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About the Series 
The Our Next 250 Years series examines the forces shaping the future of American democracy. Across three volumes, Representation and Influence, Power and Control, and Incentives and Jobs, Charles Patton explores how political structure, institutional power, and economic systems interact to shape the nation’s future.
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Our Next 250 Years – Representation and Influence 
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Disclaimers
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I relied on recent data for statistical references. While not always from the current year due to availability, the figures remain valid and reflect ongoing trends. Although political parties often differ on key issues, this book presents alternative perspectives without assigning them to any particular party.
This book is not about partisan politics. It examines governance and how societies are managed. When offering a position or recommendation, I have aimed for a fair and balanced interpretation of the facts rather than political persuasion, though I may argue for particular alternatives. In the spirit of our founding fathers, I advocate neither political party, only what I believe is best for America’s citizens.
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  Chapter seven
Preface


What happens when the government we trusted no longer serves us? What happens when it feels like the system is working for insiders instead of the people? 
A free society depends on citizens trusting their leaders to protect freedom and uphold a moral, ethical, and just system. History shows that even strong democracies can weaken and fail.
Our country is not the same nation it was at the start. We went from a few million people to hundreds of millions. The system was built for a smaller population, a slower pace, and a simpler world.
The pressures on our country are real. Technology is changing the speed of everything. False information spreads faster than truth. Power is pulled by money, influence, ambition, and fear. And the public pays the price.
But change does not begin with government alone. It starts with citizens. Who are we? What do we stand for? Are we driven by self-interest, or by the greater good?
Former President Jimmy Carter chose to be called “Citizen” after leaving office. That was his reminder that a nation’s strength rests not only in its leaders, but in its people. Citizenship is not passive. It is an active role.
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Introduction 
America remains one of the greatest experiments in self-government ever attempted. It has endured longer than most republics in history not because it is perfect, but because it was built on strong foundations, a culture of debate, and a constitutional system designed to restrain power.
But the country is under strain. Many citizens no longer trust government, the courts, elections, the news, or even each other. People sense something is wrong, yet they disagree about the cause, where it began, and what should be done.
This book is written for citizens who want clarity, not noise.
Clarity means the ability to examine any political claim, policy proposal, or constitutional argument and ask a few basic questions: What is the government trying to do? What power is being used? Who benefits? Who pays the price? What limits exist to restrain abuse? Without those questions, public debate becomes a contest of slogans instead of a search for truth.
This book does not push ideology or take sides. Its purpose is to help citizens understand how the American system was built, why it was designed as it was, and what must be protected for reform to be wise rather than destructive.
The book begins with the most basic issue of all: representation. If citizens do not understand what representation is, how it works, and how it has changed over time, they cannot judge whether government serves the public or serves itself. When discussing representation and population, this book sometimes uses the term inhabitants, reflecting the Constitution’s use of broader population measures rather than citizenship alone.
From there, the book expands to local and state government, the limits of authority, the role of rights and liberty, and the pressures that drive reform debates. It also examines modern distortions, including organized influence, campaign finance incentives, and structural weaknesses that allow power to drift away from citizens.
The American system was designed to protect liberty through restraint. It assumes that power seeks more power, that people will disagree, and that factions will compete for influence. Its structure attempts to channel that conflict into lawful limits.
If citizens do not understand the structure, they cannot defend it. If they do not understand the limits, they cannot recognize when those limits are crossed. And if they cannot distinguish reform from destruction, they will be vulnerable to anyone promising easy answers.
This book is written to help thoughtful citizens think clearly again, as the founders intended.
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Section I – Foundation 
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Representation 
Representation is the link between inhabitants and power. It is meant to make government answerable to the people. Today, it barely does, if it does at all.
Despite the proliferation of communication tools, Americans feel more disconnected than ever. Trust in government has hit historic lows. In a June 2024 Pew Research Center report, only 22 percent of Americans said they trust the federal government to do what is right “just about always” or “most of the time.” By December 2025, Pew reported that number had fallen to 17 percent.01-06
“The things that unite us are far greater than the things that divide us,” John F. Kennedy said in 1961. That truth still holds.
Representation is where the system either works or fails. When citizens believe their votes do not count, everything that follows becomes harder. To understand why representation feels weaker today, it helps to examine what changed over time, how power shifted, and why public influence has become harder to exercise.
