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Introduction

American democracy was formed on the idea that politicians are supported or opposed by the people and the people show their requests by voting.  The power that money has over the political process is seen as a historical and international problem.  In this paper I will discuss what the American government has done in an attempt to hamper the influence of money over politics.   I will then discuss the affects that the current campaign finance reform has over the process today.  I will then briefly discuss the importance of money actually plays in politicians voting decisions and whether public financing will solve that problem.  After that I will present the subject as it is framed in many debates, as expression vs. equality.  Then I will briefly discuss why elected officials, from a self-interested model, would support and sometimes push these laws.  Finally I will present my recommendations on what, if anything can and should be done to ensure American democracy is functional.
History
The story of campaign finance regulation begins with the small and forgotten Naval Appropriations Bill of 1867.  The first law of its kind, it sought to put a stop to federal officers from asking for political donations from any working man in a naval yard. Partially in response to President Garfield being shot in 1881 by a would-be promised office seeker the Civil Service Reform Act, also known as the Pendleton Act, of 1883 applied the law to all federal civil service workers (Secrets).
It was not until 1907 in the Tillman Act that an attempt at extensive legislation limiting political donations was passed.  This was supposed to prohibit corporations, labor unions and banks from donating money to national campaigns, but it was not successful.  The ban was vague and easy to skirt.  After this was the first disclosure law, the Federal Corrupt Practices Act of 1925.  It was far-reaching in nature as it was supposed to limit the amount congressional candidates could spend and receive, but it again fell short of its goal.  Despite its lack of success, the FCPA served as the benchmark for campaign finance law until 1971.  The lack of real effect is seen in the fact that no person was ever bought to court for violating this campaign finance law (Secrets).

The Hatch Act of 1939 and its amendments extended Congress’ ability to control primary elections as well.  The Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, along with many things, extended and strengthened the ban on labor unions, corporations, and interstate bank’s ability to donate to political campaigns.  Since the creation of this legislation, there were loopholes to go along with it.  A candidate could avoid disclosing large contributions by dividing the money up into separate committees.  A donor could get around the $5,000 limit by giving to multiple groups with the agreement that the money would make its way to the intended candidate (Secrets).
Up to this point in the history of campaign finance reform, lawmakers had been trying to limit the amount of control money has on the political process.  The amount of money donated to political campaigns by individuals was staggering.  From the $500,000 donation by the union leader John Lewis to the Democratic Party in 1936 to prominent businessman Clement Stone’s infamous $2 million donation in 1972, it is clear that money from special interest played an important factor in American politics (CTN).  Once again, lawmakers saw the need for more legislative control over campaign finance.

The Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971 was the first law to effectively regulate giving and spending in federal campaigns.  One of the major contributions of the FECA was its resolution on disclosing all giving to and spending of federal campaigns.  Another important part of this new legislation was its creation of Political Action Committees.  As stated above, donations from corporations and labor unions were banned in the Tillman Act, but the FECA set up a legal context for these groups to donate within the law.  Labor unions and corporations could and did create separate treasury accounts to be funded through donations (FEC).  This money could then be used for national campaigns.
The Revenue Act of the same year established the system of public financing for qualified presidential candidates.  This very important change created a voluntary system where taxpayers could allot $1.00 of their taxes to be used for presidential campaigns.  The major flaw the legislation of 1971 failed to correct was how and by whom were these old and new laws would be enforced.  This would be fixed with its amendments (FEC).

