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19th Century 
Election Reform
Early elections in the United States of America 

were internal affairs of elite white male prop-
erty owners. Corruption systems had been well 
worked out in the English Parliament and 
American colonies long before elections under 
the new Constitution were first held. However, 
the American Revolution unleashed ideas about 
democracy and equality that led to enlarging the 
right to vote on a state-by-state basis.
	 A turning point was the election of 1824, 
when, for the first time, most adult white males 
were eligible to vote. Also for the first time, the 
voters chose the Electoral College electors, and 
hence presidential candidates. Before 1824 the 
majority of states had the state legislatures choose 
their delegations to the Electoral College. This 
democratization threatened the rule by the 
wealthy in a number of ways; it had already 
resulted in debtor holidays in some states.
	 A refined system for manipulating the poorer 
but more numerous voters was devised by 
General Andrew Jackson and his supporters for 
the elections of 1824, 1826, and 1828. Jackson 
made appointments to federal jobs the basis of 
partisan political power and control. A faction of 

wealthy men, mostly slave own-
ers, controlled the Democratic 
Party. They doled out offices in 
the federal postal and customs 
bureaucracies. The money 
needed for election campaign 
events, along with meals and 
liquor, in turn, came from the 
salaries of these federal officials. 
This system worked well for the 
plantation owners and their 
allies for decades—both parties 
used it.
     The Civil War brought an 
immense expansion of federal 
government, but the near 
destruction of the Democratic 

Party brought about 
an opportunity for 
reform. High-minded 
Republicans were 
appalled by the cor-
ruption in their own 
party, particularly 
under the administra-
tion of President 
Ulysses S. Grant. The 
election finance sys-
tem had become 
worse than ever. Civil 
servants were forced 
to pay money into party election coffers to keep 
their jobs.
	 This led to the Act of August 16, 1876 (the 
Anti-Assessment Law), “prohibiting certain offi-
cers of the United States from requesting, giving 
to, or receiving from any other officer, money or 
property or other things of value for political 
purposes.” The Supreme Court found the law 
constitutional in Ex Parte Curtis, 106 US 371 
(1882).
	 In 1880, the Republican Party was divided 
into two factions over the issue of civil service 
reform. The reform faction, known as the “Half-
Breeds,” wanted to make most federal civil ser-
vice jobs non-political appointments. “The 
Stalwarts” liked the old system. This led to a 
deadlock at the Republican Convention of 1880. 
As a compromise, a moderate “Half-Breed,” 
James Garfield, was nominated for (and became) 
President, with a moderate “Stalwart,” Chester 
Arthur, as his Vice President.
	 President Garfield refused to appoint a sup-
porter, Charles Guiteau, to a paid office. Guiteau 
assassinated Garfield. Chester Arthur decided the 
nation needed political reform, and so signed 
into law the Pendleton Act of 1883. This estab-
lished the Civil Service Commission and the idea 
that civil servants could obtain employment 
through competitive examinations.
	 The ruling elite, however, was still in place, and 
wealth had become even more concentrated by the 
Industrial Revolution. The Democrats won the 
Presidency with Grover Cleveland in 1884, having 
successfully disenfranchised black voters in the south-
ern states. In 1888 the Republicans perfected their 
new campaign finance system. They raised an 
unprecedented $3 million from industrial capitalists; 
they bought votes with cash in crucial states and put 
Benjamin Harrison in the office of President. Capital 
now ruled in the United States of America.
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Move to Amend (MTA) came together as the 
pending Supreme Court Citizens United deci-

sion portended a tsunami of corporate money and 
power overrunning our elections. With Congress 
evidently bought-off, MTA decided to begin the 
monumental effort of amending the US 
Constitution at the grassroots. 
	 In Mendocino County, on the Northern 
California Coast, our local AfD group initiated an 
educational campaign aimed at getting the four 
city councils in the county to pass resolutions 
supporting a US Constitutional amendment to 
end illegitimate, court-granted corporate rights. 
From there we will move on to the county and 
the state to either get legislative resolutions or pass 
popular referendums supporting this effort.
	 We started with David Cobb barnstorming 
the county for Move to Amend, and then got 
down to the community level, presenting a work-
shop called “End Environmental Destruction, 
War, and Political Corruption by Eliminating 
Corporate Rule” at local festivals and schools. 
	 Once faced with the task of approaching the 
city councils, however, we had to address how cor-
porate personhood restricts city budgets and annihi-
lates local control. We put together a brochure on 
the local impacts of corporate personhood and put a 
notice in the paper calling for volunteers to address 
the Fort Bragg City Council. Much to our delight, 
our first meeting collected an unlikely cross-section 
of the community—people who had never been 
political, but who were determined to end illegiti-
mate corporate rights that were meant for humans. 
	 With help from allied city councillors, we creat-
ed a strategy and list of locally relevant topics that 
different people could speak about in front of the 

