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Preface
By: Szelena Gray, Rootstrikers

This toolkit is the collective effort of Rootstrikers from all 
over the country, including Lily Chunn, Jay Costa, Theresa 
Earle, Laura Hogikyan, Jacob Kraemer, Charlie Mintz, Keith 
Morse, Christopher Walsh, and Alex Sheppard—without whom 
this project would not have come alive. Together, they repre-
sent Boston Rootstrikers, Philly Rootstrikers, and San Fran-
cisco Rootstrikers. 

The study guide is not an authoritative guide to Republic, 
Lost. It is simply the efforts of those of us who follow its teach-
ings to highlight those that are most meaningful to us, in order 
to inspire others to read it. If this movement had a roadmap, 
Republic, Lost would be it. 

We at Rootstrikers are often asked why we don’t pursue a 
specific avenue of reform, like a constitutional amendment, or 
any of the proposals that conclude Lessig’s book. There is one, 
slightly complicated reason: no existing reform promises to ad-
dress the needs of 100% of the American people, and especially 
those who need it most desperately. Rootstrikers wants a de-
mocracy by the people, for the people, and so we are investing 
in that democracy’s most intrinsic resource: its people. This 
toolkit is meant to educate, and to engage. It is meant to be 
shared freely, and widely. Most importantly, we hope it inspires 
the kind of fierce discontent that will make more citizens be-
come Rootstrikers. We hope you’ll join us in spreading its mes-
sage.
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Introduction
People have rightly lost faith in government. At the time of 

writing, 89% of Americans had no confidence in Congress. 
There is a nearly universal sentiment that something is wrong, 
and government serves special interests rather than the People. 
Whatever one’s pet issue— health care, education, global warm-
ing, fiscal responsibility, simpler taxes—it is common to perceive 
money buying results.

Corruption of government is the “root” underlying a vast 
array of problems. Those problems are compelling and distract-
ing. A necessary step towards fixing them is dealing with the 
underlying corruption.

What is meant by corruption?

It is not merely the corruption of “bad people” accepting 
overt bribes for political favors. Rather, there is a corrupt sys-
tem that thwarts the will of the people even when government 
is populated by well-intentioned souls.

Two significant consequences:

1. % Government does not enact the expressed will of the 
people

2. % People lose faith in their ability to participate mean-
ingfully in government, with many becoming politi-
cally disengaged

We have been here before, in a time of more overt corrup-
tion. In the 1912 elections, a Republican progressive (Teddy 
Roosevelt) and a Democratic progressive (Woodrow Wilson) 
challenged the incumbent Republican (William Howard Taft). 
The people resoundingly rejected Taft, whom Roosevelt charac-
terized as representing a faction within the Republican party 
that represented privilege and special interests – in specific, 
Wall Street. The people rose up in opposition to corruption, 
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and ushered in an age of political experimentation as they tried 
to fix their republic.

Part I: The Nature of this Disease
By: Boston Rootstrikers

C H A P T E R  1 : 
G O O D  S O U L S ,  C O R R U P T E D

“There are no vampires or dragons here,” Lessig warns (11). 
At the opening of part one, we have yet to hear the explanation 
of money’s penetration of government in chapter 9. We are 
nonetheless told that our problems are common, and that there 
are no super villains behind them.

Dependence corruption is not the kind where “bad people” 
accept overt bribes for political favors. Rather, a system that is 
bigger than any individual thwarts the will of the people. This is 
good soul corruption (17).

The Constitution recognizes this form of corruption, bar-
ring officers of the United States from accepting gifts from for-
eign nations and kings, unless Congress consents. (Article I, 
section 9, clause 8) (18). Lessig argues that it is this type of sys-
temic corruption that the Framers of the Constitution were 
most concerned with designing safeguards against, and it should 
be well within the ability of Congress to legislate. (19)

C H A P T E R  2 : 
G O O D  Q U E S T I O N S ,  R A I S E D

The chapter begins with a personal story about the concern 
of a parent (in this case, Lessig himself) over what chemicals 
exist in the materials with which children regularly come into 
contact. Why? Because these everyday, seemingly non-political 
questions are in fact at the heart of what makes this corruption 
such an important problem to address. They offer preliminary 
evidence of what Lessig also finds to be true through research 
and reasoning.
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1.% The BPA Example

BPA (Bisphenol A) is a chemical found in certain plastic 
products. Some experts consider it harmful for children. Others 
disagree. It is found in most soft plastic products for children in 
the US, but has been banned in Europe. In 176 studies of poten-
tial harm of BPA, 152 (85%) found evidence of harm, while 24 
(15%) found no evidence of harm. Thirteen of the studies were 
funded by the industry that creates BPA, and all thirteen found 
no evidence of harm (22-25). 

The point is not necessarily that the funding of the studies 
led to their findings. It is possible that mere chance, or the na-
ture of the studies, explains the trend-bucking result. However, 
even without proving a relationship between the funding and 
the outcome, harm has occurred. Trust in the system is under-
mined by the funding relationship. (25)

2.% The Cell Phone Radiation Example

There is some evidence that cell phone radiation increases 
the risk of brain cancer. Notably, industry-funded studies found 
no biologic effect, while independent studies found there was. 

Again, the point is not to say whether or not cell phones are 
dangerous. The only reasonable conclusion one can draw is that 
we don’t know because we cannot be confident in the institu-
tions telling us one way or the other.

3.% Do monetary incentives really undermine trust? 

Lessig and his colleagues at Harvard think so. Doctors, poli-
ticians, and researchers evaluating consumer products were all 
considered less trustworthy if they had a financial incentive for 
a particular result (i.e. a doctor getting a kickback for recom-
mending a particular procedure, a politician supporting a policy 
sought by lobbyists contributing to his or her campaign, a re-
searcher funded by someone with a stake in the product being 
evaluated).

Because money could have influenced the results, people 
inferred bias.
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4.% But what if the incentive is small?

The answer to this question is an exercise in logic and rea-
son, worth reading in its entirety. But the conclusion is simple: 
in many cases, the possibility of corruption is more important 
than proving the corruption itself. 

For example, in judicial ethics, a judge is supposed to step 
aside from a case in the event of any financial interest in the 
outcome. The stated reason is to preserve the public’s trust in 
the judicial system (30).

Or, imagine you are a parent and you hear that the driver of 
your child’s school bus has been accused of drunk driving. Even 
if you think this is unlikely, the slim probability that it is true 
could be enough for you to (quite rationally) drive your child 
instead of entrusting them to the bus (30).

A suspicion of improper dependency is enough to affect 
people’s behavior, so the appearance of corruption is harmful 
even without actual corruption.

5.% Does anyone already get this? Yes. Lessig gives some 
good examples:

Google replaced the advertisement-based search model with 
one that independently evaluated “relevance” of the pages to 
consumers (33). This move inspired trust.

To inspire trust, Wikipedia refuses to accept advertising at 
all, in fact spending $150 million each year to maintain this in-
dependence (34).

Lonely Planet travel guides claim that the guidebook 
authors do not accept freebies in exchange for positive reviews 
(34).

Chapter two concludes that an institution needs only to 
choose to prioritize public trust, and that, importantly, it must 
not be an institution free of money. Money is not the prob-
lem—it’s money in the wrong place (36).
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C H A P T E R  3 :
1 + 1

It is difficult to recognize and respond to problems involv-
ing good people (relative to recognizing and opposing evil). But 
we (Americans, at least) are also quick to become cynical when 
we see money in the wrong place, in the position to distort in-
centives (37). Chapter three addresses the problem of how to 
motivate a response—the right response.

When meeting one’s representatives in Congress, one often 
finds them more well-intentioned than one imagined the ge-
neric, corrupt “congressperson.” Most members of Congress are 
indeed decent people, but the system is nonetheless corrupt 
(38). How do we fix the problem when we can’t identify the vil-
lain?

Politicians have become dependent in a way that weakens 
our democracy and we have a nation that sees that dependency 
and assumes the worst. Reform must target both the corrupt 
dependency and the cynical perception that obfuscates the so-
lution to it.

Part II: Tells
By: Boston Rootstrikers

Part two assumes that we’re not ready for the whole truth, 
but tries to prepare us for it. A majority of Americans don’t 
know enough on enough subjects to truly understand the issues 
of government, so people rely on institutions to fill that void of 
understanding. Since people have beliefs, regardless of having 
full understanding, these institutions, especially government, 
must take into consideration these beliefs and how they affect 
our ability to trust. The government needs Americans to trust 
that it is acting for the correct reasons, based on the ideology 
of the elected party. If government doesn’t fulfill this expecta-
tion, people will ask why, and they will see money in the wrong 
places. As a result, it will diminish the people’s trust, as well as 
our participation, in government (41). 
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C H A P T E R  4 :
W H Y  D O N ’ T  W E  H A V E  F R E E  M A R-

K E T S ?

Rates of childhood and adult obesity have dramatically in-
creased; the level of obese adults has nearly tripled between 
1960 and 2006 (43). Obesity-related disease costs the medical 
system $147 billion annually—a greater burden than the costs of 
cigarettes and alcohol. The most likely reason for this explosion 
in obesity is a change in what we eat. High-fructose corn syrup 
was not used in 1980, and it accounted for 35% of sugar con-
sumption in 1985, which increased to 41% in 2006. The reason 
for the increase in consumption of high-fructose corn syrup is 
that it is cheaper than natural sugar. 

The food market is “unfree” because food products are 
heavily subsidized by the American government. For example, 
“every $1 of profits earned by Archer Daniels Midland (ADM)’s 
corn sweetener operation costs consumers $10, and every $1 of 
profits earned by its ethanol operation costs taxpayers $30.” 
Dairy and cotton are other examples of farmers subsidized by 
the government. The biggest beneficiaries of these subsidies are 
the world’s richest and most powerful corporate farmers, and 
these subsidies do not help poor farmers. 