In reaction to the scandal of Watergate and the controversy over Nixon’s presidential campaign financing, amendments were added to the FECA in 1974 and 1976.  They created the Federal Election Commission to monitor the increasingly rigid disclosure laws, the strict limits on candidate spending and the new limits on individual contributions of $1,000 and the PAC donation limit of $5,000 (FEC).  Sadly for the reformers, not all of these regulations passed the test of the Supreme Court.
The 1976 Supreme Court case of Buckley v. Valeo was landmark in that it upheld the federal government’s right to restrict individual donations and upheld recordkeeping requirements, but it struck down the limits on personal political spending.  Citing the First Amendment, the court stated that you could not restrict the amount a candidate chooses to spend, because that is a form of free political speech.  Conversely, the decision was made that you could restrict the spending of those candidates that take federal matching funds, for it was their choice to do so.  In response to the verdict, Congress rewrote the legislation accordingly (FEC). The campaign finance laws of the 1970’s finally made a real impact on the transparency of political sponsorship and although it limited who a candidate could get money from, it did not necessarily limit how much.
From 1971-2002, the FECA was the standard.  There were minor changes, but for the most part the law was the same since FECA and its amendments.  The giving of “hard money,” that is direct donations from individuals and PACs, was being controlled the laws of the 1970’s.  The strict limits on how much an individual or PAC could donate were unambiguous and easy to enforce.  Unions and corporations, on the other hand, which were barred from making these kinds of direct donations, instead resorted to “soft money” donations.  Soft money is the chief loophole in the 1970’s campaign finance law.  Soft money is the giving of financial donations to organizations that are not directly working with a candidate’s campaign, but will nonetheless promote the candidate.  These organizations, because they are not directly linked with political campaigns, were not subject to campaign finance law and can therefore contribute without constraint.  Most importantly, the FECA of 1971 and its amendments failed to end that connection.
Since the comprehensive campaign finance reforms of the 1970’s there are still massive donations to political candidates.  The now infamously bankrupt Enron Corporation was once a thriving American energy company.  Before its legal troubles in 2001, Enron donated over $3.5 million in soft money (Common).  In another example, John Sweeny, the leader of the major labor union the AFL-CIO said that he planned on spending $46 million dollars in the 2000 election cycle.  The money was spent on issue advertisements and get out the vote efforts and local campaigning (NYT).  In 2001 Mother Jones, a progressive non-profit magazine, compiled a list of the 400 largest total political contributors.  Topping off the list was former Chairman of Slim-Fast foods Daniel Abraham.  Mr. Abraham alone has donated over $1 ½ million to the political process (MoJo).  These three simple examples show how important soft money is large donors and to elected officials.
With stunning donations like the ones cited above, it is clear that if limiting large donations was the goal of campaign finance law, the goal was not being met.  It was for this reason that Senators John McCain and Russell Feingold proposed and passed in 2002 the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act.  This legislation was spurred by the elevation in controversy over the Democratic National Party’s fundraising techniques.  As a result of investigations the DNC was forced to give back $3 million in questionable donations.  Also, controversy over the use of the White House as a source of raising financial support was also made public that same year.  For example, Vice President Al Gore making phone calls from his personal office to collect over $50,000 in donations (Sourcebook).
Fearing political ramifications Congress reacted to these allegations by focusing on the issue of campaign finance reform.  The main loophole that needed to be filled by the new legislation was the unlimited donations to candidate specific issue advertisements.  After failing in 1996 the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act was passed in 2002.  Another reason for the success of the McCain-Feingold proposal was the tremendous increase in the amount and the importance of issue ads in the 2000 election.  In 1996 there was $262 million in soft money raised.  One presidential election later that amount had reached $495 million.  McCain’s presidential bid also brought the issue national attention (Sourcebook).
Immediately after the law was passed several groups challenged it in court.  Politics truly does make strange partners and this was no exception.  The Republican National  Convention, California Democratic Party, American Civil Liberties Union, National Rifle Association and the AFL-CIO all challenged the legislation.  To speed up the review process all eleven complaints were combined into one case, McConnell v. Federal Election Commission.  In a surprising ruling the Supreme Court upheld almost every part of the BCRA.  Only the provisions restricting donations from minors and requiring that parties decide at nomination whether to support a candidate independently or coordinate with them (Sourcebook).
A major power of the BCRA is its restriction on soft money donations at the national level.  National Party’s, or any association of them, are prohibited from receiving or spending any money that is not subject to contribution limits and reporting requirements.  Realizing that these restrictions would decrease the available funds for candidates, the BCRA increased the legal limit for individuals and indexed them for inflation.  Under the new law individuals may donate $2,000 per election, up from $1,000 (Sourcebook).