Our Current Evolutionary State
Since the early 1990s, when the Internet became widely available, technology, society, and government have changed at astonishing speed. Communication, business, healthcare, education, and governance now shape daily life in ways few people imagined. At the same time, wealth is concentrating at an extreme rate in America and worldwide, raising real concerns about power and control.
More recently, satellite internet from companies such as SpaceX, Amazon, and OneWeb has expanded high-speed access to remote parts of the world. This has helped close the digital divide, changing how people live, work, and connect.
Meanwhile, the political and social landscape has shifted. The cost of running for public office has skyrocketed, making campaigns increasingly exclusive to the wealthy, first millionaires, and now billionaires.
With faster communication and nonstop media pressure, social issues such as abortion, voting rights, election security, and diversity have become intensely polarizing. Communities fracture. Debate turns into warfare. Gun violence has also remained a serious threat to public safety and social cohesion.
Most significantly, over the past two centuries, the degree to which people are directly represented by their elected officials has declined dramatically, to the point of ineffectiveness. The public’s ability to shape policy on the issues dividing the nation is as obstructed as ever. If we want to remain free, government must answer to the people.
How We Changed Since 1787
The United States has changed vastly as a country and as a people since the Constitution was signed on September 17, 1787. Over time, the Constitution has been amended 27 times. The 27th Amendment, dealing with congressional compensation, was ratified on May 7, 1992. The 26th Amendment, which lowered the voting age to 18, was ratified on July 1, 1971.
The Equal Rights Amendment has received ratification votes from 38 states, but its legal status remains contested because of ratification-deadline disputes and unresolved procedural questions. More on this later.
Because life has changed so much, especially since 1992, it is fair to ask whether our system of governance has kept pace. Adjustments become necessary when society and technology outrun government’s ability to adapt. To understand today’s pressures, we need to start with representation and the qualifications of our leaders.
Representation Has Been Diluted
Our representation in Congress has been gradually but thoroughly diluted. Without meaningful representation, we risk drifting further from our founding principles and failing to address the true needs of most Americans.
In his Farewell Address (1796), George Washington warned that factions could lead to division, corruption, and the weakening of national unity. John Adams also feared political parties would serve special interests rather than the common good. Yet parties formed only four to six years after the Constitution was signed, beginning with the Federalists and Democratic-Republicans. Washington’s warning proved accurate, and partisan division has shaped politics ever since.
Population-to-Representative Ratio
A clear example of diluted representation is that the number of House members has not kept pace with population growth.
At the founding, representation was expected to occur at roughly tens of thousands of inhabitants per representative. The Constitution ultimately limited representation to no more than one representative for every 30,000 inhabitants.01-07 Over time, the ratio rose to roughly 40,000 inhabitants per representative as the nation expanded.
Congress increased the size of the House repeatedly during the nineteenth century to keep representation aligned with population growth. However, in 1929 Congress passed the Reapportionment Act, which permanently capped the House of Representatives at 435 members.01-08 After that, Congress stopped expanding representation.
If the original representation ratio were applied to today’s population, the House would contain about 8,298 members instead of 435 (author calculation based on current population and original apportionment ratios). Each current representative now serves an average of roughly 767,816 inhabitants.
It is not realistic to expect one person to understand and represent nearly a million diverse inhabitants.
You could argue that polling a well-designed sample of a million people might approximate representation. But trust in polls has declined, especially after high-profile misses in the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections. Many Americans believe polls can be biased by framing, sampling choices, and response rates. Polling reduces inhabitants to statistics rather than addressing their real needs and concerns.
The result is a Congress that often represents the public only in name. Voters usually support the party closest to their views, but many do not fully understand where that party stands across all issues. Political choices are shaped by friends, social circles, television, news, and social media, much of it biased or agenda-driven. Many people vote against the party they fear most. That pressure turns elections into “the lesser of two evils,” even when the choice conflicts with a voter’s values or priorities.
Population-to-Senator Ratio
The House is not the only case of diluted representation.
The number of states grew from 13 to 50, and the Senate from 26 to 100. A senator in 1787 represented roughly 25,000 inhabitants. Today that figure exceeds six million (author calculation based on population growth and Senate size).
To match the original ratio, the Senate would contain roughly 12,220 members, requiring a radically different structure. The practical alternative is that states must develop better ways to relay their inhabitants’ concerns to their senators.
Congress is already distant from the public and heavily influenced by those who can reach it, including lobbyists, donors, and insiders. Meanwhile, the needs of urban and rural America vary widely. What matters in Chicago may not matter in downstate Illinois.