Tariffs (48): Sugar in the U.S. is 2 to 3 times as expensive as 
in other countries because the U.S. government protects the 
domestic sugar manufacturers with tariffs. That tariff gives 
those manufacturers about $1 billion in extra profits a year, but 
costs the economy about $3 billion. One of the greatest sup-
porters of sugar tariffs is a company that does not produce 
natural sugar: ADM (mentioned above). 

Subsidies (49): From 1995 to 2009, the government spent 
$73.8 billion to ensure that farmers produced more corn than 
the market could otherwise bear, which was used to produce 
lots of high-fructose corn syrup. Subsidized competitors drive 
out perfectly profitable smaller, family farms. Because corn is so 
cheap, cattle ranchers feed corn to their cattle. Cows do not 
digest corn well, so bugs brew in the stomachs of cows. As a re-
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sult, farmers have to give cows antibiotics, 25 million pounds 
per year, which is 8 times the total amount consumed by hu-
mans. The consequence, many have argued, is the explosion of 
drug-resistant bugs such as E. coli 0157:H7 and salmonella. 

The campaign spending for the sugar industry over the past 
two decades is high and growing (approximately $5 million in 
2010), and the lobbying of the corn industry is even higher (ap-
proximately $18 million in 2010). 

The question is:

Not: Did these contributions buy the si"iness we see?

Instead: Do these contributions affect your ability to believe that 
this policy is something other than si"iness?

C H A P T E R  5 :
W H Y  D O N ’ T  W E  H A V E  E F F I C I E N T 

M A R K E T S ?
An efficient market is one that fully covers its costs and 

compensates for its benefits. The definition of an externality is 
any effect that I have upon you that you and I have not agreed 
upon. A negative externality imposes costs on others, such as a 
business polluting the environment. A positive externality cre-
ates benefits for others, even if, as with competition, they make 
some people worse off. An example of a positive externality is 
renovating your house will increase the value of the neighbor-
hood. Some externalities are manageable without government 
regulation; however, many are not.

An example of a positive externality that needs government 
regulation is films. Copyright law gives the creator of a film (and 
other art forms) the legal right to control who makes copies of 
it, who can distribute it, who displays it publicly, and so forth. If 
people were able to easily access free copies on the internet of a 
film that cost $20 million to make, it creates a risk of under-
production of films in the future. We would be a poorer culture 
if copyright did not give artists and authors a return for their 
creativity (55). Since 1995, Congress has enacted 32 different 
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statutes to further refine and strengthen the protection of 
copyright to address this problem of positive externalities. 

But what has Congress done about negative externalities 
(56)? There are many within our economy that claim profits 
only because they ignore the costs of cleaning up their carbon 
pollution, such as power companies that use coal to produce 
electricity. The cost to clean up the carbon produced by these 
companies was between $280 and $840 billion in 2003 alone, 
while their profits were only $23.3 billion in 2003. These com-
panies do not pay for the externalities they produce, which im-
pose significant costs on our society and ecology.

While the copyright free riders have failed to block 
externality-internalizing legislation affecting creativity, the car-
bon free riders have repeatedly succeeded in blocking the 
externality-internalizing legislation affecting climate change. 
Where the harm is almost certain, Congress does nothing. 
Where the harm is at best contested, Congress races to the res-
cue. There is a radical difference in political funding by pro-
reform advocates for both carbon and copyright. Pro-carbon 
reformers get outspent by anti-reformers by $22.4 million to 
$210.6 million in 2009, while the pro-copyright reformers were 
even more outspent by anti-reformers by $1.3 billion to $1 mil-
lion (59).

Ask yourself one question (60):

Not: Did the contributions and lobbying buy this apparently incon-
sistent result?

Instead: Do the contributions and lobbying make it harder to be-
lieve that this is a principled or consistent or sensible result? 

C H A P T E R  6 :
W H Y  D O N ’ T  W E  H A V E  S U C C E S S F U L 

S C H O O L S ?

The government has a vital role in making sure Americans 
have a good education, and a good education for our youth can 
lead to a safe and prosperous nation. However, since 1973, 
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America has fallen from high in the ranks of providing a high 
quality public education, to 14th and even ranked lower in cer-
tain subjects today.

The past 10 years have shown that improvement is possible. 
Having better paid teachers is important, but money alone has 
not solved the problem; in fact, education spending has in-
creased radically since 1973. Studies have shown that the biggest 
deciding factor in education is good teachers. Within the same 
school, and the same population, the difference between good 
and bad teachers can be a 300 percent different in learning in a 
single year. Unfortunately, replacing bad teachers with good 
ones is difficult, due to the fact that K-12 teachers have tenure 
(62).

“Tenure” refers to a set of workplace protections that makes 
it extremely difficult to remove the tenured employee (63). 
While tenure the benefit of protecting good teachers, it is a 
double-edged sword. Bad teachers obviously do exist, and can 
severely impact their students’ educational opportunities. And 
due to teacher tenure, it is very hard to remove them.

Effective teacher performance is vital to reforming our na-
tion’s educational system (64). However, politicians have con-
tinued to defend tenure. This resistance may be due to a desire 
to address other problems with the nation’s schools. However, 
we can’t ignore the fact that teachers’ unions are among the 
largest contributors to the Democratic Party, outspending the 
next largest educational reform groups by an order of magni-
tude. 

Again, ask yourself (66):

Not: Did the teachers unions buy protection %om the more inten-
sive performance evaluations? 

Instead: Does the influence of the unions’ spending weaken your 
ability to believe that the current pro-tenure policy makes sense?
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C H A P T E R  7 :
W H Y  I S N ’ T  O U R  F I N A N C I A L  S Y S T E M 

S A F E ?

In 2008, America was struck by the worst financial crisis 
since the Great Depression. practically everyone involved in 
our system of finance has been blamed for it. However, one root 
cause which should not be considered is irrationality. The be-
havior we saw was perfectly rational. It was only irrational for 
the financial system as a whole. To get an understanding of how 
the financial system could encourage or discourage systemically 
irrational behavior, we must look at the history of financial 
regulation. 

Financial crises were regular, every 15-20 years, before the 
Great Depression (69). As part of the new deal New Deal, the 
Glass-Steagall Act of 1933 put regulations in place to prevent 
further catastrophe. These rules stipulated that important fi-
nancial assets be traded publicly, transparently, and subject to 
antifraud requirements. With these rules in place, America did 
not suffer any major financial crisis for almost 40 years.

In the 1980, a new class of financial instrument began to 
gain popularity: derivatives. These are assets whose value is de-
rived from something (anything) else. Derivatives serve a valu-
able purpose in allowing an institution to shift risk, but they do 
not reduce the risk for the system as a whole. Although initially 
tiny, the derivatives market grew rapidly thanks to the increas-
ing technological capabilities available to Wall Street firms. In-
struments came and went, and eventually the industry settled 
on an ultimately disastrous vein of assets backed by real estate 
mortgages. 

As this market grew, there was a constant question about 
whether and how derivatives should be regulated. What fol-
lowed was almost two decades of deregulation, including the 
following events.
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In January 1993, departing CFTC head Wendy Gramm 
signed an order exempting most derivatives from federal regula-
tion.

By the end of 1994, Mark C. Brickell (a lobbyist for the de-
rivatives industry) and his deregulation campaign successfully 
kill four anti-derivatives bills in Congress (72). 

In the same year, Senator Phil Gramm threatened to cut the 
SEC budget after its chairman, Arthur Levitt, tried to introduce 
tougher conflict-of-interest rules for the accounting industry. 

In 1999, President Clinton signed the law that abolished the 
Glass-Steagall Act. 

That same year, CFTC head Brooksley Born floated the 
idea, in a draft release, that it should regulate derivatives. In-
dustry insiders and government regulators reacted with extreme 
hostility. Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan, Treasury 
secretary Bob Rubin, and Treasury Department deputy Larry 
Summers announced they would seek legislation to curb the 
CFTC. Soon after, Born resigned (75).

In 2000, Congress overwhelmingly passed the Commodity 
Futures Modernization Act, which expressly forbade the CFTC 
from regulating derivatives, and expressly exempted derivatives 
from any other state law. 

The effects of these decisions are clear. In 1980, almost 
100% of the financial market was regulated under New Deal 
legislation; by 2008, 90% of the financial market was not regu-
lated. The banks invested heavily in unregulated derivatives be-
cause derivatives allowed them maximize their profits, unaf-
fected by the risk posed to the economy as a whole. By the 
middle of the Clinton administration, the volume in derivatives 
had grown to $13 trillion (greater than the US GDP in 1998 of 
$8.7 trillion) (76). 

Lax regulatory constraints forced banks to take on more 
risk than was sustainable, and allowed them to ignore the ex-
ternalities of the risks posed to the economy as a whole. At the 
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same time, the implicit guarantee of a bailout encouraged re-
laxed risk management by the banks themselves. It is the gap 
between the interests of the banks alone and the interests of 
the economy as a whole that explains the need for regulation. 

There’s no doubt that financial firms benefited from this 
environment. And after the collapse, the surviving banks are 
larger and more profitable than ever. From 1998 to 2008, the 
financial sector expended $3.4 billion in federal lobbying and 
more than $1.7 billion in campaign contributions, outspending 
the contributions of the energy, health care, and telecom indus-
tries combined. 

Once more, the question is:

Not: Did the endless campaign funding buy this particularly si"y 
regulatory result?

Rather: Does the fact that more than $1 bi"ion was given affect 
your ability to believe that this insanely important if endlessly compli-
cated area of regulatory policy was regulated sensibly (85)?

C H A P T E R  8 :
W H A T  T H E  “ T E L L S ”  T E L L  U S

In Part 1, we recognized that the perception of “money in 
the wrong place” was all it took to weaken confidence. The 
conflict in research about the safety of BPA and cell phones was 
never made explicit: subjects simply assume that it existed, in-
ferring causation based on the architecture of incentives.