By increasing the important of hard money, policy makers knew that this would increase the problem of issue advocacy.  Instead of donating to restricted candidates and parties, donors would find it more effective to give to the unregulated PACs or advocacy groups like Swift Boat Veterans for Truth and MoveOn.org.  To deal with this problem Congress broadened the definition of political advertising beyond the magic words of “vote” or “elect”.  The new description would encompass any message, positive or negative, on television that refers to a federal candidate to their electorate within 60 days of a general election or 30 days within a primary.  A final important part of the BCRA was the mandate that all, be it organization or individual, over $10,000 be made public.  The new legislation also prohibited labor unions and corporations from creating electioneering advertisements (Sourcebook).

A final part of the law was its continuance and expansion of public financing.  The partial public financing available during the primary season and the complete financing available in the general election made this option very attractive to candidates.  Even with the spending limits that come along with the money, many candidates find the tradeoff worth it (After Reform).

Campaigns after the Reform
The complexities of the law alone make measuring its success very difficult.  Since its implementation controversy has surrounded its effectiveness.  Several election cycles will probably have to take place before any definitive conclusion can be made.  Despite this there is evidence on both sides that is worth discussing.  For example, since the inception of BCRA, several organizations have seen a small shift away from television advertising and a push toward voter mobilization.  Possibly more financially constrained, groups are now using less costly tactics (After the Reform).
Minor tactic changes aside, there have been major focus adaptations for political parties since the 2002 legislation.  Parties have responded to the decrease in soft money by increasing their pursuit of hard money.  This in many ways seems like a victory and looks like what the framers of the law wanted.  As result of the transition, both major parties raised more hard money in 2004 than soft money and hard money combined in 2000.  This, on the other hand, was probably not the intended result (After the Reform).
Congressional candidates conversely had a harder time making up for the loss in the soft money.  Senate and House committees both raised less than they had in previous election cycles.  But it wasn’t all bad for Congressmen in 2004, for they raised more hard money than ever before that year.  In fact, the decrease in the amount raised was not significant enough to bring about any visible changes in spending strategies for Congressional candidates (After the Reform).
Another worry of the finance regulation was that it would weaken state political parties.  Much of the soft money raised by national parties found its way down to the state level party.  With the lack of the downward trickle of money many feared the state parties would suffer.  However, this again seems to be unfounded.  State political parties raised and spent nearly the same amount of money they had in previous years (After the Reform).
The clear decrease in the amount of soft money at the national level did not simply popup elsewhere.  The major worry of legislators after the law was passed were small unaffiliated groups that may be funneled the money now restricted from political parties.  These notorious 527 groups, those exempt from taxes and the regulations of BCRA, raised much more in 2004, but not enough to fully make up for the loss in total soft money.  527’s raised twice as much as they did in 2000, coming to $425 million.  With a two dozen donators totaling more than $2 million, it’s clear that much of the money came from large donors.  Surprisingly, a majority of the large soft money donors did not simply find another pocket to donate to (After the Reform).
The limits on soft money had mixed results, but the other major component of BCRA, the regulation of electioneering advertisements, was much more clearly a failure.  Twice as many television ads aired in 2004.  As could be predicted, the amount shown before the 60 day window dramatically increased, especially in battle ground states.  In both amount and tone, political ads were practically the same in 2004 as in 2000.  Although, on the bright side, the 60 day window did have some impact on last minute scare the voter tactics (After the Reform).
The final element to discuss was whether the BCRA had a significant on candidates themselves.  The two major candidates, George W. Bush and John Kerry, both opted out of public financing in hopes they would raise more money without it.  They were successful in that goal.  This fact alone makes one wonder if anyone who takes public funds will have a chance in a presidential election.  In 2004 it was the large donors and donor networks that propelled the national candidates to spend record amount on campaign financing (After the Reform).
The effects of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act are still yet to be seen, but some results are known.  There is no doubt that the 2002 legislation stopped parties from seeking large donors from a small number of contributors.  Nevertheless, this restriction did not have any major consequence for national party influence.  There was partial success in stopping soft money donations, but almost no victory can be claimed in the realm of stifling issue advocacy.  We can conclude that the presidential cycle of 2004 had a very similar tone to that of previous elections.  A final supportive claim can be made that the intensity and closeness of the last election may have distorted the restrictions of the BCRA (After the Reform).
The Importance of Money
So far we have been discussing the how for over a hundred years legislators have attempted to control the amount of money flowing in and out of national campaigns.  From the Naval Appropriations Bill of 1867 to the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002, the United States Congress has tried many different times in many different ways to decrease the influence of money in American politics.  With all the time and money that has been spent trying to restrict financial contributions one must ask; how important is money to the political process.  
Financial contributions are one of many ways to get the attention of legislators.  The civil rights movement was established and successful not on political donations, but instead by apolitical actions.  And of course, at the end of the day it is the votes of the citizenry, not dollars that put men and women into office, Ralph Nader can attest to that.  This next section will discuss a paper by Gregory Wawro of Columbia University on whether financial interests really can buy the votes of legislators.
The primary argument in the support of campaign finance reform is that money from well financed interests has a negative impact on the voting behavior of politicians.  If votes keep elected officials in office and money helps candidates to get votes, then it follows that special interest may be able to fraudulently impact the political process.  A Gallup poll indicated that 53% of people thought that campaign contributions influenced destructive effect on the actions of politicians.  After that, unsurprisingly 81% supported restrictions on donations from business groups (Votes).
A major problem with trying to measure the influence of contributions is separating a bought vote from special interests and the fact that special interests give to politically agreeable candidates.  To solve this problem Wawro created panels of roll-call votes on legislation that is seen as especially important to business and labor interests.  Then “using a panel data estimator, [he] determined the effects of contributions from corporate and labor PACs on the probability of voting ‘aye’ or ‘nay,’ while accounting for members’ propensities to vote in pro-business or pro-labor directions” (Votes).

