the most difficult decades of the century. As La Follette’s running mate on the independent Progressive presidential ticket of 1924, he helped to shape the outlines of the New Deal. He went on to work with, and sometimes battle with, FDR through the entirety of its implementation. But Wheeler’s defining moment came decades earlier, in the mining country of Montana, where he risked his life, his fortune, and his political prospects to join in organizing a victorious initiative in 1912 that forever banned corporate contributions to Montana candidates and political parties, thereby breaking the stranglehold of corporate cash on the government of a western state that had been ceded to the copper barons.40


“We are opposed to private ownership of public officials,” announced Wheeler and the reformers who ended the dictatorial reign of the Anaconda Copper Mining (ACM) Company over Montana politics. “If elected, I will not put the ACM out of business. But I will put it out of politics.” Wheeler and his compatriots, battling across decades and against the threat of violence in a region where labor leaders and Progressives were jailed, assaulted, and lynched for their activism, finally prevailed. They did not completely close the spigots of the Money Power. But they tightened them enough to open a new era of clean government in Montana.


By the time La Follette and Wheeler ran on the Progressive Party ticket in 1924, the party’s platform announced:


           The great issue before the American people today is the control of government and industry by private monopoly. For a generation the people have struggled patiently, in the face of repeated betrayals by successive administrations, to free themselves from this intolerable power which has been undermining representative government.


                 Through control of government, monopoly has steadily extended its absolute dominion to every basic industry.


                In violation of law, monopoly has crushed competition, stifled private initiative and independent enterprise, and without fear of punishment now exacts extortionate profits upon every necessity of life consumed by the public. The equality of opportunity proclaimed by the Declaration of Independence and asserted and defended by Jefferson and Lincoln as the heritage of every American citizen has been displaced by special privilege for the few, wrested from the government of the many.41


La Follette’s was the most successful third-party run against the Money Power in American history. It certainly contributed to slowing the march of the plutocrats, but it did not prevail. Over the next fifty years, lawmakers, jurists, and presidents would wrestle with this power. They could briefly gain the political advantage, as when Franklin Roosevelt denounced the “economic royalists” and pledged to do battle with “the privileged princes of these new economic dynasties, thirsting for power, [who have] reached out for control over government itself.”42


THE PENDULUM SWINGS TOWARD DEMOCRACY


From the 1920s to the 1960s, the Federal Corrupt Practices Act was the nation’s primary law regulating the financing of elections. It looked good on paper—requiring the reporting of campaign contributions and spending, regulating political parties and committees, limiting spending in congressional races with a $5,000 cap on House runs and a $25,000 cap on Senate campaigns. But as Lyndon Johnson famously observed with regard to the federal statute that governed his politicking from that first special-election campaign for a Texas congressional seat in 1937 to his landslide victory over Barry Goldwater in the 1964 presidential election, it was always “more loophole than law.”43


The next, and last, great reform wave began in the 1960s and culminated in the early 1970s. It was provoked by the escalation in campaign costs attributable mostly to the emergence of TV advertising by the 1960 election. Shortly after taking office, President John F. Kennedy bemoaned the “great financial burdens” on campaigns due largely to the costs of television advertising. It meant that candidates’ chances were largely “governed by their success as fundraisers.”44 “The cost of conducting campaigns has become astronomical,” Democratic National Committee chairman John M. Bailey stated at the same time, citing “soaring outlays for television.”45


The great problem was that rank-and-file voters were unaccustomed to making campaign contributions; that had been the role of political parties. And soaring costs put enhanced pressure on politicians to seek funds from the wealthy. “I couldn’t begin to finance my campaign on the offerings of small contributors,” Senator Frank Church, an Idaho Democrat who kept alive the western populism of Burton K. Wheeler and his kind, complained in 1962. “I discovered what every candidate for Congress learns, that big contributors are essential.”46 For Church, like countless others from less-populated and rural states, that meant fat-cat out-of-state contributors. Long gone were the days of Harry Truman, who even as a presidential candidate in 1948 once paused on a whistle-stop campaign trip to pass the hat and raise the money needed to get to the next train stop.


Church noted that Americans had reason to be justifiably proud that “cash bribes are about extinct as a method of attempting to influence votes in the United States Congress.” But the new unsolved problem was how to deal with the “heavy” influence over politicians achieved through large campaign contributions. “There is always the danger that a certain bias, favorable to the big contributor, will weigh upon the judgment of even the most objective legislator.” To Church, it “isn’t what we do in Congress but how we get into Congress that accounts for the lingering suspicion in the public mind.”47 And it was only going to get worse, much worse, unless Congress intervened.