The same dynamic is true with the examples provided in 
this section. Given a fairly obvious public policy bias, actual 
policy was bent differently. Independently, each case ended with 
a description of the presence of campaign cash, the mere pres-
ence of which was enough to weaken confidence that Congress 
is acting in the interests of the public.

This weakened confidence is measurable. 75 percent of 
Americans believe “campaign contributions buy results in Con-
gress,” with Republicans (71 percent) just as convinced as 
Democrats (81 percent). The presence of money has weakened 
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our faith in our government. The next question is, is this actu-
ally corruption? Does money really buy results? Or are we, the 
people, just confused?

Part III: Beyond Suspicion: Congress’s 
Corruption

By: San Francisco Rootstrikers

C H A P T E R  9 :
W H Y  S O  D A M N  M U C H  M O N E Y

In chapter 9, Lessig suggests that increased competitive-
ness, and with it the rising cost of elections, are key to under-
standing money’s unprecedented role in politics today. Specifi-
cally, the transition from occasional Congressional bribery to 
legalized dependence corruption coincides with a historically 
unprecedented change in the nature and make-up of American 
politics. 

From 1933 to 1994, the Democratic Party enjoyed near total 
control as the Majority Party in Congress. This permanent ma-
jority began to unravel when L.B.J. threw the Democratic Party 
behind the Civil Rights Act, beginning a fundamental realign-
ment in American politics, culminating with the Republicans 
sweeping both houses of Congress in 1994. With the Demo-
cratic majority eliminated, power over Congress remained con-
sistently in play. Elections became more competitive, and—
paired with rising media and consulting costs—campaigns be-
came more expensive. 

Fundraising became the central component of political sur-
vival. Between 1974 and 2008, the average cost of a Congres-
sional reelection campaign jumped from $56,000 to over $1.3 
million, far outpacing inflation (91). 

The hunger for campaign cash had two consequences:

1.% Change in substance: The Democrats increasingly 
defined themselves as pro-business. In addition, the 
non-economic message of both parties became more 
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extreme. Polarizing issues dominate political dis-
course, providing the greatest fundraising opportuni-
ties for both parties. Single-issue movements and 
candidates proliferate. This new extremism is par-
ticularly effective in politically guaranteed “safe 
seats”, representing 85% of all districts (96).

2.% Change in systems: New norms developed around 
political fundraising, and practices once believed im-
proper for Congressmen became commonplace. 
Fundraising increasingly comes from lobbyists, and 
bundling becomes a regulated, regular, and reliable 
way to secure fundraising in congress (99).

The shift in importance of fundraising gave rise to more 
regulated, systematized lobbying practices, which then further 
perpetuates fundraising’s centrality to the political process. 
Lobbying works mostly as a gift economy, in which repeated 
reciprocal gift giving builds a mutual relationship of obligation 
that distorts the dependency of Congress in subtle, human, and 
incredibly dangerous ways. Obligations are never made explicit, 
and those involved may not even fully be cognizant, but the 
hidden quid-pro-quo remains, just delayed and normalized. 
“Politics [becomes] the art of putting people under obligation 
to you.” 

This gift economy functions better than any bribery system 
because of its element of ritual, repetition, and dependability. 
Habit, growing personal relationships, and the essential subsidy 
lobbyists provide to congressman and their staff (in the form of 
policy, organizing, and fundraising work) makes them particu-
larly convenient and acutely dangerous for democracy.

This platform for lobbyist fueled policy work and fundrais-
ing fuels the development of congressional “earmarks” in the 
budget and the revolving door between the House and K 
Street, further distorting Congress’ dependence away from the 
people.

Lobbying simplifies, streamlines, and perpetuates the end-
less fundraising machine. And as lobbying becomes more effec-

17



tive and essential to reelection, it becomes wildly profitable for 
its clients and practitioners. Lobbying accelerates the growing 
addiction to campaign cash, fueling the “self reinforcing cycle 
of mutual financial dependency.”

There are three types of campaign cash, which carry in-
creasing risks of corruption: 

1.% The good kind: small gifts that would not sway the 
content or focus of a campaign and instead are at-
tracted by the substance of that campaign. 

2.% The not so good kind: large gifts from groups or in-
dividuals that, because of their size, represent visible 
interests. These carry some potential for corruption, 
if they are viewed as investments in a politician for 
future legislative reward. 

3.% The really bad kind: money given, either personally 
or more often in bundles, by lobbyists. This money is 
given repeatedly, with astute timing, to best influence 
and leverage politicians. 

Of these three types of money, the third carries the greatest 
risk. Lobbyist money will always be available in a pinch, if a 
congressman learns how to bend the right way. It is this dance 
of convenience, reliability, and personal obligation that lies at 
the root of K Street’s distorting influence on Congress (123).

The revolving door: The fulmination of this corruption lies 
in the unspoken promise, available to any congressman, of lu-
crative future employment outside their political career work-
ing as lobbyists. Capitol Hill becomes a farm league for K 
Street.

C H A P T E R  1 0 : 
W H A T  S O  M U C H  D A M N  M O N E Y 

D O E S

Chapter 10 is dedicated to explaining the subtle and com-
plex ways that money influences politics. While many who have 
served in politics acknowledge the role that money plays, oth-
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ers, including a number of political scientists, disagree that 
money sways politicians. What follows is 1) a summary of re-
search by political scientists into the role of money in politics, 
and 2) a conclusion that money does indeed play a powerful role 
in corrupting Congress.

An apparent contradiction:

There are two essential things to know about the research 
political scientists have done into the role of money in politics. 
The first is that these researchers have not “shown a strong 
connection between contributions to political campaigns and 
legislative voting patterns” (126). The second point is that Con-
gress is, nonetheless, corrupt (127). To understand how re-
searchers have failed to identify this corruption requires some 
explaining of the relevant studies and how they fall short. It 
also requires a sensitive analysis of what corruption means--how 
it deviates from our common sense understanding of how an 
“independent” congress should function. This is where we be-
gin, before moving on to a look at the studies. 

What we want from Congress (127):

The Framers of our Constitution intended for government 
to function in the public interest. Public interest is obviously a 
complicated idea, but we can think of it as a government that 
serves the popular will, while protecting the rights of the mi-
nority. Representative democracy was the technology the Fram-
ers devised to ensure government served this goal. In this sys-
tem, politicians were dependent on the voters--and the voters 
alone--for their power. Within the Constitution are a number 
of provisions designed to make politicians dependent--not on 
the president, or on foreign rulers, or on concentrated 
interests--but on the people, and the people alone. A built-in 
dependency on voters encouraged Congress to concentrate on 
laws that serve the public good. 

What we get from our Congress:

We want our politicians dependent on voters. What we 
have are politicians dependent on those who provide money. 
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According to one study, 75 percent of Americans believe this 
dependency results in corruption, and statements from politi-
cians support this belief (133). Yet research by political scientists 
has failed to strongly support this conclusion. If we are to un-
derstand why the people are right, and the political scientists 
are missing the point, we must look at the studies. 

How political scientists go wrong (134):

If you think about it for a minute, you realize that studying 
the role of money in politics is not a simple matter. Researchers 
who have tried to look at whether political contributions affect 
specific votes have failed to find any evidence of corruption. 
Without getting too much into the weeds on this issue, we can 
take away two important thoughts. 1) Just because political sci-
entists have failed to find direct evidence of money buying 
votes doesn’t mean it’s not there. 2) There are a variety of sub-
tle, yet equally pernicious ways, in which money skews the ac-
tions of congress. These we shall now examine:

1.% Politicians spend so much time raising money--30 to 
70% of their time, by one estimate (138)--that they 
are too distracted to govern well. Congress spends 
less time in full-session deliberation than at any 
other point in history. Congresspeople must sacrifice 
time they could spend weighing the merits of laws to 
the phone calls and fundraisers necessary to sustain 
their political careers. 

2.% Money distorts what politicians care about (142). If 
you look at a chart of issues most Americans care 
about, and compare it to a chart of what Congress 
spends its time debating, you’ll see a huge discrep-
ancy. As one political scientist writes, “Lobbying dis-
torts the representative’s allocation of effort in favor 
of groups sufficiently resource-rich that they can fi-
nance an expensive lobbying operation.” Like plants 
bending toward sunlight, politicians bend toward 
where the money is. Congress’s interest in the tax 
code, piracy, and banking regulation are just a few 
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instances of this distortion. And it occurs not only at 
the level of the items Congress considers--but also at 
the level of discussion concerning individual items. 
On any given issue, the opinions of those with 
money resonate the loudest. 

3.% Money in Congress hurts trust (166). This one is ob-
vious. Trust in Congress is at an all-time low. Most 
people think money buys results. Regardless of 
whether this is true, the perception of corruption is 
bad for democracy. It makes people less likely to 
vote, less likely to participate. And this disenfran-
chisement strengthens the power of those who al-
ready have the most influence. 

C H A P T E R  1 1 : 
H O W  S O  M U C H  M O N E Y  D E F E A T S 

T H E  L E F T

Barack Obama’s victory as President energized the left due 
to the policy reforms he stood for in the campaign regarding 
health care, climate change and Wall Street (172). But aside 
from merely taking positions popular with those on the left, 
Obama promised systemic reform as a result of the influence of 
money in the American political system. He denoted this influ-
ence as a gateway problem which prevented progress on a mul-
titude of issues. This is what distinguished him as a candidate 
from others who held similar policy stances on the left. Once in 
office however, Obama has not kept in line with this promise 
and has not had success in addressing the reforms he claimed 
that he would.

Due to the growing concentration of single, large, market 
actors in countless sectors in the economy, there has been less 
competition and growing influence of the dominant players in 
their ability to dictate outcomes. As market actors have become 
more concentrated, they have used their leverage through cam-
paign finance to block reforms that those on the left have called 
for.
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How Lobbying has affected Health Care Reform (183):

The rhetoric surrounding Obama’s policy of health care re-
form plan revolved around a public option in both his run up to 
the presidency and throughout his first year in office. Though 
there were never any set details, the plan was to have a govern-
ment run program which would compete with existing health 
care plans and which anyone could purchase. This would act to 
put pressure on private insurance as a means of lowering prices 
by forcing them to compete.

