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THE EVIL OF ACCESS:

An Introduction

“There are two things you need for success in politics.

Money ... and I can’t think of the other.”

—Senator Mark Hanna (R–OH), 1903

“Political action committees and moneyed interests are setting the nation’s political agenda... . Are we saying that only the rich have brains in this country? Or only people who have influential friends who have money can be in the Senate?”

—Senator Barry Goldwater (R–AZ), 1988

“The Enron scandal should launch a national movement to leash the corrupt power of money in politics so that legislators and regulators can serve the public interest.”

—The American Prospect, February 2002

Representative Jim Shannon, a Democrat from Boston’s North End—home to working-class families as far back as the 1848 potato famine—wasn’t happy. As a protégé of Speaker Tip O’Neill, and a member of the prestigious Ways and Means Committee, he thought he’d learned all about the culture of Congress, about its blend of high-minded rhetoric and low-road cynicism. But now he was confronted with an overbearing business lobbyist, telling him that his client was disappointed with Shannon’s position on an important tax bill while reminding Shannon that this particular client “makes good PAC contributions to the party.” Shannon exploded. “I’m tired of hearing appeals based on money,” he shouted. Looking pained, the lobbyist responded, “You think I like this any more than you do?”

How do you know when a democracy is in decline? When a bridge collapses, so does the reputation of its engineer. When a plane loses two engines, passengers suddenly lose their lives. A democracy, however, is more like a bather in water slowly getting hotter and hotter: it’s hard to notice the change in circumstances until it’s too late.

How do you know when a difference in degree becomes a difference in kind, when a democracy goes from warm to scalded?


[image: Image] when the 0.1 percent of Americans who contribute $ 1000 or more to political candidates have far more influence than the other 99.9 percent;

[image: Image] when, in an election year, it’s nearly more likely for an incumbent congressperson to die than to lose;

[image: Image] when senators from the ten largest states have to raise an average of over $34,000 a week, every week, for six years to stay in office;

[image: Image] when the cost of winning a House or Senate seat has risen tenfold in twenty-four years;

[image: Image] when it’s far easier for a working-class person to win a seat in the Russian congress than in the American one;

[image: Image] when legislatively interested PAC money goes 7 to 1 for incumbents over challengers—and 98 percent of House incumbents win;

[image: Image] when most other democracies get a 70 to 80 percent turnout of eligible voters, while in the U.S. it’s half in presidential elections, a third in congressional elections, and often only a fifth in primaries;

[image: Image] when one senator and one mayor each spend more getting elected than all the legislative candidates in Great Britain combined.



It’s true, as Václav Havel wrote, that a genuine democracy is the equivalent of a distant horizon we can see but never reach. Still, at minimum a democracy requires that “the people will participate in the process by which their lives are organized,” as historian Lawrence Goodwin put it. But is it a democracy if 0.1 percent pay the piper, if 80 percent stay at home in primaries, if 98 percent of incumbents return to a “permanent Congress”?

Selling Out is a book about how big money is sabotaging our democracy—and how to stop it. For despite occasional bursts of reform, the system of checks and balances we studied in high school has steadily evolved instead into a system of checks, checks, and more checks. Warren Beatty’s caricatured rants in Bulworth about how elected officials care more about their contributors than about their constituents are a far more accurate depiction of Washington and state capitals today than those heard in July 4th speeches.

Indeed, the corporate abuse in mid-2002 was the direct by-product of a corporate Washington filled with those paid to be what Kipling called “shut-eyed sentries.” In the view of Joan Claybrook, head of Public Citizen and a veteran of the campaign finance wars, ! “political money from the Enrons and others bought loopholes, exemptions, lax law enforcement, underfunded regulatory agencies, and the presumption that corporate officials could buy anything they wanted with the shareholders’ money.”

The basic problem is that candidates regard money as Mark Twain did bourbon: “Too much is not enough.” Because the press and public judge a candidacy by its treasury, and because no one can be sure how much will be “enough,” candidates feel the pressure to engage in financial overkill, just as the Soviets and Americans did with nuclear missiles in their arms race. And when the Supreme Court in the 1976 Buckley v. Valeo decision struck down the Federal Election Campaign Act’s spending ceilings, the alms race took off. Then—and now—the sky’s the limit.

Yes, we’re weary of screeds about money in politics. It’s an old story: from Plutarch writing about how money corrupted elections and ruined Rome ... to the Standard Oil Trust in the 1890s, which, it was said, “did everything to the Pennsylvania Legislature except refine it” ... to Lyndon Johnson’s emergence as a major politician, according to biographer Robert A. Caro, only when he distributed large funds from Texas oil interests to congressional colleagues ... to Richard Nixon’s $2 million contribution from milk interests in 1972, followed by his order to increase milk price supports and thereby milk prices to millions of American families... to Charles Keating, of “Keating Five” fame, who, when asked whether his substantial contributions influenced the policy makers receiving them, helpfully replied, “I want to say in the most forceful way I can: I certainly hope so.”

We’ve been so periodically bombarded by small-bore corruption or Watergate-size scandals that money in politics has become like sex in Victorian England—a subject of gossip, amusement, and ultimately indifference. “They all do it,” many citizens sigh, with a shrug.

Allow me to be skeptical about cynicism. While money has long been the lifeblood of the body politic, only recently has it metastasized into an authentic crisis due to its volume and impact. While in 1976 it cost an average of $87,000 to win a House seat and $609,000 a U.S. Senate seat, those amounts grew by 2000 like beanstalks to $842,000 for the House and $7.2 million for the Senate—a tenfold leap (or more than threefold in current dollars). And more money brought with it intended leverage.  “We’re all tainted  by this corrupt system,” concludes Senator John McCain (R–AZ), a national leader for cleaner elections.

So, although issues such as terrorism, social security, health care, and pollution absorb far more public attention and concern, the scandal of strings-attached money corrupting politics and government is the most urgent problem in America today—because it makes it harder to solve nearly all our other problems. How can we produce smart defense, environmental, and health policies if arms contractors, oil firms, and HMOs have such a hammerlock over the committees charged with considering reforms? How can we adequately fund education and child care if special interests win special tax breaks that deplete public resources? How can we attract the best people to be public servants if those who run and serve are increasingly either special-interest hustlers or self-financing multimillionaires?