President Kennedy appointed a nine-person bipartisan commission on campaign costs in 1962 to make recommendations specifically for the presidential campaigns.48 Although Kennedy was in favor of free airtime for candidates and extensive televised candidate debates, the commission’s recommendations centered on capping donation amounts and giving significant tax credits to encourage small donors, Such changes would, in effect, sharply reduce large contributions and institute a public subsidy for small campaign contributions.49 The report met with the enthusiastic support of former presidents Truman and Dwight Eisenhower and former presidential candidates Thomas Dewey, Adlai Stevenson, and Richard Nixon.50


The resulting legislation never got very far. Some critics thought it was not sweeping enough and should cover congressional races as well. Others were already adjusting to the new politics of money. But most did not see the crisis that was coming. The New York Times editorialized that the commission’s recommendations “seem to have dropped into a bottomless void.”51


To give some sense of the crisis that did come, consider this: the total amount of TV and radio political ad spending in 1960 that so alarmed Kennedy, Church, and many of the leading politicians in both parties was around $14 million. With inflation factored in, that number translates into $109 million in 2012. That is around 2 percent of what was spent on TV political advertising in the 2012 election cycle.52


If there is one thing we have learned from our study of money in politics, it is this: those who fail to initiate reforms when they are first proposed always come to regret their inaction. Money makes things worse. Fast. Lyndon Johnson recognized this after the 1966 election, which saw a dramatic increase in television advertising in congressional and state races.


In 1967, LBJ sought to establish a public-financing system for elections, with the goal of assuring that “radio and television, newspaper and periodical advertising” by the parties and their presidential candidates would be paid for with federal funds rather the private donations that, in an era of “skyrocketing” campaign costs, “were creating a potential for danger—the possibility that men of great wealth could achieve undue influence through large contributions.”53 The Wall Street Journal sympathized with LBJ’s concerns, as did many Republicans. Even though it did not embrace the whole of the president’s proposal, the Journal editorialized that it “would not be averse to a law requiring broadcasters to ‘pay’ for use of the free public airwaves by donating free time to major political candidates.”54


Although LBJ was unable to get his public-financing plan approved, Congress did create Medicare, launch a “war on poverty,” and pass a civil rights act. It also approved a voting rights act. In the mid-1960s, democracy was on the march in America, voting rolls were expanding, and electoral politics was reforming. On the heels of the civil rights movement, the vote for eighteen-year-olds, the peace movement, and the women’s movement, signs suggested the United States might continue moving in a more social democratic direction in the 1970s.


Emboldened by the times, the labor movement (in a manner that has been underappreciated) was also being rejuvenated by a new generation of activists.55 By the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s, Richard Nixon and his fellow Republicans were busy enacting numerous measures—such as creating the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), passing sweeping Clean Air and Clean Water acts, expanding public housing—that were well to the left of anything Bill Clinton would advocate in the 1990s or Barack Obama would pursue in the 2010s.


A more concrete sense of the change in the political culture is found in the career of consumer advocate Ralph Nader. In the 1960s and early 1970s, Nader and his activist gaggle of “Nader’s Raiders”—whom he would eventually organize into the Public Citizen infrastructure that remains to this day—were able to win a stunning series of legislative and regulatory victories for consumer rights, open governance, and environmental regulation.56 The accomplishments of this revitalized consumer movement are still recognized today in scores of groundbreaking laws, such as the Freedom of Information Act and the seminal 1966 National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act, and in enforcement agencies such as the EPA and OSHA. Not for nothing is it said that Ralph Nader has saved more lives than any American except Dr. Jonas Salk. Nader was arguably the most popular living American during the era of his greatest agitation. He stood for honest and effective government and against monopolistic and corrupt crony capitalism. He encouraged a generation of young people to take an optimistic view that organized political activity was capable of positive outcomes and that public service was an honorable life’s work. To this day, his acolytes are among the republic’s greatest legislators, regulators, journalists, and activists.