City Council. The impacts of corporate power on self-governance, labelling, local 
health and environmental concerns, city budgets and planning headed the list.
	 In a series of pre-rehearsed, three-minute speeches during the public 
comment section of a January, 2011 City Council meeting, twelve of our vol-
unteers—several of whom felt they could never address the City Council—
made a spectacular presentation. The mayor said it was the most informed 
presentation he had ever seen at the City Council and it swayed him to sup-
port the cause. The Fort Bragg Resolution eventually garnered a 4-0 vote. 
Several of the councillors had said that they would only support resolutions 
that directly impacted city business and after the presentation, they were con-
vinced that it was. You can see a video of the presentations at http://blip.tv/
file/get/Alliancefd-PreservingSelfGovernment486.mov
	 Now we are moving to the other cities in Mendocino County. We met with a 
group of concerned citizens in Ukiah, the county seat, who are determined to carry 
the issue forward to their city council. We are happy to help other communities 
across the country succeed in the same sort of campaign. We can provide you with 
the brochure we created, the speeches we made and the myriad letters to the editor 
we wrote. Contact tw@mcn.org or go to the www.MovetoAmend.org for lots of 
helpful information.

Ending Corporate Rule
Begins at the Grassroots

Corporate pirate entices crowd with Big Money in campaign to get the County of Mendocino 
and its four cities to support a resolution banning corporate personhood. photo: Frank Hartzell

Corporate Rule
OR

 Real Democracy
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Why You Should Care
Corporate Money Buys our Politicians
Our 2010 election cycle saw the creation of a host of 
new nonprofit corporations designed to raise inde-
pendent campaign funds for pro-big business candi-
dates. These super-PACs dominated the 2010 election 
results and created a House of Representatives con-
trolled by a corporate-friendly majority, ready to do the 
bidding of their campaign contributors. Now, all the 
major political actors have realized that they have to 
be corporate-friendly if they are going to be successful 
in our pay-to-play electoral system

Roberts Court Frees Corporate Monster
John Roberts, who spent his legal career as the 
most successful corporate lawyer in Washington, is 
now leading the US Supreme Court toward elimi-
nating all restrictions on corporate campaign contri-
butions. Not only did their 2010 decision allow 
corporations to contribute unlimited amounts from 
their corporate treasuries to independent political 
campaigns, there is not even a requirement that the 
source of these corporate contributions need to be 
revealed. 

Corporate Agenda Destroys the Planet
From climate change to the destruction of the 
middle class, our biggest environmental and social 
problems are caused by the pro-corporate political 
agenda that is implemented by corporate-financed 
politicians. The corporate agenda prohibits rational 
solutions to green-house gas emissions and has 
held working wages at the same level for 40 years, 
while shareholder returns and executive pay has 
increased ten-fold in the same period.

Citizens Need to Control Our Democracy
Corporations, not the general citizenry, control 
our electoral process. Our democracy must be 
controlled and financed by the common citizens 
of the country if our political system is really 
going to fulfill its role of protecting the common 
good and promoting a bountiful future for all. 
Only through citizens promoting publicly 
financed elections and removing illegitimate, 
court-created Constitutional rights for corpora-
tions will this be possible.

What You Can Do
Join the Move to Amend the Constitution
To end corporate corruption of our political 
system, we need to amend the US 
Constitution to make it clear that corpora-
tions do not have the same constitutional 
rights as natural persons. The Move to Amend 
grassroots movement is helping local commu-
nities across the country support such an 
amendment. You can join an existing MTA 
group or start a new group in your town. See 
movetoamend.org for more information.

Track the Money Buying Your Elections
Shine a bright light on the political corruption in 
your local political area. Check out the Sunlight 
Foundation, opensecrets.org or followthemoney.
org to understand: who is financing your elected 
officials, who they are beholden to, and what kind 
of favors your representatives are doing to keep 
the special interests happy and loyal. 

Promote Publicly Financed Elections
Join the long-established drive for publicly financed 
elections. Help create a system of clean elections in 
your community and state. See publicampaign.org 
for help. You can also encourage your federal repre-
sentatives to support the federal Fair Elections Now 
Act that will create a campaign finance system that 
depends on small local donors rather than on large 
national and multi-national corporate funds 

Allow States to Regulate Corporate Contributions 
At least 24 states have regulations on corporate  
campaign contributions that are now jeopardized 
by the Supreme Court's Citizens United decision 
that overturned a Michigan law prohibiting “cor-
porations from funding the advocation for or 
against state candidates.” Make sure that your 
state defends its right to control corporate fund-
ing of elections. Montana's law is already being 
challenged (see page 14) and a decision is 
expected by the end of the year.
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