The pharmaceutical industry (PhRMA) is the third most 
profitable industry in America. Part of the reason is due to the 
monopoly the government grants it in the form of drug patents. 
This leads to their huge market power. Through its funds, 
PhRMA was able to affect the Medicare Prescription Drug, 
Improvement and Modernization Act, passed in 2003. By lob-
bying, the industry was able to ensure that drug companies 
were guaranteed retail prices for wholesale purchases. In es-
sence, the Bush administration signed a deal to get PhRMA’s 
support for the bill while agreeing that there could be no bar-
gaining to lower drug prices.

A similar situation arose during Obama’s attempts to im-
plement a public option. According to the Congressional 
Budget Office, it would have saved an estimated $150 billion to 
taxpayers because of its ability to put competitive pressure on 
insurance companies to keep their rates low. PhRMA blocked 
the reform bill until the public option was off the table even 
though they were promised a steady revenue of new customers 
through the bill’s mandate requiring citizens to get insurance. 
Due to the nature of campaign finance and the pressure it put 
on lawmakers sympathetic to and financially dependent on 
relevant industries including PhRMA, the AMA, labor, and 
business, Obama was forced to balance the competing interests 
in light of the public option and ultimately the public good.

How Lobbying has affected Financial Reform (185):

The growth of financial institutions coupled with their abil-
ity to finance campaigns led to a policy in which they were con-
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fident of government bailout should they go bust. Such policies 
led to excessive risk-taking, which caused the economic crisis. 
Once the banks went bust the government stepped in to bail 
them out due to their size and scope. The goal to financial re-
form had to be an attempt to end this problem of moral hazard 
in which the government ensured the banks security. Instead of 
reform, since the crisis, the banks have only gotten bigger and 
are even more confident in the government’s backing should 
they go bust again.

The 2010 reform bill Congress passed should have ad-
dressed this problem of moral hazard and which produced a 
market which banks were not so big that the government would 
have had to bail them out to preserve the economy. Instead, the 
bill produced the exact opposite. Why was this case? Contribu-
tions by groups who opposed the reform bill were two and a 
half times ($25 million) the amount that groups supporting the 
bill contributed. On top of this, lobbying by anti-reform groups 
was $205 million compared to $5 million by pro reform groups.

How Lobbying has affected Environmental Reform (190):

When Obama was elected, environmental groups and sup-
porters of climate change legislation were extremely optimistic 
of reform considering the previous 8 years under the Bush ad-
ministration. In order to ensure a significant cap-and trade bill, 
such groups contributed close to $5.6 million to the 2008 elec-
tions and $22.4 lobbying Congress. Opponents of reform con-
tributed $35.6 million on the 2008 election and $175 million 
spent lobbying Congress. The result was an extremely compro-
mised bill in the House. On January 22, 2010, Senate Majority 
leader Harry Reid announced the bill was dead and it became 
evident that Obama’s first term would see no significant legisla-
tion regarding climate reform.
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C H A P T E R  1 2 : 
H O W  S O  M U C H  D A M N  M O N E Y  D E-

F E A T S  T H E  R I G H T

Ronald Reagan and his supporters on the right have held a 
philosophy which at its core is about suspicion of government. 
Reagan’s fear was that the public would vote for an ever-
expanding government of bureaucrats who overstepped their 
responsibilities in trying to regulate and influence too much of 
human activity. The fact that we have driven our government to 
the brink with a total public debt of around $9 trillion would 
seem to prove this point. Instead though, it is hard to see how 
the masses have contributed to this massive debt and expansion 
of government. What has really happened over the past two 
decades is that the country has seen rising inequality that has 
been exacerbated by government policies, taxes, and benefits. 
The engine driving these policies was not the masses or democ-
racy but the influence of special interests. These forces were 
able to create a self-reinforcing cycle of mutual financial de-
pendency between members of Congress and the lobbyists. 
Money was has been used in politics to pursue “rent-seeking” 
efforts in order to get favors from the government that could 
not achieve through the market alone. Meanwhile, executive 
agencies grew and took on more responsibilities and money has 
dictated how Congress allowed such activity to take place. The 
following three areas are goals that a follower of Reagan would 
have and how they are blocked by the current economy of in-
fluence that is D.C (196).

1. Making Government Smaller (196):

As Vice President in 1994, Al Gore and his policy team put 
forth a proposal to deregulate the internet. As a “network of 
networks”, the internet lives atop other physical networks in-
cluding telephone networks and cable networks. The idea was 
to combine telephone network regulation (Title II of the 
Communications Act of 1934) with cable network regulation 
(Title VI). The proposed Title VII would have the smallest 
regulatory footprint possible and would be much less than what 
is called for by today’s “network neutrality” advocates. When 

24



Gore and his team took the proposal to Congress the reaction 
was “Hell no! If we deregulate these guys how are we going to 
raise any money from them?”

Members of Congress and government bureaucrats had an 
interest in having as much regulation as possible because more 
of it meant more interests trying to influence them through 
lobbying. This is not to say that the only reason for regulation is 
for the purpose of creating fund-raising targets, Rather, we can 
see that because fund-raising is the central aim of members of 
Congress, there is a conflict small-government reform advo-
cates and fund-raising dependent congressmen. The same point 
can be seen from the perspective of business leaders who feel 
the pressure to contribute to campaigns and invest money in 
politics so that they do not risk being shut out of the policies 
that affect them. Making government smaller is hard enough as 
it is but may be impossible when its members have a direct fi-
nancial interest in keeping it large.

2. Simple Taxes (196):

Simpler taxes have been called for by those on the right for 
a long time, oftentimes as a means to having lower taxes. But 
the element of simplicity has often been advocated for by those 
on the left as well. Complexity is a feature, not a bug, of the na-
ture of tax law in America because for those who craft the law it 
offers opportunities the simplicity can’t. Some of these oppor-
tunities such as targeting to achieve economic goals are legiti-
mate but many of the ways in which complexity is used are not 
justifiable.

An example of this was in 2005 when California tried im-
plementing a “ReadyReturn” tax system in which the govern-
ment would send citizens a bill on how much they owed such as 
a credit card company would do. Though the measure had a lot 
of public support it ran into a wall when the state legislature 
blocked it because it would hurt the profits of businesses who 
sold software to make the existing and inefficient system more 
efficient. Complexity was beneficial for both the private inter-
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ests of the software companies and the interests of the legisla-
ture which drew funding from them.

The tax code is a set of rules and rules are meant to apply 
generally. But our tax code is riddled with exceptions that are 
proposed, fought for, and secured by lobbyists. These excep-
tions are not permanent and because of “PAYGO” rules govern-
ing how or budget gets drafted, these special benefits have a 
“sunset” after a limited period in which they must be reconsid-
ered every time a budget is drafted. These sunsets create a sce-
nario where politicians are able to extract money and votes 
from those whose benefits are set to expire. A cycle then gets 
created where the large business interest are willing to invest 
quantifiable and predictable amount of money in lobbying ac-
tivities and political contributions to continue their large tax 
savings. The result is that tax burdens are placed on those who 
don’t organize well (the majority of the American population) 
so as to fund ever-lessening tax burdens on those who organize 
perfectly well (the largest corporations and very rich). The 
trend of this system is only growing.

The tax system is at first a revenue system for our govern-
ment but it is also an indirect revenue system for congressional 
campaigns. The complexity of the system is what enables the 
tax system to be a feature of the latter even if it is intended to 
be the former. Getting a system of simple taxes is hard enough 
as it is but may be impossible when Congress has a direct finan-
cial interest in its complexity. 

3. Keeping Markets Efficient (207):

Those on the right believe that free markets aggregate the 
will of the public better than governments do. This does not 
mean that governments have no role but rather that it is the 
government’s job to protect the free market and ensure that 
those who gain wealth by corrupting markets do not. The 
greatest threat to free markets does not come from anti-market 
forces but rather the strongest and most successful market 
players eager to protect themselves from competition rising 
from new market actors.
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Balancing the role of government and that of the market 
has been the central problem of free-enterprise capitalism in a 
modern democracy because of two maxims regarding the free 
market. First is that new innovation will challenge the old and 
the second is that the old innovation will try to protect itself 
against the new. This second maxim is a threat to both politics 
and the market and can be remedied with a sort of “political 
antitrust” doctrine aimed at blocking not only inefficient eco-
nomic behavior but concentrations of economic power that 
easily translate to political power. In our system, because wealth 
is able to be used to leverage political power, wealth has been 
used to protect itself. So long as private money drives public 
elections, policy put forth by candidates will work to protect 
that private money.

The current system of campaign funding is the common en-
emy of both the left and the right because it radically benefits 
and protects the status quo. The system of status quo for pri-
vate interests and status quo of the fund-raising congress will 
continue to block the changes that both sides strive for until 
the system itself is changed.

C H A P T E R  1 3 : 
H O W  S O  L I T T L E  M O N E Y  M A K E S 

T H I N G S  W O R S E

Politicians and their salaries (214):

Relative to the importance of their jobs, politicians don’t 
make that much money. Sure, they make pretty good money 
compared to the average person. Their salaries are in the low 
six figures. But they probably make much less than they do in 
the private industry. And living in Washington, traveling, main-
taining two residences, putting their kids through school--these 
things are expensive. The point isn’t that we should feel sorry 
for politicians, but that we should acknowledge that the lives 
they want are not commensurate with the salaries they make. 
(Just ignore the millionaire congresspeople for the sake of this 
chapter.)  Ministers in Singapore, rated the least corrupt coun-
try, make about $1 million a year. This discrepancy between 
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what they are paid, and what they want to buy, makes politi-
cians vulnerable to corruption in two ways. 