The deduction of this data is that financial contributions have no standard effect on votes.  Once a politician’s tendency to vote in a certain way is accounted for, there is no real impact of donations in their voting behavior.  For example, a member who received the most financial donations from labor contributions in the data sample was only 36% more likely to vote favorably for labor, from the perspective of the AFL-CIO, than the member who received the least contributions from labor interests (Votes).  Taking into account predispositions of voting behavior this result is inconsequential.  

As convincing as these numbers are, they do not tell the whole story.  It may be clear that donations to already seated legislators do not bias their votes, but what about the impact their donations have on who gets seated.  This paper does not deal with the problem of special interests donating to the campaigns of those running for office and in so doing put friendly legislators in office.  If special interests can pick and chose who they want in office, even if politicians’ votes themselves are unaffected by donations, by voting their preference, they unintentionally vote the preferences of special interests.  It is for this reason that many reformers support public financing.
Public Financing of Campaigns

In the United States funding for political campaigns comes primarily from individuals and private organizations.  Critics claim that as long as private money funds politicians’ political corruption to those private interests will come about.  In 1976 Congress enacted the partial public financing of presidential campaigns.  The seven campaign cycles since then have cost a total of almost $2 billion.  That staggering number lends support to the argument that special interest money is corrupting politicians.  The claim is that public financing of campaigns will “advance the integrity of elections and lawmaking, promote political equality, and foster electoral competitiveness (Welfare).
In Buckley v. Valeo the Supreme Court stated that the government has an interest in preventing the corruption or even the appearance of corruption in political campaigns.  It even stated that this interest outweighs the importance of the First Amendment.  Hence, the more we suspect corruption, the more advantages there are to publicly financing candidates.  The specific statement about the appearance of corruption is very important.  Early we discussed the fact that the data seems to indicate that contributions to already elected officials do not seem to have any significant effect on their voting behavior.  However, even if there is no actual corruption, on the appearance of it, voters will still be disenfranchised.

Most Americans do not donate to political campaigns, by definition this will cause a distortion in the effect that citizens will have over their government.  Where there is unequal donation to political candidates, there will be unequal ability to bring about change in government.  The end goal of public financing of presidential campaigns, or any office for that matter, is to ensure that votes, not dollars hold elected officials accountable.  Nevertheless, the criticisms of public financing leave the idea with little to offer the political arena.

If you were to take money out of the equation of political influence, other tools are still in play (Welfare).  The ability of Senator Obama has clearly given him an advantage over his opponents that is totally irrelevant of his ability to be the head of the executive branch. John McCain is a part of the historically advantaged group when it comes to American politics, white men.  Even Hilary Clinton has an advantage of being nationally recognized for being a former First Lady, a trait that probably has no real impact on her ability to be the highest military leader in the land.  Good looks, media ownership, and even acting ability have all helped politicians in the past, but have no translation into useful tools for the presidency.