It was before the firm became a household name, but in early April 2001 the vice president knew to take the call of CEO Kenneth Lay of Enron and to agree to an April 17private meeting on “energy policy matters.” Dick Cheney knew that Enron was President George W. Bush’s biggest contributor in his gubernatorial and presidential campaigns and had placed company allies in several key posts—like Thomas White as secretary of the Army, Alberto Gonzalez as White House counsel, Lawrence Lindsay as chief White House economist, Patrick H. Wood III as chair of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, and Harvey Pitt, an Enron and Arthur Andersen lawyer, in charge of what he hoped would become a “kinder and gentler” Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC).

As reported by John Nichols of The Nation magazine, Lay handed Cheney a memorandum at the meeting that said, “The administration should reject any attempt to re-regulate wholesale power markets by adopting price caps,” and that included a “wish list” of Enron’s policy recommendations. At first, Lay got what he desired: the next day, Cheney came out of hiding to tell the Los Angeles Times that price caps were out of the question (“short-term political relief for the politicians,” he said); and after a total of six meetings between Cheney, Lay, and aides, the Bush-Cheney energy task force adopted all or significant parts of seven of eight company policy recommendations.*

“There is no company in the country,” concluded Representative Henry Waxman, the California Democrat leading the congressional investigation of Enron, “that stood to gain as much from the White House plan as Enron.” Agreeing was author Kevin Phillips, who in 2002 wrote in the Los Angeles Times, “Not in memory has a single major company grown so big in tandem with a presidential dynasty and a corrupted political system.”

After Enron was dragged under by a riptide of fraud and self-dealing, however, Cheney refused to disclose who attended these meetings—and got sued by the General Accounting Office—while President Bush falsely implied that Ken Lay had supported rival Ann Richards in his 1994 Texas gubernatorial campaign.

Then on July 14, 2002, Cheney gave a solemn, strong speech denouncing corporate irresponsibility and saying that their administration “will pursue the wrongdoers.”

When the McCain-Feingold campaign finance bill narrowly passed the Senate, guaranteeing its enactment, its supporters enjoyed a round of champagne, hugs, and high fives at a Capitol Hill celebration on Wednesday, March 20, 2002. It had been twenty-eight years since the last major campaign finance law, and the victors—especially former Common Causer Fred Wertheimer, who had worked on both bills—felt vindicated.

But like rowdy, uninvited guests at the prom, a prominent front-page story three days later reminded everyone how deeply embedded the pay-to-play system really was.

The New York Post reported that John Whitehead, Governor George Pataki’s appointee to head the nonpartisan Lower Manhattan Development Corporation rebuilding downtown after September 11, would be the headliner at a big-money Republican fund-raiser in April. The reliably Republican Post reported that “Whitehead’s starring role in the gala event with Gov. Pataki has some businessmen quaking over whether they’ll have to pony up donations if they want to get lucrative contracts related to the reconstruction of downtown. That’s because Whitehead is set to award over $1 billion in state contracts.”

One businessman requesting anonymity explained the implicit squeeze: “Look, you don’t have to be a political genius to know that if you’re interested in doing business with Whitehead’s agency and you get an invitation like this, you’re expected to kick in some cash. But I have to say, there’s something really unseemly about doing it when you’re looking at something as sacred as the duty of rebuilding the World Trade Center and the surrounding community.”

After this publicity, Whitehead withdrew from the event.

For years tobacco interests had a surprisingly easy time of it in the New York state legislature and pro-health advocates weren’t exactly sure why. Then a lawsuit and a New York Times investigation in 1999found two smoking guns in the previously sealed files of the Tobacco Institute and Philip Morris: first the institute had secretly funneled $440,000 in a single year to the New York Tavern and Restaurant Association to “carry its baggage,” in the words of an internal memo, and lobby for its interests; second, from 1995 to 1997, 115 of the state’s 211 legislators had accepted tens of thousands in gifts from Philip Morris, including hotel accommodations, tickets to sporting events, and meals.

After these disclosures, Common Cause, the League of Women Voters, and the New York Public Interest Research Group filed formal complaints, which resulted in a $75,000penalty, the largest ever imposed in New York for violations of the lobbying law. Those legislators who accepted the illegal gifts suffered no punishment. But embarrassed by the publicity, the legislature did refuse to enact the bill Philip Morris was pushing to prohibit localities from passing smoking restrictions.

Among the staff sharing responsibility with House Speaker Newt Gingrich (R–GA) for an important 1995 telecommunication bill was a telecommunications entrepreneur named Donald Jones. Jones owned 80 percent of Cyberstar, a firm doing cable business in Wisconsin and the Virgin Islands. Ralph Nader filed an ethics complaint, arguing that the arrangement appeared to be an improper in-kind contribution to Gingrich’s office—a clear violation of House Rule 45, which prohibits private funding of House offices. “The big problem with such an arrangement,” said Gary Ruskin, director of the Congressional Accountability Project, “is that most Americans are shut out of the legislative process while the corporate special interests get the special provisions, exceptions, loopholes, favors, and benefits that they want.” At the time, the telecommunications industry spent about $9 million in campaign contributions each federal election.

A passage in Gingrich’s book Contract with America calls for “wresting power from special interest groups and returning it to the public.”

The Washington Post reported in June 2002 that leading Republican activists, spearheaded by Grover Norquist, were researching the political giving of hundreds of Washington lobbyists in what was called by its compilers “the K Street Project.” “[It’s] part of a campaign that would deny government access to Democrats... . ‘What’s different this time is you will have this list to control access’ to the White House, Congress and federal agencies, according to a GOP lobbyist working on it. ‘That’s been very clear from the discussions.’”

An irate Senate Majority Whip Harry Reid (D—NV) on the chamber floor asked what the list was for: “For intimidation and professional retribution? The President should pick up the phone, call his friend [Grover Norquist and] tell him that George W. Bush won’t tolerate what amounts to McCarthyism.”

Instead, the White House replied that the President wouldn’t condemn the project because “he’s not part of it.” And Representative Thomas M. Davis III (R—VA), chairman of the National Republican Congressional Committee, predicted that House Republican chairmen would be interested in receiving a copy. Contributions to the wrong party, said Davis, can “buy you enemies. People often don’t remember who gave them contributions. But they remember who gave to their opponents.”

I should acknowledge a long, personal history on the subject of how private money corrupts public policies. For while there are numerous scholars and candidates who have devoted big chunks of their lives to studying money or raising money, not many have been both a student of and a participant in the process, exposing political money and raising political money.

In 1972, under the auspices of the Nader Congress Project, my book Who Runs Congress? (written with James Fallows and David Zwick) described in detail “the golden rule of politics—he who has the gold, rules”—and exhumed Will Rogers’s observation that “Congress is the best money can buy.” By describing the extent of congressional crime, exposing Congress as a “twig” of government, and showing the links between contributions and votes, we annoyed a lot of members. But we also contributed to the debates that in 1974 produced the Federal Elections Campaign Act amendments and the overthrow of strict seniority in selecting committee chairs.