The first is that they are unwilling to vote to change a sys-
tem that allows them free dinners, vacations, and other 
amenities--all those perks that lobbyists pay for, and that can 
lead to corruption. The second way low salary corrupts politi-
cians is that it makes them all the more likely to look at their 
political careers as mere stepping stones to careers in the pri-
vate industry (221).

C H A P T E R  1 4 : 
U N D E R S T A N D I N G  D I F F E R E N T  C O R-

R U P T I O N S

In chapter 14, Lessig explains how this problem differs from 
what we normally think of as political corruption. We may ex-
pect quid-pro-quo bribery, which SCOTUS (the Supreme 
Court)  allows Congress to police, even at the expense of “free 
speech”; what we get is instead something much more wide-
spread and insidious. 

Definition 1: Quid Pro Quo, Bribery

Quid pro quo means “this for that.” In Buckley vs. Valeo 
(1976), a congressional ban on large contributions by individuals 
and organizations to campaigns was upheld by SCOTUS, on the 
grounds that large contributions had the potential for bribery, 
but also, equally pertinent, because large contributions might 
create the public appearance of impropriety, causing an equally 
damaging effect to the public’s faith in their government. 

Definition 2: Dependence Corruption

An example: Judges in Japan are appointed and promoted by 
the ruling government, and so depend on the government’s fa-
vor for their professional success. This can lead to unwillingness 
to upset the government with legal decisions, a distortion of 
the legal system away from the law. 

The U.S. Congress was designed to be independent, mean-
ing properly dependent on the people alone. This foundational 

28



principle is corrupted when only extremely small portions of 
the population, often those not even residing in an elected offi-
cial’s district or state, provide the vast majority of campaign 
contribution to those elected officials. The possibility for cor-
ruption is obvious. 

While quid pro quo corruption represents economics cor-
rupting politics, dependence corruption represents the more 
insidious inverse, a process by which politics corrupts econom-
ics. Progressive reformers focused their efforts on making 
structural changes to prevent bad men from corrupting the 
government, while the Framers sought instead to construct a 
system that prevented government from corrupting men. They 
sought to do this by reducing the power of politics to manipu-
late the economic system. 

These original designs are failing us. Dependence corrup-
tion creates a legal system in which each party believes they are 
doing no wrong, yet corrupts our governing institutions and 
separates them from the will of the people. Dependence Cor-
ruption is a gateway drug leading to venal and systemic corrup-
tion by providing a legitimate platform on which these tenden-
cies arise. 

Citizens United (2008) revealed the court’s blindness to de-
pendence corruption. Citizens United allows corporations to 
spend unlimited money on political expenditures as long as they 
are not “coordinated” with candidates. Contrary to popular un-
derstanding, SCOTUS argued in the majority that Congress 
had no constitutional authority to limit speech, in the form of 
political expenditures, for any people. It didn’t argue that any 
particular group now had a right to this expression; only that 
Congress had no power to limit such speech.

Citizens United overturned Austin vs. Michigan (1990), 
which had allowed the state of Michigan to limit corporations 
from using company money to support candidates on the 
grounds that such spending could lead to “inequality in speech.” 
Lessig argues that in this regard, SCOTUS was right in Citizens 
United, because Congress should be interested solely in pre-
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venting corruption, rather than alleviating inequality, at least in 
the realm of free speech. 

However, the court was wrong to imply that only “equity” 
and “quid pro quo” were relevant forms of political corruption 
for consideration. The single most important corruption the 
Constitution was designed to prevent was systemic corruption. 
The Framers were keeping in mind the pervasive systemic cor-
ruption that had so plagued the British Crown. (The British 
crown was allowed to spend lavishly on members of Parliament, 
creating dependence on this patronage, which prevented Par-
liament from acting as an effective check on the power of the 
monarchy.) 

So long as the “people” are not the “contributors”, depend-
ence will be drawn away from its intended source, to delirious 
effect. Lessig will tell us exactly how our republic will remain in 
peril if this dependence corruption persists, but in some sense 
he’s telling us something we already know. This is why part one 
ends with good questions raised (chapter 2) and clear calcula-
tions (chapter 3).

Part IV: Solutions
By: Phi"y Rootstrikers

Congress is corrupted and this corruption can be looked at 
from two sides: Congress’s view and the people’s view. Congress 
constantly focuses on whether or not their actions will affect 
their ability to raise money for reelection, instead of whether or 
not it will help Americans. When people see the corruption, 
they wonder if democracy is even relevant anymore. As a result, 
people become apathetic and disengaged from their govern-
ment and their government’s actions. Both points of view are 
not good. We must remove the distraction that results in both 
perspectives. (whole section - 249)
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C H A P T E R  1 5 : 
R E F O R M S  T H A T  W O N ’ T  R E F O R M

Many believe the two existing types of reform are enough to 
fix the corruption in our government; however, they are not. 
The following section illustrates how Transparency and Ano-
nymity fall short (251). 

Transparency came into play in the Federal Election Cam-
paign Act of 1971. A surviving part of this act was full disclosure 
of political contributions greater than $200. Many believe full 
disclosure of large campaign contributions is a good thing, and 
it is if you can use the data in a usable way (252). Unfortunately, 
disclosed information does not necessarily inform people accu-
rately about the influence certain funding has over candidates. 
Full disclosure provides an endless amount of data (257). Con-
clusions could be drawn from the information, but does this 
information actually support that conclusion? A candidate’s 
contributions can come from both corporations and unions in 
the same industry (257). To say that a union has influence over a 
candidate because they donated money doesn’t really hold wa-
ter, since they’ve received money from corporations as well 
(257). As a result, disclosure is good, but it needs to help people 
come to rock solid conclusions on corrupting influences (257). 
In addition, transparency also seems to normalize the game of 
funding politicians (257). By making a list of donors available for 
all to see, money in politics seems normal and fine because eve-
ryone’s involved (257). However, it doesn’t solve the problem of 
influence (258). In fact when people are exposed to so much in-
fluence, it might just make them more distrustful of govern-
ment (258).

Also, transparency may not capture all major forms of influ-
ence (259). For instance, it may not capture the influence fun-
ders have by threatening to not donate or to donate to a candi-
date’s opponent. Money flooding into one candidate’s campaign 
is a clear threat to the opposing candidate to back off. Another 
unreported influence is when a company says it will donate a 
million dollars to any district that produces a candidate in favor 
of their position. Even though the candidate still needs to be 
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elected, this company’s position can influence a candidate to 
agree with that position in hopes of securing that money. This 
money, or at least the proposed amount, may never be donated, 
but the influence of that money still affects our politicians.

Due to the shortfalls of transparency, some have suggested 
embracing its opposite: Anonymity (260). Anonymity makes it 
hard for politicians to know where the donated money is com-
ing from. Since they don’t know who’s influencing them, they 
can’t repay their funders through favorable legislation. If a can-
didate can’t be sure that someone donated $10,000, then they 
might feel less obligated to obey the donor’s wishes.

Professors Bruce Ackerman and Ian Ayres proposed a sys-
tem of anonymity. This system would take contributions and 
break them up into random amounts, which would then be 
given to candidates. This would make it hard to know who gave 
how much. The system would also allow anyone who makes a 
donation to take it back. This would make it hard for the can-
didate to know if the funder withdrew the money or not. This 
second part weakens the influence over the politician. Influence 
over a politician requires them to have confidence in the fact 
they’re getting something out of it. 

This system could work, but it might eliminate campaign 
donations all together. If you can’t influence a candidate 
through your donations, then why give? If an alternative for 
funding campaigns isn’t provided, how would people know their 
candidates or where they stand on the issues? Also, the Ameri-
can people may not believe this system actually works as de-
scribed. The system may be too complex and people may not 
fully understand how it works. Many will be skeptical as well. 
They may not believe that a donor and a candidate cannot find 
another way to understand who’s giving how much for what fa-
vor.

II. Reforms that would Reform

America needs a reform that will reduce the gap between 
the funders and the people, so the influence over Congress by 
both these groups would be considered more equal (264). Over 

32



the last 15 years, Arizona, Maine and Connecticut have adopted 
reforms looking to equalize this influence. These reforms allow 
state politicians to fund their campaigns through small-dollar 
donations. Once the candidates gather a large number of small 
donations, they qualify for additional funding from the state. 
While these states are very different, their “voter-owned” elec-
tions have affected participating candidates. More time is spent 
talking with voters as opposed to funders. The elections have 
become more competitive, which makes incumbents pay a lot 
more attention. 

However, two common objections occur when considering 
applying this type of reform on a national level (265). People 
would not be satisfied with the established fixed funding 
amount. Some would consider it too generous and others would 
consider it too little. Also, when using government money, peo-
ple will have a problem with the fact that a candidate, who they 
don’t support, is using their tax dollars to fund their campaign. 
The following section offers a solution.

C H A P T E R  1 6 : 
R E F O R M S  T H A T  W O U L D  R E F O R M

Until there comes a time when a majority of candidates are 
clean, where they’re no longer under the corrupting influence 
of money, the People will not have the political strength to 
force positive change in America. While breaking politicians’ 
addiction to money may not bring an end to all the problems 
America faces today, the Grant and Franklin Project is the 
rehab program that will represent the first step in saving our 
democracy (265-266). 

The following is how the Grant and Franklin Project would 
apply voter-owned elections and avoid the usual objections:

Part One:

Ninety percent of Americans pay some tax revenue to the 
US Treasury, whether it be from payroll, income or sales tax. 
Also, the percentage is most likely even higher among voters, so 
take the first $50 each American pays to the US Treasury and 

33



turn it into a voucher. This voucher is like a receipt represent-
ing your paid tax dollars. We can call it a democracy voucher for 
this project. Each voter is free to give this $50 democracy 
voucher to any candidate they wish. The whole democracy 
voucher can be given to one candidate or the amount can be 
broken down into smaller amounts and given to multiple candi-
dates. Only candidates who commit to participating in the 
Grant & Franklin Project campaign financing system can re-
ceive democracy voucher money.