A major claim of public financing supporter is that largest group of victims to private donations are those that are most vulnerable.  The special interest power over politics is hurting those without the finances to give.  This proposition is flawed at its core.  It is not that the poor in America cannot donate to politicians; it is that they choose to spend their money elsewhere.  In America today there are 9,540,000 households making less than $10,000 a year, the national measure of poverty.  These same impoverished citizens spend $5 billion a year on lotteries.  This clearly shows their intensity of preference towards politics (Welfare).

The idea that public money is less corrupt because everyone pays for it, so in turn no one benefits from it is flawed.  We have seen over the history of the world that government finances, not private finances, are more likely to become fraudulent.  This can be seen in the example of aid for foreign nations.  Money given to struggling nations rarely actually makes its way to the citizens who need it most. If fact it usually has the opposite of the desired result.  The money stays in the hands of the government officials, who then use it to support their ineffective government, all the while the people receive no aid and in fact in the long run their government is made worse off.
Another reason that public financing as a form of campaign finance reform is so popular is that people want to lower the costs of running an election.  It is not necessarily the organization of the special interests, but it is the large sums of money that they contribute to the political process that scares reformers.  Most politicians have become professional fundraisers, instead of focusing their efforts at legislation.  At a first glace the data seems to support the claim that campaign are incredibly expensive, and increasingly so.  

In real terms, the amount of money spent by both house of Congress doubled from 1970’s to the 1990’s.  In the 1992 election cycle the total spending was $500 million dollars.  However, this number is incredibly deceptive.  When numbers reach such large amounts it is best to look at them comparably.  Steven Levitt, author of the popular book Freakonomics, compares just how much this spending really is in his policy watch journal article.  The total spending comes to only $3 per potential voter.  Over the same amount of time Americans spent four times as much on gum and ten times as much on greeting cards as they did in Congressional elections.  Moreover, 50 American companies spent more on their advertising than all of Congress did.  Furthermore, United States campaign spending is right in line with the other nations of the world, spending about as much as Japan and India (Watch).  Clearly we can see that although the spending on campaign is unambiguously enormous, it is not unusually so.
Another critique of the overspending complaint is that politicians are no longer consuming the same resources they did in elections past.  The amount of money spent on elections is rising, but is it really costing candidates more?  Again, to compare these costs let us compare what candidates are spending their money on as compared to past elections.  Let us first start with the largest operating expense for national political candidates, television.

A majority of the money spent in campaigns today is for television advertising.  Candidates wisely see it as the best medium to reach millions of Americans right in their home.  They also recognize that television watchers are in general less politically aware than their peers getting their political knowledge from newsmagazines or newspapers.  For this reason, television advertisements may be more likely to sway voters who have yet to decide.  There is little argument that television is a major, if not the major, reason for rising campaigning costs.  To really understand these costs, we must compare them to forms of communication before television.
Before the mass media, politicians were restricted in how and how much they could communicate with their constituents.  Presidential candidates in 2008 are able to speak to millions of Americans simultaneously and with relatively low cost.  Imagine if candidates in the 1800’s tried to do the same thing.  For past presidential candidates to get even close to this kind of expose to Americans has almost inconceivable costs.  There is even a common tale that most of America was not aware the Franklin Delano Roosevelt was in a wheel chair near the end of his life.  Taking a train across the nation could take days.  The risks and costs of providing candidates and citizens with the same linkage mechanisms that the mass media brings today is incomparable.  The relative “cheapness” of current elections is especially seen in the greatest cost to public campaigning ever, the death of William Henry Harrison.  The ninth president died soon after he took office because of an illness he caught during the hardships of 19th century public campaigning.
Supporters of public finances are notorious for using distracting rhetoric to influence public opinion.  Words like reform, corruption and clear elections all divert the discussion from the facts.  The main idea of forcing citizens to financially support candidates they do not politically support is very un-American.  Thomas Jefferson probably put it best when he said that “to compel a man to furnish contributions of money of the propagation of opinions when he disbelieves, is sinful and tyrannical” (Welfare).