In the three decades that followed, I advocated for more corporate accountability and cleaner campaigns. In 1977, as the director of Public Citizen’s Congress Watch, I was asked by Senator Howard Metzenbaum (D–OH) to join his business-labor-consumer Panel on Corporate Governance to hash out the problems of corporate irresponsibility, CEO self-dealing, directorial independence—and what federal law could do about it. I recall spirited exchanges where Metzenbaum and I would argue that the problem was systemic and required a strong federal response—but duPont chairman Irving Shapiro and U.S. Chamber of Commerce president Richard Lesher would invariably counter that any abuse was rare and undeserving of “more regulation.” (They won the political debate in 1977, though our side finally prevailed with enactment of the Sarbanes-Oxley Corporate Accountability Act in July 2002.)

After jousting with Shapiro, I organized the “nickel campaign” to persuade the House of Representatives to vote for a consumer protection agency that would represent consumer interests before regulatory agencies. Since business lobbies were successfully opposing it as “more expensive bureaucracy,” we got 40,000 people to send actual nickels to wavering members—because the consumer agency cost only five cents a voter. Members were irate to receive this (symbolic!) payoff—but, in an early harbinger of the coming Reagan revolution, defeated the bill 228–189.

On the theory that if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em, in 1980 I ran for Congress on the East Side of Manhattan against Republican Congressman Bill Green (no relation). We agreed to and held to a $320,000 spending ceiling, one of the first such mutually self-imposed limits in a congressional campaign. Then in 1984, as Senator Gary Hart’s speechwriter in his presidential campaign, I persuaded him to be the first presidential candidate to refuse all gifts from political action committees (PACs). When Vice President Walter Mondale followed suit, but then allowed some committed delegates to secretly accept $400,000 in PAC funds, Hart blasted Mondale in a speech that ended, “Walter, just give the money back.” He did, the next day.

In 1986, I ran an insurgent candidacy for the U.S. Senate in New York against a wealthy heir named John Dyson, who gave himself $7 million—a record amount in a Senate Democratic primary. When I visited the state Democratic chair to tell him I’d be opposing Dyson for the nomination, he asked, “Well, where’s your $5 million up front?” Patting my pockets, I gibed, “I was sure I had it when I left my office.” He didn’t laugh.

But when Dyson publicly laughed me off that spring as an opponent who “couldn’t raise a dime,” I announced a “Mark of Dimes” fund-raising drive and asked, “Where’s the wealth test for Senate in the U.S. Constitution?” I refused all PAC gifts, was outspent 10 to 1—yet won the Democratic nomination 54 to 46 percent. Senator Alfonse D’Amato then won the fall election 57 to 41 percent after spending $13 million—at that time the second-largest sum ever spent in a Senate election—compared with my nearly $2 million outlay. (That year, $2 million sounded small, though it was about what D’Amato himself had spent to win the seat just six years before.)

Wearying of running long-shot campaigns and being outspent by multiples—and then refusing PAC money—in 1993 and 1997 I ran for New York City public advocate, the number two citywide office, next in line to Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. Under the New York City campaign finance laws providing public matching funds in exchange for agreed-on expenditure limits, I won the election—and re-election. (Since other public advocate candidates those two election years “opted in” to the city’s voluntary campaign finance system, no one outspent me.)

The New York City system was good but flawed. So in 1998, I coauthored a municipal campaign finance law that reduced the maximum gift from $8500 to $4500 and increased the public funding match to 4 to 1 for contributions of up to $250 per resident (so $100 became $500 or $250 became $1250), in order to better level the playing field for city candidates.

Then, in 2001, I ran for mayor. After winning the Democratic nomination from among a field of four experienced Democrats—who all spent the same amount of money, because all complied with the expenditure limits of the city’s campaign finance system—I began the shortened 3.5-week general election campaign (the delays caused by the September 11 World Trade Center attack) twenty points ahead of a novice Republican candidate in a 4 to 1 Democratic city. But that Republican was Michael Bloomberg, the forty-second wealthiest American (with a worth of $4.2 billion, according to the Forbes 400). He spent a self-financed $73.9 million in all—including $30 million in the final three weeks—to win 49 to 47 percent.

I’ll leave all the reasons for this result to more neutral observers. I certainly made my share of mistakes—and some Latino voters were upset after I defeated a strong Latino candidate for the nomination. In a widely held view, Crain’s New York Business concluded that September 11 both gave Bloomberg a muscular rationale (we need a businessman to rebuild the city) and a hero endorser, Rudy Giuliani (who was “worth sixteen points,” according to Bloomberg’s media adviser, David Garth). But few doubted Newt Gingrich’s observation on C-SPAN that Bloomberg wouldn’t have run or won without his unique treasury—i.e., his money was necessary though not sufficient.

At the start of the general election, I asked Mark Mellman, my pollster, under what circumstances I could possibly lose. “Well, not many have lost so far ahead with a few weeks to go,” he said, “but then no one’s ever won being outspent by $50 million either.” There were numerous, ominous signs, as when one friend told me he watched a Bloomberg-Giuliani ad every inning of a Yankee World Series game, then saw the Bloomberg Radio sign at Madison Square Garden, then got five different four-color mailings from him in two weeks—and even heard a Bloomberg-for-Mayor ad when he called Moviefone.

Asked in the spring by New York magazine how much of his own money he expected to spend, Bloomberg said “up to $30 million.” Anything more, he added, would be “obscene.” Seventy-four million later, Bloomberg laughed off his change of mind.  “You know, we always talked about spending what was necessary to get our message out,” said his senior strategist Bill Cunningham, “and, ultimately, that’s exactly what we did.”

When our campaigns sent in our final filings after the election, mine included 14,000 contributor names. Bloomberg’s contained one—his own.

My expenditure of $16.2 million was the third highest of any non-presidential candidate in the country in 2000–2001. But Bloomberg set the bar so high—spending nearly as much in one city as Bush spent in fifty states winning the Republican presidential nomination—that after the election the New York Post referred to my  “anemic” war chest.

My whole public life has been buffeted by money. After Who Runs Congress? in 1972 and a 1980 piece in the New York Times, where I wrote that the combination of “Buckley and very expensive campaigns predictably provide electoral advantage to candidates of great personal wealth,” in 2001 I lost to the first self-financed $100-a-vote campaign in American history.* Does God have a sense of humor or what?