Part Two:

If the democracy voucher is not allocated to a particular 
candidate or candidates, then it is given to the political party 
the voter is registered under. If the voter is not registered to a 
specific party, then the democracy voucher money is given to 
fund the costs of the project, voting systems or voting educa-
tion.

Part Three:

Voters are allowed to contribute their own money in addi-
tion to the democracy voucher. This contribution cannot ex-
ceed $100 per candidate

Part Four:

If a candidate chooses to receive any democracy vouchers to 
pay for their political campaign, then they can ONLY receive 
democracy vouchers and contributions of $100 per citizen. This 
means no large direct contributions from individuals, corpora-
tions, PACs or political parties.

The Grant and Franklin Project doesn’t have to be limited 
to what is provided here. For instance, the Grant and Franklin 
Project doesn’t have to be applied to Congressional candidates 
alone. It should also be made available to the Presidential can-
didates. However, when it is applied to Congress, there could 
be additional parameters, like only allowing voters to distribute 
the democracy voucher to candidates in their own district. 
Other modifications to be considered for the Grant and Frank-
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lin Project could be raising the democracy voucher amount or 
somehow involve political party contributions as well.

Unfortunately, many addicts and enablers make excuses 
when faced with an intervention. Voter owned elections are no 
different, yet the Grant and Franklin Project was designed to 
satisfy the objections from the usual naysayers and critics. 

The Grant and Franklin Project is voluntary. Candidates 
have a choice on whether to only take democracy vouchers and 
$100 contributions or stick with the present way of funding 
their campaigns. Since it is voluntary, the Supreme Court can’t 
strike it down. Even though there are dollar amount limits 
within the G&F Project, a candidate is not forced to partici-
pate. 

The G&F Project does not use your money to fund a candi-
date you don’t support. Each person can direct their money, aka 
speech, to the candidate of their choosing. The G&F Project 
allows for contributions in addition to the democracy voucher. 
This shows commitment from the voter, as well as fosters the 
voter’s participation in the election process.

The G&F Project would create enough money for candi-
dates to run their campaigns on the large scale we see today. 
They do not become severely limited by participating in this 
program. If every voter participated, then the project would 
process approximately $3 billion per year ($6billion/election cy-
cle). Most of this money would most likely go to candidates and 
political parties. In 2010, $1.8 billion was raised and spent by all 
congressional elections, and $2.8 billion was donated to the two 
major political parties. This is only $4.6 billion and well within 
the possible amount mobilized under the G&F Project.

With enough of Congress participating in this project, peo-
ple could not blame money anymore for the reason Congress 
did something they didn’t agree on. It would be because of 
something people could challenge and correct, like a dominant 
political party or idea. This would make politicians more con-
cerned about what the people want because the voters have 
more influence than major donors. In 2009, the Cato institute 
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estimated that Congress spent $90 billion on corporate welfare. 
Corporate welfare means subsidies and regulatory protections 
that lawmakers award to certain businesses and industries. Cor-
porate welfare will remain and continue to grow because Con-
gress needs to give something in return for campaign contribu-
tions. If the G&F Project led to at least a 5% reduction of the 
$90 billion going to corporate welfare, then the government 
would save $9 billion dollars. This would more than pay for the 
project. If we’re willing to spend over $750 billion dollars to 
bring democracy to Iraq, then the cost of the G&F Project is a 
small price to pay to bring democracy back to the USA.

Today a candidate only has to go to a few very wealthy peo-
ple to raise $5 million dollars, but under the G&F Project, a 
person would have to convince 100,000 people to dedicate 
their democracy vouchers. This is a lot harder to do and it actu-
ally shows the support of 100,000 Americans instead of a cou-
ple.

The G&F Project is not a silver bullet. Whenever a solution 
to clean politics is presented, someone usually finds a way to 
reestablish money’s influence over our government. This doesn’t 
mean we should not try. This doesn’t solve the problem with 
Super PACs running ads not tied to the running candidates. It 
doesn’t solve the problem expanded by the Citizens United case 
giving corporations unlimited, anonymous spending on issues of 
their choice. The G&F project does not suppress speech. It 
looks to help people speak more and speak with equal influence 
(271). This could mean that a candidate participates in the G&F 
Project, but still has a Super PAC to do the dirty work for 
them, but this might give candidates the false security to par-
ticipate in the project. If we don’t have a Congress dependent 
upon the people and not big money contributors, then people 
will never have the political strength to force Congress to pass 
an amendment to the constitution to end corporate person-
hood (272).
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C H A P T E R  1 7 : 
S T R A T E G Y  1 :  T H E  C O N V E N T I O N A L 

G A M E

There is a very simple way to solve the problem of money 
influencing politics and the first strategy shows how simple and 
yet so hard this option is. Strategy One is simple because all it 
would take is a bill to be introduced to Congress for a vote 
(273). This bill would only need a favorable vote in each House 
of Congress and a signature by the president. This would re-
move the influence of money from politics. It would not change 
the constitution, and the change would not commit large 
amounts of money.

The Fair Elections Now Act was submitted for a vote in the 
House of Representatives in 2010. It is a plan similar to those in 
Connecticut, Maine and Arizona. It came so close to passing in 
the House because many Representatives knew that it wouldn’t 
pass in the Senate. Many Congresspeople who voted for it were 
just trying to look good because there are a lot of people in fa-
vor of clean elections. However, they didn’t have to fear it 
would become reality. They knew the Senate would prevent it 
from passing. This is just one example of how hard it will be to 
get a comprehensive program, like the Grant & Franklin Pro-
ject, put into place.

Voting sleight of hand is only one of many obstacles how-
ever. There are incumbents in Congress presently, because they 
know how to win elections as they function today. However, 
many are not sure if they would be certain to win in a different 
kind of campaign system. They may not be willing to give up 
the advantages they have in the present system. It is very un-
likely that people in Congress are going to want to give this up 
voluntarily.

Also, the existing system is a stepping stone, not to a higher 
political office but to a lobbying firm. More and more people 
who leave a position in Congress are becoming lobbyists. Lob-
bying is a natural fit for many of them considering their connec-
tions and expertise in government, but it also provides them a 
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chance to make hundreds of thousands of dollars if not mil-
lions. This type of reform is asking politicians to not only take 
away the perks lobbyists shower them with everyday when still 
holding the office, but also removing a potential big money re-
tirement plan. Finally, there is a professional class of policy ma-
nipulators, lobbyists, who have an overwhelming interest in 
stopping this legislation. Lobbyist stop legislation all the time 
for special interests, do you think they would do nothing to 
prevent a bill targeting their most important special inter-
est…themselves? 

C H A P T E R  1 8 : 
S T R A T E G Y  2 :  A N  U N C O N V E N T I O N A L 

( P R I M A R Y )  G A M E

For Strategy Two we need Peaceful Terrorists, people willing 
to conduct peaceful, legal action that terrifies the enemy (276). 
People in Congress depend on the status quo, sowe need to give 
them a reason to abandon the comfort of the status quo.

For those not familiar with primary elections, here are a 
couple of key terms to know: a Primary Election is when voters 
nominate party candidates to run in the general election. An 
Incumbent is the Congressperson who already holds the posi-
tion coming into the election season. A Primary Challenge is 
when an incumbent is challenged in an upcoming primary elec-
tion by a member of his/her own political party. A Safe Seat is 
when a specific district has an overwhelming majority of resi-
dents who belong to a specific political party, and as a result, do 
not face a serious challenge to their political office from the 
opposing party.

The most terrifying thing to an incumbent is a primary chal-
lenge, so to maintain their safety, political parties try to contain 
new blood from running until it is “their turn”. As a result, a 
vast majority of seats in Congress are safe seats. In order to dis-
turb this political status quo, primary challenges need to be 
conducted. To make sure voters believe these primary challeng-
ers as not just the same addicted politicians, the primary chal-
lengers must be citizen politicians. These citizen politicians 
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must make it clear that their purpose is not to become a politi-
cian, but to push the incumbent to do the right thing. However, 
regular people challenging incumbents in primary elections will 
not get this strategy very far. There is more.

There is nothing in the Constitution preventing a single 
candidate from running in multiple districts at the same time 
for a seat in the House of Representatives. All it says is that at 
the time of election, the candidate be an inhabitant of the state 
your running in. Since the citizen politician is not looking to 
become an actual politician, there is no problem with winning 
multiple districts. The goal is not to win; the goal is to have 
citizen politicians run on a single, clear platform that will re-
main in the primary election as long as the incumbent does not 
commit publicly to supporting voter-owned elections.

An every day citizen may not have enough notoriety as a 
citizen politician to affect the primary election to the point 
necessary to make this strategy work, especially if they’re run-
ning in multiple districts where they are unknown. To really 
pull this off, the citizen politician needs to be a Supercandidate. 
A Supercandidate is someone who is prominent, well liked, and 
a leading citizen from the state who is NOT a politician. Poten-
tial Supercandidates could be well-known business people, uni-
versity presidents, scientists, lawyers, and sports and enter-
tainment figures. To guarantee their only objective is to change 
the system for others, the Supercandidate must affirm that they 
have no intention to run for office again for 5 years

To start, the Supercandidates could focus on districts where 
incumbents had not already committed to voter-owned elec-
tion. Supercandidates could leverage their candidacy through 
common and free set of internet resources. These first districts 
should be selected on the basis of which were most likely to 
produce a result. Producing a result early would feed more can-
didates in more districts later in the primaries. Then once pri-
maries are over, the campaign could shift to the general elec-
tion. Supercandidates would enter general elections for districts 
that are not safe, where there is a more equal number of resi-
dents registered to both political parties. 
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This strategy has decent potential for a number of reasons. 
Incumbents are deeply risk averse and quick to position them-
selves to avoid a fight. If the campaign was launched in a con-
vincing and transparent way, many would shape shift to avoid 
challenge. Voter owned elections are an extremely popular idea 
among both grass root Republicans and Democrats. For many 
Republicans, the idea of special interest influence is the cor-
rupting force in government today. Citizen Republicans care 
about the ideals of the party. Those ideals resonate with the ob-
jective of removing the influence of cash in political campaigns. 
Citizen Republicans identify with those who attack systematic 
corruption, which is government that organizes itself to hand 
out favors to the privileged so as to strengthen its own power. 
Just a few victories might break the partisan logjam and be 
enough to move the leadership of the GOP to a more princi-
pled position. 