Expression vs. Equality
This is the main ideological debate over campaign finance reform is framed as expression vs. equality.  This simply means that we are trading off freedom of expression for equality of influence.  Critics claim that any attempt to give citizens equal say in an unequal world will subvert the foundations of our Constitution.  There is no question that political donation is a form of political speech.  By limiting the amount of money any one person can give or receive you impede on their freedom of speech.  Conversely, by limited the amount of financial contribution any person or organization can donate you allow those without such hefty financial resources to have a voice as well.  We must tread on some people’s freedom of speech to allow other a chance to whisper.

Critics of campaign finance reform in general do so in objection to its infringement on citizen’s constitutional rights of political donations.  Herb Titus, a leading constitutional scholar puts it most clearly:

At the heart of the guarantee of the freedom of speech is the prohibition against any law designed to protect the reputation of the government to the end that the people have confidence in their current governors. As seditious libel laws protecting the reputation of the government unconstitutionally abridge the freedom of speech, so also do campaign-finance reform laws."

Here he is saying that the worst thing a government can try to do is to make itself looking more legitimate in the eyes of the voters without actually being so.  A government that is honorable only in appearance is the most dangerous kind.  It is the distrust of the people that keeps the government in line.  Without a clear understanding of governmental actions and process, democracy is not effective (Unconstitutional).

Another constitutional question that arises out of the debate is whether it is even permissible for Congress to regulate campaign finance.  In fact, Article II of the United States Constitution allows Congress to regulate the election process, almost purposefully not stating anything about regulating campaign finance.  The problem of government using its power to yield to demanding special interests will not be solved by giving that same government more power, especially unconstitutional power (Unconstitutional).

A different, yet still important, complaint about campaign finance is that it will push political expression underground.  The disclosure laws of the last century did a satisfactory job of showing the public who is buying favors from who.  On the contrary, to push these kinds of donations into the back offices of politicians would only hurt democracy and detract from voter choice (Unconstitutional).
Why Candidates Support it
It is generally understood that politicians are solely motivated by reelection.  Like anyone at any job their first priority is to make sure they have this job next year.  The major differences are the incentives of how people go about doing that.  The McDonald’s cashier knows that to keep their job next year they will have to continue to offer smiling quick service to the hundreds of customers that come in each day.  As for a politician, the ability to do a “good” job is much more ambiguous. Constitutionally, national Congressmen are not required to do very much.  An economic recession, a hurricane in Florida, or even a plane malfunction on a airliner all require nothing from the United States Congress.  Yet, when these things happen, every politician looks at themselves and wonders what they can “do” to make sure they have a job next year.

But if politicians only goal is to get reelected, why would a group of them, two groups in fact, ever vote to limit their ability to do so?  We have already established that financial donations are crucial for political success.  There must be some kind of fundamental reason why self-interested officials would shoot themselves in the financial foot.  There are two opposing theories on the question.  One answer is obvious, the other is not.
The first reason is very simple; politicians did something that makes their job harder because that is what the people want.  The best way to ensure reelection is to do what you constituents want.  Congressmen heard the calling from the people they serve and provided it on a silver platter.  A growing trend in politics, especially as the electorate becomes more distrustful of the government, is to separate yourself from the wolves.  Many elections today are run on slogans of change or not politics as usual.  It is becoming a part of Washington by condemning Washington.
The second option is a little more devious.  Self-interested elected officials supported this restriction of campaigning to suppress future competition.  If politicians pushed so hard for reform, is it so strange to think that they are the primary benefactors?  Though this idea is more radical than the other side, citizens must be skeptical when politicians support restricting themselves of funds.  It is well known that incumbents have a huge advantage in any political election.  Name recognition alone is a major factor for very uneducated and impassionate voters.  Large offices and staff are also benefits.  Challengers benefit much more from debates, issue forums and television advertising.  If the government were successful is stopping all political advertisements, then the advantage for incumbents were be even larger.

The limitation of funds and the structure of public financing clearly put third parties at a disadvantage as well.  The two major parties benefit greatly from the weakness of minor parties.  The two party system has been generous to the Republicans and the Democrats and any way they can strengthen that arrangement the better for them.  The result for the voters is more centrist parties and less choice.
Others Ways to Improve Political Competition

As we have discussed so far Campaign Finance reform has had mixed results.  It also has adamant supporters and critics.  The goal of campaign finance is to make the political process more transparent and more “fair.”   With that as my goal, here are some other possible options of how to improve the election of representatives.