Charles E. Lindblom, Mancur Olson, and William Greider were closer to the mark than James Madison.

A Founding Father, the fourth president, and the primary author of the Federalist Papers, Madison famously explained in Federalist #10 that numerous “factions” would fairly compete for governmental policy and favor—that one faction would be balanced by another. But two centuries later, three authors—Lindblom in Politics and Markets (1977), Olson in The Rise and Decline of Nations (1982), and Greider in Who Will Tell the People? (1992)—showed that all factions weren’t created equal, that some economic interests would be able to leverage their special resources, sophistication, and power to obtain special treatment from government.

Since government regulates the modern economy and accounts for one quarter of the GNP, companies will petition their government; that’s their First Amendment right. What isn’t right is the fact that current campaign rules give producers far more access and power than consumers, organized interests far more access and power than unorganized voters. Because of what economists call the “free rider effect”—which is the difficulty of conscripting supporters to a large advocacy group when they can obtain the same benefits without membership—there is no consumers’ PAC, no poor people’s PAC, no PAC for the homeless. So auto companies and the United Auto Workers have far more say and sway on CAFE (corporate average fuel efficiency) standards in Congress than car buyers, and coal producers have far more leverage over President Bush’s decision to reverse his campaign pledge on carbon dioxide emissions than families who live downwind of polluting plants.

It’s not enough for these favored special interests to hide behind repeated mantras such as “free speech” or “property rights.” Often competing rights have to be balanced. Private property rights are indispensable in a competitive capitalist economy—until they’re invoked to protect a monopoly, stop workers from organizing, or force airline pilots to fly back-to-back cross-country trips. So the law intervenes to restrict private property when it collides with certain human and public safety rights. Of course, free speech is a “compelling interest” in our constitutional galaxy; but that doesn’t mean it’s legal to publish child pornography, to shout “fire” in a crowded theater, to electioneer within 100 feet of a polling place, or to give a speech through a 100-decibel sound system and drown out other speakers in a residential community. Are dollars like decibels? Should special interests be free to make 100-decibel contributions that threaten to monopolize the public conversation?

Creating wealth is good and so is wanting to be wealthy. It’s fine for private businessmen to make multimillions and buy other companies. But should we allow unlimited private sector wealth to leach into the public sector, where such money buys not companies but congress-people? Or where such money allows someone to become a member of Congress? A key benefit of the complementary systems of capitalism and democracy is that capitalism produces and distributes wealth, while democracy polices the marketplace for abuses and assures minimal standards of safety and justice (police cars, food stamps, SEC investigators). Each system needs the other to survive and thrive. But what does it mean when the private sector seeks to take over the public sector? How then can democracy police capitalism? If elephants are free to dance among the chickens, isn’t it clear who’s going to get crushed?

If anything, this problem is getting more acute as the wealth gap widens—as fewer people have so much more money and power. When I first investigated company pay scales in the early 1980s, the average Fortune 500 CEO made 40 times more than the average line worker (about $1 million versus $25,000). Now it’s grown to 400 times more—and the top-ten earners make 4300 times more! “The Gilded Age looked positively egalitarian compared with the concentration of wealth now emerging in America,” wrote New York Times economics columnist Paul Krugman, commenting on Wealth and Democracy by Kevin Phillips. A lifelong Republican, Phillips warns that “the imbalance of wealth and private democracy is unsustainable.”

The role of money in politics raises very difficult philosophical questions about freedom, property, and justice. To make necessary distinctions and draw necessary lines requires a preliminary understanding of the costs of the current campaign finance system (which chapter 5 focuses on in more depth):

SPECIAL INTERESTS GET SPECIAL ACCESS AND SPECIAL TREATMENT.  “I view money buying access as one of the most threatening aspects of our democracy,” said Senator Carl Levin (D–MI), “and it’s not hidden but openly sold.” Insisting on anonymity, one D.C. lobbyist, himself a liberal Democrat, said in an interview, “When a major lobbyist seeks a meeting with a member, within a few weeks they’ll get an invite to the member’s next fund-raiser. If he gives, he’ll get another meeting, and if he doesn’t, he won’t—and anyone who doesn’t know that shouldn’t be hired to be a lobbyist.”

One western senator went off the record to admit that “there aren’t many conversations about the influence of money, because my colleagues don’t want to admit it to others, or themselves. But senators are human calculators who can weigh how much money every vote will cost or gain them.” The access that money buys, of course, doesn’t guarantee legislative success, but the lack of it probably guarantees failure.

Representative Carolyn Maloney (D—NY) gives a small example of the evil of access. Putting on her green eye shades, she found a federal boondoggle called the Civilian Marksmanship Project. Using a law from 1812 as its justification, the government had a program in place to spend $2.5 million a year to pay for bullets for the National Rifle Association. Calling it “petrified pork,” she got the military to admit it wasn’t necessary for national defense. “Then the NRA fought back and all hell broke loose,” recalls Maloney, sighing. “One southern Democratic colleague said to me, ‘I want to be for your amendment, but the NRA just bought five tickets to my fund-raiser.’” Maloney lost.

Here’s a bigger example: in 2000, before the collapse of Arthur Andersen and New York Attorney General Eliot Spitzer’s lawsuit against Merrill Lynch, SEC Chair Arthur Levitt Jr. proposed rules to stop the conflicts of interest at the (then) Big Five, where auditors were also consultants. Like hell, said an industry that contributed $53 million to federal candidates in the 1990s. Fifty-five of its pals in the Congress, Republicans and Democrats alike, then complained to Levitt, some threatening him with budget cuts if he went ahead to more strictly police the profession. Levitt too lost, in the short term. Two years later every complaining member jumped on the bandwagon of reform and voted for a law to stop industry self-dealing after the Enron and WorldCom frauds were exposed.

FUND-RAISING IS A TIME THIEF. Imagine if someone kidnapped all candidates for state and federal office for half a day. The story would be bigger than Gary Condit, and surely lead to calls for tougher penalties against political kidnapping.

Well, there is such a culprit. It’s the current system of financing political campaigns, which pits each candidate in a race to raise more than his or her opponents—and enough to feed the broadcasting monster called airtime. And just like professional athletes would see performance diminish if they lost half their training time, elected officials who raise money rather than legislate, read, travel, and meet with constituents will underperform as well.

“Senators used to be here Monday through Friday; now we’re lucky to be in mid-Tuesday to Thursday, because Mondays and Fridays are for fund-raisers,” complained one midwestern senator, requesting confidentiality. “Also, members are loath to vote on controversial issues because it’ll be used against you when you’re raising money. And people wonder why nothing much happens in the Senate.”