Critical to this strategy is that the platform for this cam-
paign must stand beyond partisanship. Everyone must sign on 
to the same basic principles. The reasons the principles matter 
might be different for Democrats and Republicans, but the 
principals would be the same. (Need to provide a simple list of 
what the reasons are for each party)

To make a big enough impact, the strategy target would 
need approximately 300 candidates to commit publicly to voter-
owned elections. There are a number of incumbents already 
publicly committed, so the strategy wouldn’t necessarily need to 
challenge 100 incumbents in each party and 100 Representa-
tives in the general election. The number of Supercandidates 
would vary by state, but the key to this strategy is a platoon of 
citizen candidates committed to one election cycle to stand on 
a single platform, to restore the possibility of democracy in 
America.
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C H A P T E R  1 9 : 
S T R A T E G Y  3 :  A N  U N C O N V E N T I O N A L 

P R E S I D E N T I A L  G A M E

Obama’s campaign was the last straw. It was the classic bait 
and switch offering change and then not following through with 
changing how things got done in government. This was a be-
trayal and may have affected the chance for future opportuni-
ties to make real change possible. The Democratic Party had 
this opportunity to make real change, to reestablish themselves 
as the reform party; however, this missed opportunity left an 
opening for the current reform party, the Tea Party. They 
blocked earmarks in the 2011 budget. They insisted on the Of-
fice of Congressional Ethics, the only independent watchdog 
ensuring members live up to the ethical rules (280). 

Presently, there is one campaign focused on the issue of 
money in politics. Buddy Roemer has committed to taking no 
PAC contributions and is taking donations of only $100 or less. 
Roemer has also committed to four principles that must guide 
any legislation to restore independence to Congress (282):

1. % No system for funding campaigns should try to si-
lence anyone or any view.

2.% No system for funding campaigns should force any 
citizen to support political speech that he or she 
doesn’t believe in.

3.% No bureaucrat in Washington should be in the busi-
ness of deciding how much any campaign for Con-
gress deserves to get. It should be the people who 
decide how much anyone should get to run their 
campaign

4.% The system must permit and encourage individuals 
to give a small amount of their own money to sup-
port the campaigns that they believe in.

While some may question whether or not a candidate can 
win on $100 donations alone, it is that question that could con-
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vince people of his defeat. Also, as a candidate running on a 
platform of change, will the American people be willing to trust 
such a candidate after Obama let so many down? The President 
can be an agent of change because presidential elections focus 
America, but how can a transformational candidate for presi-
dent convince America of his or her credibility?

Get a NON-politician to enter the New Hampshire pri-
mary with a two-part pledge (285). The first part: hold the gov-
ernment hostage until Congress enacts a program to remove 
the discussed corruption from our government. The second 
part: once the program is enacted, the president will resign. The 
Program to remove corruption will be the campaign platform. 
The Media will swarm around the idea of whether the candi-
date will resign or not. A good showing in New Hampshire 
would be a rallying cry for more people to support reform. A 
good showing will also instigate the opposing party to weaken 
the candidate’s election for president.

America needs to be engaged in politics outside the ordi-
nary presidential election, so there cannot be only one party 
involved. To improve the chances of this strategy you need to 
incorporate both parties. A second NON-politician candidate 
from the other party will enter the primary race with the same 
two-part pledge. This will establish reform candidates among 
status quo candidates, leaving the status quo candidates looking 
very untrustworthy. Both parties could defeat the reform can-
didates in the primaries, but if one does, this leaves the other 
party to potentially rally behind the reform candidate for the 
general election. Both parties could put up the reform candi-
dates. At this point it would just be a decision between VPs. 

Assuming it worked, how could the President hold the gov-
ernment hostage until the program is enacted? If both reform 
candidates run on the same program, then the winner can say 
that a majority of Americans support it. This will have a power-
ful affect on Congress. Congress may be willing to just get this 
president out of the way and could simply pass the program the 
first day of the new Congress. Now, Congress may be stubborn 
and won’t pass the program. Well, the reform president doesn’t 
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need Congress in the sense that many presidents do, because 
he/she will resign as soon as this one program is passed. A re-
form president doesn’t have to worry about having to work with 
Congress beyond the purpose of the program, so ALL powers 
of the president can be used to accomplish this. The president 
has the power to freeze spending. This reform president could 
freeze the salaries of Congress, while leaving all essential enti-
tlements untouched. The president could veto every and any 
bill Congress presents.

While Congress is being held hostage, the president sits as a 
regent president until Congress gives back democracy to the 
People. The reform candidate must then fulfill the promise of 
resigning once the program is passed to maintain credibility. It 
essential to maintain the People’s trust, and people admiring 
such a reform president must remember that a great president 
is not a great reformer. A good president needs to be humble, 
flexible and have good political sense. These traits would have 
to lie within the VP.

C H A P T E R  2 0 : 
S T R A T E G Y  4 :  T H E  C O N V E N T I O N 

G A M E

We’ve never had a transformation of our government 
through a federal constitutional convention, except when the 
founding fathers did it. Even though the U.S. beat Britain, it 
couldn’t maintain order in the Colonies, i.e. State refusal to 
support the confederation, a weak Congress, and major corrup-
tion on the state level. The Framers of the Constitution were 
worried they could not prevent the U.S. from repeating the 
problems they saw in Britain, like the control of power, and the 
disastrous effects of corruption. So while the Congressional 
Congress met in Philadelphia to consider AMENDMENTS to 
the Articles of the Confederation, the framers realized that 
sometimes an institution becomes too sick to fix itself. It 
doesn’t have the ability or the will to change. Their purpose was 
not to create the Constitution, so the attendees were convinced 
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to meet in secret because sometimes an institution needs an 
intervention (291).

The framers of the Constitution made sure that there were 
three ways in which the People always retained the right to “al-
ter or abolish” their government, which was the premise of the 
Declaration of Independence. The Constitution’s Preamble and 
First Amendment set up this ability of the people. Also, Con-
gress can propose an amendment to the Constitution if 2/3 of 
Congress agrees, 3/4 of states then agree to it, and it passes. 
Now the framers also added another way in Article V: Congress 
calls a convention for proposing amendments if 2/3 of the state 
legislatures ask it to, 3/4 of states agree to it, and it passes. 

Congress has never called for a convention for proposing 
amendments as a result of 2/3 of the state legislatures asking it 
to. Over America’s first 100 years, there have been only ten ap-
plications for a convention submitted by the states; however, 
calling for a convention by the states has had its results. For in-
stance, the 17th Amendment was passed when there was only 
one state vote shy of getting a convention approved.

A Constitutional Convention is one of the last option 
Americans have to force fundamental reform onto Congress. 
Considering the level of exposure it will take to get attention 
on a national level, it will be easier to get movement started on 
the state level and to rally people around a call for a convention. 
A movement may be limited in the number of people it can 
rally around proposing a single amendment; however, different 
people with different causes could agree on a need for a conven-
tion without having to state particular reasons. All of these dif-
ferent peoples’ reasons would create a platform for the conven-
tion. This platform would just be the items addressed at the 
convention and not necessarily made permanent because each 
proposed change from the convention still needs approval by 38 
states (293). Thirty-eight states is a lot. All it takes is one cham-
ber in a state for 13 states to block a change. This 3/4 state ap-
proval should be enough to reduce fear of the Constitution be-
ing changed too dramatically and with unpopular modifications.
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Since the Constitution doesn’t specifically detail how this 
convention would look, a common question is, who sets the 
rules for a convention? Article I, section 8, clause 18 of the 
Constitution says Congress has the power “To make all laws 
which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into execution 
the foregoing powers, and all other powers vested by this Con-
stitution in the government of the United States, or in any de-
partment or officer thereof.” I think most would agree that this 
clause includes the power to call and conduct a convention, es-
pecially in an orderly and reasonable way. In fact, most of the 
process has already been considered and written down through 
Senator Orin Hatch’s Senate Bill 40 (295). This bill provided 
many details for forming and conducting a convention when 
the states were pushing for a balanced-budget amendment in 
the late 1980’s (294). Senate Bill No. 40 included an understand-
ing of the number of delegates each state can send and that no 
Congressperson can be a delegate. If Congress doesn’t partici-
pate, then who will? This will be described shortly. 

The agenda of the convention seems to scare some people 
when discussing this option. Some worry about the convention 
taking the Constitution hostage and changing it dramatically or 
using it to address fringe issues. However, this is an unnecessary 
fear. First, the results of a convention would be proposals for an 
amendment. Remember, thirty-eight states need to approve the 
amendment for it to pass. How can anything radical be agreed 
to by 3/4 of state legislatures? Also, it’s not unreasonable to have 
Congress set certain limits on the scope of the convention.

In addition to having the convention details specify state 
delegate count and excluding Congress, also establish the pa-
rameters of the agenda. Within the request for a convention, 
have each state include language indicating what kind of 
amendments it wants addressed. Each state’s request will also 
need to include their willingness to let Congress set the agenda 
based on the most common amendments submitted by at least 
40% of the states. So, if Congress receives calls for a conven-
tion from 34 states with the same parameters, then Congress 
would be forced to call a convention, would have to review the 
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kinds of amendments submitted by each state, and set an 
agenda to include the amendments listed by at least 20 states. 
Unfortunately, this is easier said then done.

While there is increasing attention among Americans for a 
convention, there are still not enough people behind it, and 
there may never be enough media support to grow a national 
dialogue for such an action. As a result of being under the main-
stream radar, it may take years before enough people support 
such a move. Yet these years will be necessary to develop the 
people power necessary to put this strategy into action. 

Hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of people need to be 
devoted to this campaign for a constitutional convention. This 
campaign will need a common platform, which can be applied 
to every state. The campaign platform will need to be promoted 
by small, apparently disorganized citizens willing to fight for 
liberty. The campaign platform will need full-time, dedicated 
people to maintain its operation. All that’s left is a call to 
Americans to engage the idea and their role in it. 

Since this process will most likely not include members of 
Congress, experts, or the media, it relies directly on the peo-
ples’ involvement. This should be a citizens’ movement with 
potential support. Even if many Americans actually know very 
little about their government, they can be very adept at under-
standing what needs to be done when presented with the right 
information. The convention should be made up of randomly 
selected voters. Their salary and travel should be compensated, 
and their jobs secured. This way they can travel to an isolated 
location to tailor amendments within the convention parame-
ters set by Congress.

To ensure everyday people are capable of handling this his-
torical challenge, shadow conventions should be convened in 
each state by the people dedicated to the constitutional con-
vention campaign (304). These shadow conventions would be 
like a convention in a box. Where randomly selected people 
would be asked to participate in regional and then possibly 
state level mock conventions. The shadow conventions would 
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provide a couple hundred participants balanced information on 
the country, the problems it faces, and other pertinent data. 
This way people aren’t necessarily just making decisions based 
on preconceived notions. They would review this material to 
help them understand the problems and questions about re-
form. The questions would be like, what will reform require or 
what changes to the Constitution, if any, are necessary to effect 
this reform. The answers collected would give the country a 
better perspective on the concept of having everyday people 
involved in the Constitutional Convention as opposed to ex-
perts and politicians. Americans may not give other Americans 
enough credit now, but the results of these shadow conventions 
might just prove that everyday people are exactly what we need 
and where we should start.

Chapter 21: Choosing Strategies

None of the strategies provided have a high chance of suc-
cess if done by themselves, but to fully understand the chal-
lenge ahead, the enemy must remain in focus and how it will 
react must be considered. As the movement grows, the resis-
tance will grow as well. Too many people depend upon the 
status quo. Money has too much power and influence over con-
ventional methods for creating change. As a result, Movements 
have to fight the war on unconventional turf where the status 
quo has no advantage. The chance to evade the power of the 
status quo is greater with the 3 unconventional strategies being 
implemented all at once (305).

Even then the odds are still not great, but love makes the 
odds irrelevant. Like a family member, so many Americans love 
their country and would do anything for it. If your child was 
diagnosed with cancer, would you not do everything in your 
power to save her? Then why should people not be willing to do 
whatever it takes, the odds be damned, when we see a threat to 
America and its beloved democracy.

There are Americans, who are fighting. They’re soldiers. 
They put their lives on the line to defend democracy. American 
troops have faced many missions that may have seemed hope-
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less, but this hopelessness pales in comparison to what is at 
stake. Now we must be soldiers to save our democracy, but let a 
hopeless situation prevent you from enlisting because hopeless-
ness is exactly why citizens must fight (307).

C O N C L U S I O N : 
R I C H  P E O P L E

Arnold Hiatt, the President Stride Rite Shoes, was the sec-
ond largest contributor to the Democratic Party in 1996. He 
maxed out contributions to almost 40 congressional candidates, 
who had promised they would support campaign finance re-
form. In his remarks at a dinner for President Clinton in 1997, 
he provided feedback on what President Clinton should do 
with the last 4 years of his presidency. Hiatt referenced how 
Roosevelt realized that he was going to have to convince a re-
luctant nation to wage a war to save democracy, and told Clin-
ton that this “is precisely what you need to do now-to convince 
a reluctant nation to wage a war to save democracy” (310). A war 
against those who believed that they are entitled to direct pub-
lic policy merely because they are rich.

Hiatt challenged the president to recognize that “current 
campaign finance practices are threatening this nation in a dif-
ferent, but no less serious way. Only your leadership and your 
office can turn this around” (310). Hiatt’s challenge was an act 
of courage because it would not only alienate him from his 
friends and colleagues, but also because it divided the Demo-
cratic Party. 

This division was between Democrats who supported fun-
damental reform and those who preferred the status quo. Those 
who preferred the status quo were reluctant to give up their 
power over the Democratic Party and over the government 
when controlled by the Democrats. They believe they are wise 
because the market made them rich, and the President should 
consider himself privileged to listen to their comfortably 
funded wisdom (311). While they might acknowledge the poison 
that this economy of influence is for democracy, they can’t 
imagine a reason to give up this power. However, there are rich 

48



souls keen to give up their power (312). They recognize that in a 
democracy, their power is wrong, not their wealth, their power. 
They understand the idea that in a democracy you should not 
be able to convert your wealth into influence over government. 
Otherwise, one is indicating that some votes are more equal 
than others simply because of the money those voters have. 
With status quo rich people, there is resistance to the change, 
which would move them from quintessential insider to just one 
of “the people.” With the fundamental reform rich people, 
there’s a need to return to egalitarianism, where influence is 
connected to something relevant to the democracy (313). 

One could say why not turn to these rich people who want 
fundamental reform? Sure, there could be a great advantage to 
having them fund a $1 billion campaign to save our democracy. 
Sure, Google could start its own PAC and use its infrastructure 
to save our Republic. However, our republic is ours to save. Or 
better, it is only ours if we save it. It won’t be billionaires. It 
won’t be geniuses with brilliant code and it certainly won’t be 
politicians. Our politicians are addicts. They have a dependency 
on money. Anyone who has dealt with addition or knows some-
one that has understands there is nothing more important. An 
addict could be losing his family, his job and his health. All 
these things are important, but to solve any of these problems, 
his addiction must be solved first (316). 

The situation the American People have with its govern-
ment is the same. We won’t solve the problems until we solve 
our first problem first: a dependency that has corrupted the 
core of our democracy. The only souls that can do this are citi-
zens: not politicians, former politicians or wannabe politicians. 
We need a way to engage our government that is not just listen-
ing. We need to take responsibility for the government we ask 
the politicians to run (317).

49



TAKE ACTION
Act Now

T A K E  T H E  A N T I - C O R R U P T I O N 
P L E D G E

Go to www.theanticorruptionpledge.org and tell us exactly 
what reforms you believe are required. We’ll give you a badge, 
and ask you to do one thing: share your beliefs with others so 

that we have more leaders in this fight.

Act Later

L E A D  A N  A N T I - C O R R U P T I O N 
W O R K S H O P

Everyone thinks our government is corrupt, and everyone 
agrees that corruption is bad, but how can we do something 
about it if we don’t recognize that it’s a particularly insidious 
form of corruption? Unlike quid pro quo bribery, dependence 
corruption is about good souls in bad systems who bad prac-

tices that have disastrous consequences. Here’s how you iden-
tify dependence corruption, and what you can do about it.
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Finding a Tell

Find an Issue 
Identify some concerns among the group: affordable health-

care, tax structures, or even a local regulation. Here are some 
sources for identifying issues relevant to the concerns of those 
in the group, or issues that might make useful examples for the 
exercise:

OpenCongress | www.opencongress.org | A nonprofit, 
nonpartisan resource on issues and votes for the 112th Congress 
of the United States.

MapLight | www.maplight.org | MapLight recently put to-
gether a California voter guide. 

Raise Good Questions
What are the two sides to this issue?

How will it be decided? In other words, what institution 
makes the decision, and what processes are required?

Who is supporting or opposing it?

What are the other forces acting on the decision making 
process? Especially, who is paying to build more support or op-
position?

Defining the Corruption
Do answers to the above questions weaken your confidence 

in the ability of the institution to make an independent and fair 
decision? If yes, then ask: is this an example of bribery or de-
pendence?

Definition 1: Quid Pro Quo, Bribery

Quid pro quo means “this for that.” In Buckley vs. Valeo 
(1976), a congressional ban on large contributions by individuals 
and organizations to campaigns was upheld by SCOTUS, on the 
grounds that large contributions had the potential for bribery, 
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but also, equally pertinent, because large contributions might 
create the public appearance of impropriety, causing an equally 
damaging effect to the public’s faith in their government. 

Definition 2: Dependence Corruption

An example: Judges in Japan are appointed and promoted by 
the ruling government, and so depend on the government’s fa-
vor for their professional success. This can lead to unwillingness 
to upset the government with legal decisions, a distortion of 
the legal system away from the law. 

Remember what’s at stake
While quid pro quo corruption represents economics cor-

rupting politics, dependence corruption represents the more 
insidious inverse, a process by which politics corrupts econom-
ics. Progressive reformers focused their efforts on making 
structural changes to prevent bad men from corrupting the 
government, while the Framers sought instead to construct a 
system that prevented government from corrupting men. They 
sought to do this by reducing the power for politics to manipu-
late the economic system. 

These original designs are failing us. Dependence corrup-
tion creates a legal system in which each party believes they are 
doing no wrong, yet corrupts our governing institutions and 
separates them from the will of the people. Dependence cor-
ruption is a gateway drug leading to venal and systemic corrup-
tion by providing a legitimate platform on which these tenden-
cies arise. 

Do Something
Now that you’ve identified an improper dependence, it’s 

time to do something about it. Ideally, you’ll do more than one 
thing about it, and you’ll have a group of people ready to mobi-
lize.
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Tel l us at #rootstr ikers , or by contact ing us at 
www.rootstrikers.org. We’ll help spread the word and find addi-
tional support for your planned action.

1. Contact the representatives involved, and let them 
know you’re a concerned citizen. We have tips for writ-
ing and calling at www.theanticorruptionpledge.org. 

2. If the issue is local, contact the staff at the local offi-
cial’s office and setup a meeting. Explain that you repre-
sent a group of concerned citizens who are interested in 
understanding what will impact your official’s decision in 
this matter.

3. If this is an issue for which you can act directly, such 
as by mobilizing a block of voters, then let us help you 
do so. Contact us at info@rootstrikers.org.
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