Political beliefs also evolve. Just as religious doctrines shift over time, voters rethink positions on issues such as population control, stem cell research, and LGBTQ rights. Adjusting beliefs can be part of growth. But with only two dominant parties, voters are often forced to compromise values rather than fully align with candidates.
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ABetter Representation System 
One possible improvement might be a layered system that brings citizens back into the process in a meaningful way. The idea is simple: build representation from the ground up, using smaller regional groups to gather public input and then feed that information upward.
This kind of model could work at two levels.
First, regional representatives would be elected in smaller population-based areas, not strictly limited by state lines. Their job would be to stay in contact with citizens and collect public concerns through town halls, online forums, and surveys. For example, there could be one representative for every 50,000 inhabitants, grouped into roughly a dozen districts across the country.
Second, each district would elect a committee representative to bring regional priorities directly to Congress. These committees would advise the House with recommendations that are non-binding but public, so citizens can see what was raised and how it was received.
Representatives could serve part-time, meet on a set schedule, and receive modest compensation. The goal is not to create another layer of government. The goal is to decentralize influence, strengthen communication, and make it harder for citizens to be ignored.
The Speaker of the House
A third representation problem is that the Speaker of the House, third in line for the presidency, is not elected by the public. The Speaker is chosen by House members. This differs from the vice president, who is elected on the presidential ticket and serves as president of the Senate.
Given the Speaker’s place in the line of succession, voters should have more direct influence over the position. One possible reform would be to include the Speaker on a party’s national ticket alongside the presidential and vice-presidential candidates. Such a change would require major political reforms, likely including a constitutional amendment.
Who Picks a Party’s Candidates?
Party leadership holds excessive power over candidate selection, debate participation, and funding, which heavily influences election outcomes. Party chairs and national committee leaders are not elected by the public. They are chosen through internal processes.
One way to democratize the system would be to allow registered party members to vote for national party leadership rather than relying on unelected officials, appointments, or insiders. This could increase participation and better reflect the party’s actual members.
Lobbyists and Other Influencers
Lobbying is deeply embedded in politics and remains controversial because it is tied to a constitutional right, the right to petition. Lobbying shapes policy through frequent contact between officials and interest groups, but it often conflicts with the public interest. Oversight remains weak, and ethics enforcement is too often described as a fox guarding the henhouse. Recent controversies, including those involving Supreme Court justices in 2023, highlight the need for stronger ethical standards across all branches.
The Right to Petition and Its Evolution
The right to petition, rooted in the First Amendment, allows individuals, groups, and corporations to influence government decisions. It traces back to medieval England, when peasants petitioned the crown for redress.
In early America, lobbying was informal. Over time, it became professionalized, with firms, disclosure rules, and specialized influence campaigns. Today, lobbying is global. Foreign governments shape U.S. policy, and American firms work abroad. While any citizen can petition the government, wealthy interests have far greater access and influence.
The Scale of Lobbying Influence
Lobbying expenditures in the United States have risen to $5 billion annually. There are over 12,600 registered lobbyists, supported by roughly 21,750 additional staff. Typical salaries commonly run around $300,000. 30-02
With 535 legislators, lobbying investments exceed $9 million per legislator per year. On average, about 64 people work to influence each lawmaker in Washington. That level of professional pressure overwhelms the average citizen’s ability to be heard.
Revolving Door and Conflicts of Interest
The financial ties between lobbying and government create predictable conflicts. Since leaving office, 427 former members of Congress have taken jobs as lobbyists or senior advisers. Of the 75 members who left the 113th Congress (2015), 64.2 percent entered the lobbying sector.02-01
This revolving door raises a fair question. Are lawmakers writing policy for public benefit, or for their future employers?
What Could Be Done?
Several reforms could reduce lobbyists’ disproportionate influence and strengthen representation.
One approach would limit lobbyist access to legislators and party leadership to one day per week, paired with strict documentation and public disclosure of all meetings. That would allow real public scrutiny.
Another option is independent oversight, an outside counsel or watchdog with authority to enforce ethics rules and transparency requirements.
A larger reform would shift away from organized
[image: ]
Bar chart showing presidential campaign costs from 1924 to 2024, adjusted to 2024 dollars in increments of $100 million. The chart highlights a steady increase in spending over time, with costs rising sharply after 2004, reaching approximately $800 million in 2024.
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