Candidates start to feel like Bill Murray in Groundhog Day, trapped in a daily, stultifying repetition they can’t escape. As a mayoral candidate I made 30,000 phone calls (that is not a misprint) over two years to lists of potential donors and spoke at 205 of my own fundraising events. It’s hard to overstate the physical and psychological stamina required in such an effort, and how little time and energy it leaves for all else.  “I can’t think,” an exasperated President Bill Clinton once bellowed to his staff. “You want me to issue executive orders, but I can’t focus on a thing but the next fund-raiser.”

THE “MONEY PRIMARY” WEEDS OUT GOOD CANDIDATES AND GOOD INCUMBENTS. Potential candidates know they have to succeed not in one but two elections: the first, in which contributors “vote” with their dollars, comes long before constituents have their say. And if you don’t win round one financially, you might as well not bother with round two; after all, no challenger spending under $900,000 won a House seat in 2000. With odds like those, many women and men of talent never enter the political fray.

The late Judge J. Skelley Wright called them the “silent casualties” of politics—and I know several. One is a friend with a famous name, great skills, and a passion for public service. But he said that he’d never run because he couldn’t endure the fund-raising gamut and grind required even of someone so renowned. And the list of public officials who say they left office in large part because they couldn’t stomach the incessant fund-raising is long: Senators Tom Eagleton, Charles Mathias, Sam Nunn, Frank Lautenberg, and Fred Thompson, among others.

THE “PAY-TO-PLAY” SYSTEM ESPECIALLY HURTS DEMOCRATIC CANDIDATES AND VALUES. Many Republicans oppose new regulations and taxes out of authentic belief. So they regard the special-interest funding of public elections as a brilliant system: for them, principles and payments go hand in hand.

Not so Democrats, who have to worry about how to raise business PAC funds if they get—however unfairly—an “antibusiness” reputation. How else to explain that, despite the widest gap between rich and poor in forty years, sixty-four congressional Democrats recently voted for capital gains tax cuts and forty-one for abolishing the estate tax, which by definition is paid only by the wealthiest Americans? Robert Reich, the prolific author, former secretary of labor, and candidate for governor in Massachusetts, believes that his party is losing its identity as the champion of the average family “because Democrats became dependent on the rich to finance their campaigns. It is difficult to represent the little fellow when the big fellow pays the tab. The problem is not corruption. The inhibition is more subtle. Democrats have come to sound like Republicans because they rely on the same funders to make the same contacts as the GOP.”

Indeed, over the past decade, the group  Democracy 21 reports that corporations gave $636 million to Republicans and $449 million to Democrats—and in 1999–2000, $221 million to the former and $161 million to the latter. Ever wonder why so many Americans in polls strongly favor higher minimum wages, prescription drug benefits for Medicare, quality day care, publicly financed congressional campaigns, and stronger environmental protection, even at the cost of higher taxes—yet the political system can’t produce any of these? The pay-to-play system is a circuit breaker between popular will and public policy. As Robert Kuttner writes in The American Prospect,  “Elite opinion is far to the right of mass opinion and the political system is just not offering voters the menu they’d like to see. Political scientist Walter Dean Burnham termed this a ‘politics of excluded alternatives.’” So Congress is content to weigh in on the portability of health plans—as long as they’re not asked to address their universality.

WEALTH BUYS OFFICE. Wealthy, self-financing candidates usually say that “nobody owns me,” “it’s my money,” or “I needed to spend so much to get known.” But it’s also wise to remember an observation made by the late Senator Warren Magnuson (D—WA): “All anybody wants in life is an unfair advantage.”

Yes, there can be great public servants who happen to be rich (Franklin Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy) and bad ones who happen to be poor. And some recent self-financing winners, such as Jon Corzine and Michael Bloomberg, are smart, capable, and effective. So a person’s net worth is, alone, not disqualifying.

But as more and more multimillionaires run and win—the percentage of them in the Senate has risen to over one third, or about the number before senators began being elected by popular vote in 1913—there are three problems. First, a de facto wealth test screens out many quality candidates. Already, innumerable experience-rich candidates are grilled about how they can win against inexperienced but wealthy self-financing candidates. In the spring of 2002, Tony Sanchez, a fifty-nine-year-old oilman and banker, won the Democratic gubernatorial nomination in Texas because he spent $20 million of personal funds in a primary; Douglas Forrester won the New Jersey Republican Senate nomination because he spent $3.1 million; and near billionaire businessman Dennis Mehiel was being called the Democrats’ “Mehiel  ticket” for promising to spend vast amounts to become lieutenant governor of New York, thereby boosting the entire Democratic slate.

Second, when a very wealthy candidate inundates TV, radio, and mailboxes with ads portraying him as a young Abe Lincoln and you as the Manchurian Candidate, the pressure to hustle special-interest money becomes even more intense. For a well-funded charge, unanswered by a well-funded rebuttal, will stick. A lot of good candidates will surrender to temptation if forced to choose between oblivion and, say, Big Oil.

Third, democracy requires diversity in its legislatures in order to reflect popular will. Imagine the outrage if there were a dwindling number of Latinos and women over time because of a particular campaign rule. As superrich candidates begin to crowd out average-income candidates, we’ll have a congress of members who relate more to golf clubs than to political clubs. Ellen Miller, a sixteen-year veteran of the Center for Responsive Politics and the Public Campaign, describes what this means: “The problem [with] more and more wealthy people running and winning is that then tax policy, health care policy, education policy are seen through the lens of multimillionaires, people who don’t need government services. They are a different class of people, from a different world than most Americans who sit around their kitchen calculating their finances.”

VOTING DECLINES. There are many reasons for the desultory fact that of twenty-four Western democracies, we rank twenty-third in voting turnout. Surely one reason is the conclusion that as money has increasingly gone into the system, voters have gone out. If “one person, one vote” really means “one PAC, many votes,” some voters might rationally conclude they don’t count.

MINORITIES HAVE TO JUMP HIGHER HURDLES. State Senator Byron Brown of Buffalo put it in a nutshell at a May 2002 symposium in New York City on money and minorities. “It’s harder for candidates of color to raise money,” said the thirty-year-old African American, “because there are fewer wealthier people in communities of color.” The existing campaign finance system makes it even more difficult for historically excluded candidates to break into the winner’s circle, especially in more expensive statewide or citywide races.