Incumbents possess a huge advantage for simply being incumbents.  This stifles competition and may result in a lower quality of representation.  One easy and clear way to solve that problem is term limits for Congressmen.  Long term corruption is not possible if representatives are not there long term.  Corruption is less likely if special interests know that a specific representative will not be there much longer.  Also, the current opinion on politics is negative.  Politicians are negative and subject to brutal criticism at every turn.  The process is encouraging a negative bias on the type of person who would run for political office.  Many upstanding, politically active citizens would never dream of subjecting their family to such a process.  Term limits could clean up the process thereby improving the quality of candidate.
Another way to take away the advantage of incumbents is to take away their privileges.  Taking away any federal money to staff and office building would be a large step to equalizing them with a challenger.  Also, stripping them of their franking privileges, free mailing to constituents, would level the playing field as well.  With upwards to 90% of incumbents winning elections, diversifying the representation could benefit all voters (Watch).

Another advantages held by incumbents is money left over from their last campaign.  By forcing elected officials to spend their entire money raised in the current race, you keep them from getting a head start on the competition.  Getting rid of their war chest may also lower the overall influence that large donors have on getting their “friendly” officials elected. 

A final way to give challengers of the old guard a better chance is by correcting the redistricting problem.  Gerrymandering is the idea that member of the House of Representative and their party work to structure district lines in a way that assures them reelection.  This has been a clear distortion and corruption for the benefit of policy makers at the expense of the people.  The easiest way to fix this problem is to have the boundaries of districts randomly drawn by a computer.  This takes all human influence out of the process and assures voters that no one party is disadvantaged. 
Although the past attempts at campaign finance reform are arguably unconstitutional, I would like to offer my own form of donation control.  A possible solution to organized interest is to ban it outright.  Allow only money donated directly to candidates by individuals.  This is the ultimate support of the candidate and frees them from control of organizations and puts them in control by the people, although admittedly in control by those who donate the most.  However, by limiting donations to individuals, it is unlikely that one person would donate enough to effectively alter policy.  Plus, even if they did, it would all have to be disclosed to the public. This would most likely discourage any uncomfortably large donations.  This solution would also account for the intensity in which voters support or oppose legislation, something not taken into account at the polls.
The final solution to the problem of reforming the election process is to change the use of government itself.  It is not coincidence that campaign donations have gotten large and more dangerous in the last hundred years.  It is the influence of the welfare state that creates a enormous incentive to support one's interests by using the government.  Change the attitude that politicians need to be “doing” something, and special interest no longer have an interest in politics.  I believe Ron Paul put it best in his speech to the House about his opposition to the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act:
This legislation thus represents an attempt by Congress to fix a problem created by excessive government intervention in the economy with another infringement on the people's constitutional liberties. The real problem is not that government lacks power to control campaign financing, but that the federal government has excessive power over our economy and lives.

Closing
Since the 19th century the federal government has been trying to regulate and control the flow of money in and out of politics.  Major legislation in 1925, 1971, and most recently in 2002 have all made small steps to completing that goal.  However, no legislation has been able to solve the problem.  Disclosure have been very beneficial in realizing just how much money is going through the process, but limiting special interest money from influencing candidates has yet to be seen.

On the other hand, the news is not all grim.  The amount of money taken by candidates and political parties may be staggering, the influence these donors actually have may not be.  Take Enron for example.  Though both parties took millions from the now infamous company, it did not stop either party from condemning the business and supporting the imprisonment of those responsible for the fraudulence.  Another explanation for the rise in campaign donations may be the simple increase in citizen wealth.  There is no doubt that the average voter has more discretionary income than their grandparents, maybe this is one place they have chosen to spend that extra money. 

Finally, the worry over the influence that donations have over elected officials is not looked at in the light of just another form of political participation.  Campaign donations, protesting, writing letters to representatives, and even voting are all different types of political involvement.  Politicians trade votes, just like they trade money, for policy decisions and these policy decisions usually come at the expense of others.  Is it possible that campaign donations should be applauded, as voting is, as just another form a political participation? 
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