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Preparation 4: Super PACs & OpenSecrets

Report on top donors to Trump-supporting Super PACs for 2024 
Presidential Campaign
A. Discussion of Super PACs
B. Top 30 Super PACs 
C. Top donating industries
D. Top 5 Super PACs: 5 top donors, 5 biggest single donations
E. Who is also mentioned in FT article?



Preparation 4: Super PACs & OpenSecrets
Criterion 0-1 1-1.5 1.5-2 2-2.5 Score

Data Accuracy Data is not 
accurate

The data, while largely 
accurate, is messy and 
therefore not super 
reliable

The data is accurate, 
minus some minor 
flaws

The data is completely accurate 
and flawless

/2.5

Data presentation Data is not 
coherently and 
accessibly 
presented. Report 
does not include 
table of figures.

Report includes one or 
two figures/tables, data is 
still difficult to take in.

Report includes 
multiple tables/figures 
that make the data 
accessible

Report has tables and figures that 
are visually appealing and easy to 
interpret

/2.5

Critical engagement 
with the data

The data is 
presented without 
a meaningful 
interpretation/ 
discussion, or 
without linkage to 
the FT article

The report provides a 
basic but not very 
thorough discussion of 
what the data signifies, 
and linkage to FT article 
is not very in-depth

The report handles the 
key aspects of the 
findings and links them 
back to the FT article 
in a convincing 
manner

The results are are discussed in 
appropriate depth in the text, their 
wider implications are set out, and 
the link to the FT article is fully 
and accurately presented

/2.5

Clear and convincing 
writing

Confusing writing Generally 
understandable writing

Easy-to-follow writing Flawless, well-structured, and 
convincing writing 

/2.5

Overall /10



MPD in the News: Mayor Mamdani & Wall Street

https://www.ft.com/content/a985953b-9e00-4b8f-9e08-2871e275b6aa 



POL1050: Money, Power & 
Democracy

Class 11 – Case Study 3: United States – Money 
and the Freedom of Speech

5/11/2025



Schedule

This week (?): Money, Power and Democracy in the US
• Today: Money and Freedom of Speech?
• Corruption in the young republic
• Limits on contributions and expenditure -> hampering free speech?
• PACs, Soft Money, BCRA & Citizens United

• Monday: MPD in Contemporary US
• Effects of Citizens United & Super PACs
• How is lobbying regulated?
• Paths to power:

• Campaign spending?
• Influence/Access?







Reagan Trump INixon





Corruption in the young republic:
Washington DC in 1860

"Out-of-the-way, one horse town, whose population consists of 
office-holders, lobby buzzards, landlords, loafers, blacklegs, 
hackmen and Cyprian – all subsisting on public plunder…The 
paramount, overshadowing occupation of the residents, is office-
holding and lobbying, and the prize of life is a grab at the contents of 
UNCLE SAM’s till. The public plunder interest swallows up all 
others, and makes the city a great festering, unbearable sore on 
the body politic. No healthy public opinion can reach down here to 
purify the moral atmosphere of Washington."  (NY Times, March 29)



The Spoils System (up to 1883)

• ~ patronage, cronyism & nepotism
• Gov jobs in exchange for services and loyalty
• <-> merit system

• Goes back to Founding Fathers
• Andrew Jackson (1828): “To the victor belong the spoils”
• Removed 10% of government workforce upon gaining the presidency
• Was first transfer of power between parties since 1801
• Jackson had made lofty promises in return for political support

• Ended with Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act (1883)
• But survived on state and local level



The Gilded Age (1870s – 1900s)

• Rapid economic and capital growth due to industrialization
• Rise of the Robber Baron: Rockefellers, Vanderbilts, …
• Aimed to prevent regulation of their businesses through bribery

• Massive inequality



The Gilded Age (1870s – 1900s)

• Rapid economic and capital growth due to industrialization
• Rise of the Robber Baron: Rockefellers, Vanderbilts, …
• Aimed to prevent regulation of their businesses through bribery

• Massive inequality
• Multiple “weak presidents”
• Presidency of Ulysses S. Grant (1869-1877)
• Multiple corruption scandals

• Black Friday (1969): manipulation of gold prices
• Crédit Mobilier (1972): Enrichment through fraudulent bonds
• Whiskey Ring (1975): Mass tax evasion
• …





Roosevelt’s crackdown on corruption (1901-1909)
• Mass prosecution of government officials
• F.i. agents from Indian service who cheated Native Americans 

out of land
• Indictments of hundreds of people

• Helped pass the Tillman Act(1907), first US campaign 
finance law
• Response to revelations about corporate donations to 

candidates
• Rep. Presidential candidate William McKinley received 100,000 EUR 

(over 2 mill today) in a single donation
• Also to Roosevelt!

• Were banned for House candidates
• Demanded filing of financial reports



Federal Corrupt Practices Act (1910) & 
Teapot Dome Scandal (1923)

• Built on Tillman Act and passed under Pres. Taft
• Public disclosure of campaign funds & campaign spending limits

• 5,000 for House candidates
• 10,000 for Senate candidates

• Teapot Dome Scandal (1923): Bribery with regards to the leasing of Navy oil 
reserves among high-ranking political officials
• large contributions were still being made to politicians in non-election years by big 

business
• Led to amendment of Federal Corrupt Practices Act (1925)

• Quarterly financial reports
• Donations of 100$ are always to be reported
• But: no monitoring body, no penalties, no regulation on total contributions, rarely enforced by Congress



The first large-scale reform: FECA (1971)

• Federal Election Campaign Act – signed by 
Nixon
• Limited individual contributions to $1,000 and 

for political committee contributions to $5,000 
to any candidate
• Limits on spending
• Complex (and largely ineffective) public 

disclosure system
1972: Watergate -> led to revisions to FECA



Is Money Speech? Buckley vs Valeo (SC, 1976)

Discussion: do contribution and/or expenditure limits go against 
freedom of speech?

So fundamental that we speak of pre- and post-Buckley eras



Birth of the Political Action Committee (1940s)
Growing legislation to with participation of labor unions & 
organizations
• Act to Prevent Pernicious Political Activities (Hatch Act, 1939, am. 1940)
• War Labor Disputes Act (Smith-Connally Act, 1943, exp. 1945)
• Labor Management Relations Act (Taft-Hartley Act, 1947)

• Base for union-bashing 
• Permanent ban of contributions to federal campaigns

1943: establishment of the Congress of Industrial Organizations –
Political Action committee (CIO-PAC)
• Organized labor support
• Open, public, solicited support outside of unions, and would take 

on traditional party functions (f.i. policy and candidate selection)



What are PACs?

• Raise funds to support or oppose political candidates or parties
• Represent specific interest (but not necessarily “connected”)
• Regulated by Federal Election Commission (FEC)
• Boomed after introduction of FECA as they can work around limits

by collecting donations from multiple individuals/organizations
• But still limited in terms of how much they can receive and how 

much they can donate



Circumventing the rules: Hard vs Soft Money

• Hard Money: contributions 
directly to candidates
• Soft Money:
• donations to a party/interest 

group who can buy 
advertising on candidate’s 
behalf
• Not subject to campaign

finance laws
• No idea how much until 1991



Increase in Soft Money 1992-2002

Source: OpenSecrets. https://www.opensecrets.org/political-
parties/soft-money-backgrounder 
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