There have been several excellent books—most notably in the past decade or so, Phil Stern’s The Best Congress Money Can Buy, Brooks Jackson’s Honest Graft, and Elizabeth Drew’s The Corruption of American Politics—that illuminated aspects of how quid pro quo money distorts our political system. If the saga of political money is an old one and a discussed one, however, it’s peaking in 2002–2003 with three epic developments. Not since the Watergate scandal and the 1974 campaign finance law have both public attention and the prospect for systemic change been so great.

First, the Enron scandal, which started with questions about corrupt financing practices, moved to questions about corrupt political practices. No matter how often the Bush administration repeated its catechism that this was a business scandal not a political scandal, it was no coincidence that, as noted above, CEO Ken (“Kenny Boy”) Lay and Enron were the largest contributors to George W. Bush—and were able to dictate who should be the head of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and what should be in the Bush-Cheney energy plan.

Over the past decade, Enron gave $6 million to federal candidates across the country. When it came time, then, for Congress to probe this corporate miscreant, 212 of 248 members on the eleven investigating committees had received money from the company or its accounting firm, Arthur Andersen.

Just as commentators were opining in the spring of 2002 that the Enron scandal had petered out as a political force,* the other shoe dropped—WorldCom. When the biggest bankruptcy ever was followed by an even bigger bankruptcy, and when the business pages read as if written by muckrakers Ida Tarbell and Lincoln Steffens, the issue of “corporate responsibility” suddenly seemed to make a species jump. With more money now in mutual funds than in banks, Americans who saw their retirement funds shrivel told pollsters and politicians of their outrage. It certainly didn’t help President Bush’s efforts to distance himself from the scandal when it turned out that WorldCom had contributed $100,000 to his record $30 million June fund-raiser—and that the Republicans wouldn’t return the tainted money.

Was the political-press stampede spurred by Enron/Adelphia/Global Crossings/Tyco/WorldCom just another moment in the bubble-bust story of capitalism, or might it lead to a shift in our political Zeitgeist? Just as farmer outrage at eastern banks and consumer disgust after Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle sparked the Progressive Era at the turn of the last century, and the Depression cast Republicans and executives into the darkness for decades, will the current crisis again remind voters why laissez isn’t always fair?

It’s too early to know whether we’re in the midst of another “turning point” in the words of Kevin Phillips. Surely, though, when such a business stalwart as Federal Reserve Board Chair Alan Greenspan, a devotee of Ayn Rand, condemns “infectious greed” and President Bush (his administration “looks, behaves and thinks exactly like the board of a Fortune 500 company,” concludes The Times of London) says in the Rose Garden “no more easy money for corporate criminals—just hard time,” something big is happening. And it’s probably not good news for antiregulation, anti-campaign reform Republicans. From Reagan to Gingrich, their mantra has been to deregulate, privatize, and allow the “magic of the marketplace” to be free of big government. Yesterday’s conservative shibboleths largely evaporated after Ken Lay and Bernie Ebbers became more famous than they intended.

At the least, the corporate governance scandals have helpfully educated the public about civic values—not those of bluenoses more interested in peccadilloes than policies, but those described by Michael Tomasky, who wrote in the Washington Post:


 “Values” can mean something else now, like integrity in business and government. It means that a president who ran on a promise of “restoring dignity” to the White House ought to tell the truth about how long he’s known the CEO who has been his biggest corporate backer. It means that the vice president should recognize as a simple ethical matter that the people ... have a right to know which lobbyists he met with while formulating a major policy, just as Republicans demanded similar information from Clinton’s health policy panel back in 1993.



Based on this broader view of public ethics, rewarding contributors with a night in the Lincoln Bedroom was embarrassing. But rewarding contributors with policy in the “Enron Bedroom” is far worse.

The next major development is McCain-Feingold—the first significant campaign finance law in a quarter century. Curiously, when the bill was first introduced in 1995, banning so-called soft money (large, unregulated contributions made to parties, not candidates) was only a peripheral provision. But when Congress stiffened its opposition to any public financing system just as soft money gifts geometrically grew, the lead authors shifted their focus. Senator Russell Feingold (D–WI), an intense, cheerful man who is perfectly in step with Wisconsin’s maverick tradition, described how a colleague quietly urged Feingold on after admitting that he himself had asked a major industry in his state for a $250,000 soft-money gift—and got it.  “I felt like I needed a shower,” said the disgusted senator.

It took a confluence of events to produce even this “modest beginning” of a law, as Feingold himself characterized it: John McCain’s presidential campaign focusing on campaign finance reform; the Enron scandal, with a story line that shareholders, employees, and pensioners everywhere could understand; the addition of four new Democratic senators in favor of the bill; and a broad citizen-labor coalition led by Common Cause and Public Citizen. Even then its enactment was regarded as “remarkable” by Mark Schmitt, an expert on the subject at the Open Society Institute:  “House members never defy their leadership by signing a discharge petition (they did); the Senate never passes House bills unchanged (it did); coalitions never stick together through every amendment (the reform coalition in the House did); Senators never influence House members (John McCain did).”

But just as Enron (epic event 1) helped create McCain-Feingold (epic event 2), this law is now leading to epic event 3—the first Supreme Court decision on the subject since 1976’s disastrous Buckley v. Valeo, which both allowed and accelerated the current scandal.

By mid-2003 the Court will likely rule on the law’s two major provisions—to ban soft money fund-raising by the national parties and to restrict “independently” financed electioneering ads thirty and sixty days before primaries and general elections, respectively. In so doing, it will either reverse or ratify the earlier 6–2 ruling declaring that legislatively enacted “expenditure limits” were an unconstitutional infringement on speech. If Buckley had come to a different conclusion, there would be no $2 million House candidates today, no $15 million Senate candidates, no $74 million mayoral candidates.

In other words, the two-hundred-year-long movement to make sure that citizens speak louder than contributors has come to a critical juncture. We are at what Bill Moyers calls “a teachable moment.”

It’s referred to as the “revolution of rising expectations.” Once a long-endured evil is acknowledged and abated, victims will not be satisfied with half measures. Alexis de Tocqueville observed this paradox when the most fervid advocates of the French Revolution resided where the standard of living had risen the most: “It happens very often that a people who has suffered the most crushing laws without complaining, as if it did not even feel them, jettisons them violently as soon as the oppressive weight is lifted somewhat,” de Tocqueville concluded. “The French found their position all the more intolerable as it became better.”

Or recall Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms behind the Iron Curtain. He believed he’d win human rights awards for his policies of perestroïka and glasnost. Instead, the Soviet Union lost Eastern Europe. Lech Walesa of Poland and Vaclav Havel of Czechoslovakia wouldn’t accept partial freedom when they saw the sunny horizon of full freedom.