In making this argument, we do not mean to romanticize U.S. politics of the 1960s or 1970s. This was an extraordinarily turbulent period, and a remarkably large portion of Americans thought social inequality, militarism, racism, and poverty, even political corruption, were so severe at the time that they required radical solutions. The 1972 Democratic presidential candidate, George McGovern, argued passionately that “at no time have we witnessed official corruption as wide or as deep as the mess in Washington right now.”57


While some of the economic and social problems of those days seem almost quaint by comparison with today’s Dollarocracy, the important point is simply that the political culture at the time was better equipped to deal with popular dissent; it even allowed a progressive like McGovern to gain the nomination of a major political party. Not since McGovern has a Democrat or Republican, liberal or conservative, who was not in bed with the moneyed interests been able to take the lead of one of the two dominant parties. It was still very much an uphill battle, as McGovern’s eventual defeat in his 1972 race with Nixon illustrated. There were deep frustrations, to which the demonstrations and riots of the period attest. But organized people were more serious players in U.S. politics than they have been subsequently, and radical reformers, such as Congressman Ron Dellums of California and Congresswoman Bella Abzug of New York, actually walked the corridors of power. Detroit even elected a Marxist judge, Justin Ravitz, and Alaska elected the nation’s first Libertarian legislator, Dick Randolph.58 It was a freer and more fluid time politically.


As those election results illustrate, the social movements of the 1960s were quick to put the election system in their sights. But the reformers of that era did not merely compete for power; they also exposed power, with a fury not seen since the days of the muckrakers in the early years of the century. By the time Lyndon Johnson’s career wound down, a new generation of muckrakers was exposing the commoditization of American politics with books such as Joe McGinniss’s The Selling of the President 1968 and Mark Green and Michael Waldman’s Who Runs Congress?


The pressure for meaningful campaign finance reform was such that Democrats and Republicans attached their names to reform measures. No less a partisan than President Nixon signed the Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971, with its unprecedented campaign donation and spending disclosure requirements, its spending limits calculated with a ten-cents-per-voter multiplier, and its fines for violating candidates and contributors. The New York Times imagined the ushering in of “a revolution in American political financing.”59


Barely six months after Nixon signed the new law, with high praise and a promise of full Republican compliance, however, Nixon’s lawyers were contending in court that a key provision of the measure—public disclosure of the identity of campaign contributors—was an unconstitutional invasion of privacy. Campaign donors, the lawyers for Nixon’s reelection campaign claimed, had a “fundamental right” to remain anonymous in their political associations. Remarkably, the lawyers for Nixon were asking the courts to allow the campaign to keep secret the names of contributors to a $10-million slush fund that had been reported in federal filings only as “cash on hand,” and that the Federal Bureau of Investigation eventually determined had been used by the head of Nixon’s campaign, Attorney General John Mitchell, for an ambitious campaign of political spying and sabotage that was organized to harm the president’s political foes and ensure his reelection.60


Within months of Nixon’s landslide reelection in 1972, investigative journalists had brought the Watergate scandal into full view, shocking the American people and Congress into action. By the summer of 1973, the New York Times announced that, with a Senate vote to impose a $3,000 limit on donations to federal campaigns, prospects were good for the establishing of “the first effective curbs in American political history on the influence of the rich in government.” A year later, Congress seemed to realize the promise by voting overwhelmingly to amend the Federal Election Campaign Act to


       •  limit contributions to candidates for federal office;


       •  require the disclosure of political contributions;


       •  provide for the public financing of presidential elections;


       •  limit expenditures by candidates and associated committees;


       •  limit independent expenditures to $1,000;


       •  limit candidate expenditures from personal funds; and


       •  create a federal election commission (FEC) as an independent regulatory agency charged with disclosing campaign finance information, enforcing provisions of the law such as limits and prohibitions on contributions, and overseeing the public funding of presidential elections.61


The political pendulum had swung, or so it seemed. The enthusiasm for a cleaner politics was widespread. In the final vote for FECA, 75 percent of House Republicans and 41 percent of Senate Republicans supported the law. The major resistance on the Hill came from Representative Wayne Hays, a powerful old-school pol and Ohio Democrat, who “loathed campaign finance reform” as an impediment to his modus operandi.62 The mood was sufficiently optimistic that former secretary of health, education, and welfare John Gardner—a Republican—could speak, as he did in launching Common Cause, of the American people not merely “revitaliz[ing] politics and government” but also “rebuilding the nation.”63


HERE COMES DOLLAROCRACY


America did not continue for long on the progressive path of revitalizing politics and government. Beginning in the mid-1970s, the campaign trail began bending back toward privilege and the gains of the previous era began to be wiped away. Those rules, regulations, and enforcement agencies that could not be shuttered came under sustained attack. And a new generation of politicians, trained to recognize and respect the Money Power, swept away the old reformers.
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