Fred Wertheimer of the pro-campaign-reform group Democracy 21 believes that when it comes to campaign finance reforms, 2002 America is now, in effect, 1789 France or 1989 Eastern Europe.  “Winning McCain-Feingold will open the door to another round,” he says in his downtown Washington, D.C., office, its walls lined with sixty years of Herblock cartoons on money in politics. “And we have put together the best coalition I’ve ever seen on an issue—from the AARP to the Sierra Club to labor and some businesses.”

But overcoming what Pogo once called the “insurmountable opportunities” in any “next round” will be very hard, for the same two big reasons that have long stymied change: there are 535 experts in Congress loath to change the rules that got them there and have kept them there; and there are hundreds of large interests who invest thousands and reap billions, a rate of return unrivaled since IBM and Microsoft went public. Economic interests may not “like” the money chase, to quote Representative Shannon’s business lobbyist, but they also don’t “like” the regulation and taxation that they believe reduce their profits and bonuses.

In the short term, most observers believe that it will take the confluence of a presidential aspirant again making this tainted political culture a major plank (and then winning the Oval Office) and another scandal or two or three. New presidents are allowed early legislative victories, like Reagan’s and Bush’s deep tax cuts; and Washington often legislates by headlines, such as the way thalidomide babies led to Senator Kefauver’s legislation that improved drug safety and Ryan White’s death produced more funding to stop AIDS.

But why do we need more scandals (which will surely occur)? Isn’t the recent “corporate crime wave”—to use Business Week’s phrase—quite enough? In any event, here the scandal is the system—the smoking gun is a campaign law that encourages not so much elections as auctions. It was Watergate special prosecutor Archibald Cox, in another context, who observed that the problem isn’t what’s illegal, but what’s legal. The problem today isn’t bad people but a bad system that coerces good people to do bad things in order to hold on to office.

Just as pollution inspired Earth Day and then the federal Environmental Protection Agency, a campaign finance system tolerating spending increases of 1000 percent in twenty-five years will at some point explode and collapse—or else lead to a world in which some Democratic state chair will ask a U.S. Senate aspirant in 2020, “Where’s your $50 million?”

Two available reforms could cut this golden Gordian knot.

First, a public matching-funds law (discussed at length in chapter 7): given the hundreds of billions lost in the S&L scandals of the 1980s and the corporate crime/accounting scams of 2002, a public financing program costing millions would appear to be quite a bargain. Its rationale is simple: if, say, twenty special interests each give a senator $100,000, they own him or her; if instead a million taxpayers each give $2 in public funds, we own him or her. Isn’t it preferable for elected officials to be more responsive to all voters than a relatively few donors?

Such a measure has three notable virtues: it has already worked successfully in presidential campaigns and in New York City, Arizona, and Maine elections; it avoids First Amendment arguments, since it increases speech; and it is popular—majorities of 70 percent regularly support dramatic reforms, such as creating floors under, and ceilings over, spending. Two conservative senators from Mississippi, Democrat John Stennis (who served from 1947 to 1989) and Republican Thad Cochran (1979 to date) have switched from being adamantly against to ardently for public financing of public elections; if they can do so, so might others.

Second, a future Supreme Court should overturn Buckley and uphold the constitutionality of an expenditure ceiling. These two changes would reduce the influence of donors and elevate the influence of citizens; reduce the pressure on candidates to sell their souls to pay for last-minute TV ads, giving them the  “freedom not to grovel,” in the words of a New York Times editorial; and stop multimillionaires from exploiting the “unfair advantage” of being able to buy elections.

Impossible? Not really. The history of America shows a “capacity for self-correction.” Obvious abuses often yield to human rights: the three-fifths clause of the Constitution and the 1857 Dred Scott decision were reversed by Brown v. Board of Education and the 1965 Voting Rights Act. A century ago it was regarded as laughable for women to vote; now it’s laughable to realize they once didn’t. In 1980, the Berlin Wall, the Soviet Union, and apartheid all appeared to be immutable; a few short years later, they were all gone. At the height of the Cold War, the two superpowers were in a race to build nuclear arms; now we’re decommissioning them. And the Supreme Court itself, given enough time, has reversed itself on such issues as affirmative action, right to counsel, poll taxes, and health and safety regulations.

“History is like waves lapping at a cliff,” wrote French historian Henry See. “For centuries nothing happens. Then the cliff collapses.”

Surely campaign finance reform will not prove harder to achieve than the end of apartheid and the Cold War. Only apologists for the status quo could possibly believe that it’s OK for a powerful 0.1 percent of the population to dictate policy to the other 99.9 percent; for only the rich or the kept to win office; for candidates to spend three quarters of their time raising money so that the toll takers known as broadcasters who control the publicly owned airwaves will allow public candidates to speak to the public.

Indeed, on the day this book went to the printer, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit in Manhattan upheld a Vermont law challenging Buckley’s core conclusion that spending limits were unconstitutional. In striking language, the majority in Landell v. Sorrell said, “Absent expenditure limitations... the race for campaign funds has compelled public officials to give preferred access to contributors, selling their time in order to raise campaign funds. ... Quid pro quo corruption is troubling not because certain citizens are victorious in the legislative process but because they achieve the victory by paying public officials for it.”

The evil of access.

Either democracy will trump plutocracy, or plutocracy will trump democracy. It is a contest as old as the country. Exactly 210 years ago, in a May 1792 letter, Thomas Jefferson wrote George Washington about the political alignments taking shape—of yeomen versus Tory financiers. Jefferson urged Washington to rally the people into a party that “would defend democracy against the corrupt ambitions of monied interests.” The descent of democracy will end when an outraged, organized public tells Congress to tell the Enrons and WorldComs, the Norquists and Keatings that America means majority rule, not money rule.
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THE HISTORY OF MONEY IN POLITICS

Scandal, Reform, Scandal...

“An honest politicianis one who, when he is bought, stays bought.”

—Nineteenth-century senator Simon Cameron, 1862

“Follow the money.”

—Deep Throat, 1973

Since its creation, the United States has thought of itself as a society based on the principle of political equality. Despite our lofty aspirations, political power in America has often been a function of wealth rather than citizenship. We talk about one person, one vote, but in practice the vote of a wealthy donor has always mattered more than the vote of the average citizen.

At the founding of the republic, only white male property owners were enfranchised. As a result, of the 4 million citizens living in America at the time of the Revolution, only  800,000 were eligible to vote. The U.S. Constitution’s original method for apportioning representation in the House of Representatives treated blacks as only three fifths of a full person. In Maryland in 1776, a person was required to own at least £5000 worth of property to run for governor, and £1000 worth to run for state senator. Even as Thomas Jefferson declared that all men are created equal, African slaves worked his fields, Native Americans were exploited, and all of the country’s white women and the majority of its white men were forced to watch their new democracy from the sidelines. A small, wealthy, landed aristocracy ruled early America.

The United States has obviously made huge advances since then toward human freedom and democratic rights. But we still have a government largely of the few, the rich, and the privileged. To understand why money and political power are still so closely linked, it is necessary to look at the history of money in American politics. It is a story filled with corruption, greed, scandal, and reform. Then the cycle repeats itself in different forms. Is the cycle inevitable, or is a different kind of politics possible? In a country where capitalism and democracy exist side by side, will private wealth always control public policy? Before discussing what is and what can be, let’s look at what was.

“Swilling the Planters with Bumbo”

Elections in early America were nothing like the media spectacles we witness today. Indeed, outright campaigning was frowned upon as ungentlemanly, if not corrupt. But that didn’t keep candidates from devising creative ways to win favor with voters. Since the eligible voting populace was relatively small, candidates focused most of their energy on meeting and swaying voters face-to-face. One of their favorite methods was to ply voters with alcohol. Known as  “swilling the planters with bumbo,” this practice involved throwing lavish parties called “treats” to which local property owners would be invited and thus convinced of a candidate’s qualifications through his hospitality. The landed gentry of colonial America probably inherited the practice from the English aristocrats they emulated, who in turn could trace treating back to fifteenth-century England and before that to ancient Athens and Rome.

One candidate known for his hospitality was none other than George Washington. In 1758 Washington ran for the Virginia House of Burgesses. Since he was away on duty with the British army, Washington asked his friends to serve as his campaign managers, instructing them to spare no expense in their efforts to win votes. Hosting numerous treats in Washington’s honor prior to the election, his managers provided 160 gallons of alcohol to 391 voters on election day, more than 1.5 quarts per voter. Of course, all this entertaining cost money, and Washington’s managers promptly sent him the receipts for their expenditures. One bill included charges for 50 gallons of rum punch, 28 gallons of rum, 46 gallons of beer, 34 gallons of wine, and 2 gallons of hard cider. Washington’s hospitality paid off. He was elected “by a number of votes more than any other candidate,” 78 percent of the total.

Treating is not as much a part of the Founding Father’s folklore as felling the cherry tree or crossing the Delaware, perhaps because technically this kind of campaigning was illegal. Virginia law at the time prohibited candidates from “directly or indirectly” providing voters with “money, meat, drink, present, gift, reward, or entertainment ... in order to be elected.” For the most part, the law was either ignored or interpreted creatively. Since it banned treating only “in order to be elected,” candidates exploited this loophole by throwing parties year-round and by inviting  both friends and enemies.

Consequently, it was relatively expensive to run for political office in 1758. But since most candidates were wealthy aristocrats like Washington, they didn’t seem to mind much. After winning the election and receiving the large bill for the rum his managers provided to voters, for example, Washington wrote to one of them:  “I am extremely thankful to you and my other friends for entertaining the Freeholders in my name. I hope that no exceptions were taken to any that voted against me but that all were alike treated and all had enough; it is what I much desired. My only fear is that you spent with too sparing a hand.”

Then as now, however, there were those who objected to the idea of buying and liquoring one’s way into office. James Madison was an ardent critic of the practice of treating. In 1777 he lost a bid for the Virginia legislature because, according to his own account, he refused to provide voters with alcohol. In his autobiography, he explained that it was  “the usage for the Candidates to recommend themselves to the voters, not only by personal solicitation, but by the corrupting influence of spirituous liquors, and other treats having like tendency.” Madison refused to participate in the practice. His supporters filed a protest charging his opponent with “bribery and corruption,” but probably due to the widespread practice of treating, the elections committee refused to view gifts of liquor as improper.

Another way money played a role in early elections was through the practice of helping citizens buy land, thus helping them become eligible to vote. In the 1790s, Aaron Burr, the leader of New York’s nascent Tammany Hall political machine, recruited wealthy Democrats to loan money to selected workingmen so that they could buy land and become Democratic voters. Eventually Burr found this practice prohibitively expensive, so he persuaded the state assembly to create an anti-Federalist state bank that would do the lending instead.

Money was also used to sway public opinion through the press. Not content with just buying advertisements, candidates came up with the idea of using campaign funds to create their own newspapers to promote their particular candidacy. Anti-Federalists in Philadelphia consolidated their wealth in order to support the National Gazette as a party mouthpiece, and Federalists did the same for the Gazette of the United States. In fact, in order to get the National Gazette off the ground in 1791, Thomas Jefferson hired a poet, Philip Freneau, as a clerk in the State Department and at the same time installed him as the newspaper’s editor. Throughout his career Jefferson used his own money to publish his campaign literature; successors such as James Buchanan and Abraham Lincoln continued the practice, with the former spending $10,000 in personal funds to establish a newspaper dedicated to supporting his candidacy.

The Emergence of Professional Politics

Despite the practice of treating, loaning for land, and literally buying publicity, campaign costs in early America remained relatively low. The election of Andrew Jackson in 1828, however, marked a turning point for campaign finance. Since then, money has been the grease that more than anything else makes the wheels of American democracy turn.

The 1828 election was the first in American history in which the popular vote played an important role. By that year, twenty-two of the twenty-four states in the Union had begun to choose their presidential electors through a popular vote, rather than through the state legislatures. Most states had also abandoned the property requirement for voting, and the vote of the everyday (white) man became decisive. Active campaigning became a necessity. Door-to-door electioneering boomed, and so, therefore, did campaign costs.

Although no definite figures are available, it is estimated that a congressional campaign in this period could cost as much as $4000. Gubernatorial races cost closer to $10,000, and a presidential race $50,000. Even as the importance of the common man was on the rise, political office was still restricted to the very wealthy, or at least to those who could find wealthy supporters.

Jackson’s opponent in 1828, the incumbent John Quincy Adams, was of the old school when it came to campaigning. For Adams electioneering was still a dirty word, and he refused to take part in any organizational aspects of his campaign.  “To pay money for securing [the presidency] directly or indirectly,” he wrote, “was ... incorrect in principle.”

Jackson, on the other hand, was eager to avenge what he called the “corrupt bargain” between Adams and Henry Clay, which he believed robbed him of the presidency in 1824, and he began his 1828 campaign as early as 1825. Jackson’s supporters established a reelection committee, and started a nationwide effort to solidify support. They also established a network of partisan newspapers spanning the
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